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Parties attempt to appeal simultaneously to swing voters and core supporters, 
but these groups may have very different political attitudes and priorities. This 
paper explores the resulting strategic tensions in the context of the 
contemporary American party system. Starting from a model of utility 
maximization by party elites, I derive weights characterizing the value to each 
party of potential swing voters and core supporters. I use data from American 
National Election Study surveys conducted in six presidential elections (1988-
2008) to identify swing voters and core partisans and to characterize their 
attitudes on four political dimensions—Social Welfare Conservatism, Moral 
Conservatism, Racial Conservatism, and Anti-Government Attitudes. I also 
estimate the relative intensity of the attitudes of swing voters, the Republican 
base, and the Democratic base in each of these four domains. My statistical 
results suggest that Republican core partisans have cared much more about 
race and morality than swing voters have, and much less about social welfare. 
Democratic core partisans, in contrast, have cared strongly about social welfare 
but remarkably little about morality or race. These differences in the relative 
intensity of preferences should have important implications for the nature of 
political compromises between swing voters and core partisans. However, an 
analysis of the perceived stands of Republican and Democratic presidential 
candidates provides no evidence that they do, and suggests that Democratic 
candidates, especially, have generally been more extreme than can plausibly be 
accounted for on the basis of the compromises posited here between the views 
of swing voters and core partisans.  
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Base Appeal: 
The Political Attitudes and Priorities of Core Partisans 1

 

 

Political parties rely on cadres of active, enthusiastic supporters for the energy 

and resources they need to attract votes. In Boss Plunkitt’s day, the Tammany Hall 

machine traded patronage, jobs, and “honest graft” for political labor. “When I was 

twelve years old,” Plunkitt claimed, “I made myself useful around the district 

headquarters and did work at all the polls on election day.” Plunkitt’s lifetime of 

shrewd and diligent party work paid off handsomely in material terms. “I’ve made a 

big fortune out of the game,” he boasted, “and I’m gettin’ richer every day” (Riordon 

1905 [1963], 19, 3).  

Political parties still need cadres of active, enthusiastic supporters, but they have 

much less to offer in the way of patronage than they did a century ago. What do 

today’s Plunkitts get in return for their effort and resources? According to one popular 

textbook, “in recent years, most of those who volunteer for party work seem to be 

motivated by a desire to use the party to achieve policy goals” (Hershey 2009, 87). 

Aldrich’s influential account of American political parties underlined the importance 

of “party activists,” arguing that their distinctive policy preferences “constrain the 

actual leaders of the party, its ambitious office seekers, as they try to become the 

party-in-government by appealing to the electorate. … The need for the support of 

party activists to gain nomination and the value of those activists’ working for the 

nominee in the general election will work against the incentive to moderate and pull 

                                                           
1  An early version of the analysis reported here was presented to the Center for the Study of 
Democratic Politics at Princeton University and to the Political Science Department at Temple 
University. I am grateful to participants in both seminars for helpful reactions and advice. 
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[candidates] toward the positions of the party [activists]” (Aldrich 1995, 183, 191). 

More recently, Cohen, Karol, Noel, and Zaller went a step further, viewing ambitious 

office seekers not as “the actual leaders of the party” but as bidders for the support of 

party activists motivated by intense policy demands: “parties are the creatures of 

interest groups, ideological activists, and others whom we call intense policy 

demanders” (Cohen et al. 2008, 20).  

Despite the presumed importance of parties’ most active and enthusiastic core 

supporters, we know surprisingly little about who they are and how they matter. The 

political science literature provides occasional summaries of the political views of 

party activists, variously defined as national party convention delegates (e.g., Layman 

2001, ch. 3), state party convention delegates (e.g., Stone and Abramowitz 1983), or 

anyone who reports engaging in any political activity beyond voting (e.g., Aldrich 1995, 

ch. 6). In broader political discourse, each party’s “base” is variously defined to include 

particularly loyal demographic groups,2 ideological factions,3 or even all party 

identifiers.4

                                                           
2  For example, a 2008 blog post by Alan Abramowitz on “The Incredible Shrinking Republican 
Base” focused on the declining number of married white Christians, who “have been among the 
most loyal supporters of the Republican Party.” Real Clear Politics, May 2, 2008: 

  

www.realclearpolitics.com. 

3  A 2009 blog post by Nate Silver on “The Republican Death Spiral” noted that “Self-described 
conservative Republicans represent only about 20 percent of the population. This base is not 
necessarily becoming smaller; it’s still active and kicking.” FiveThirtyEight, January 29, 2009: 
www.fivethirtyeight.com. More generally, Google searches report 15.3 million results for the 
term “conservative base” and 16.2 million for the term “liberal base.” 

4  Log Cabin Republicans, a gay rights group, trumpeted the results of a 2007 poll as evidence 
that “the much talked about ‘base’ of the GOP fundamentally believes in basic fairness for all 
Americans.” What was “most remarkable” about this “Groundbreaking New Poll of [the] 
Republican Base,” as the group billed it, was that it was “a poll of self-identified Republicans—
not independents or Republican-leaning voters.” Log Cabin Republicans news release, June 27, 
2007: Online.logcabin.org. Gallup Poll reports similarly refer to Republican Party identifiers as 

http://www.realclearpolitics.com/�
http://www.fivethirtyeight.com/�
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In 2008, presidential candidate Hillary Clinton generated headlines when she 

blamed her poor showing in party caucuses on an “activist base” characterized by 

ideological extremism and intensity: “We have been less successful in caucuses 

because it brings out the activist base of the Democratic Party. MoveOn didn’t even 

want us to go into Afghanistan. I mean, that’s what we’re dealing with. And you know 

they turn out in great numbers.”5

Of course, the strategic tension between appealing to swing voters and appealing 

to core partisans didn’t begin or end with Clinton. Several weeks before she expressed 

her frustration with her party’s “activist base,” political strategist Chris Bowers had 

written that “while the base provides the resources necessary to target swing voters, 

messaging that appeals to the base might actually turn off swing voters, rendering the 

resources a campaign collects from the base useless. On the other hand, messaging 

that appeals to swing voters could repel or discourage base activists, thus denying a 

party or a campaign sufficient resources with which to target swing voters.”

 Falling behind in the delegate count despite strong 

showings in big-state primaries, Clinton argued that she would be her party’s strongest 

candidate in the general election, despite the apparent antipathy of the “activist base,” 

because of her greater appeal to centrist swing voters.  

6

A few months after the 2008 election, sabermetrician-turned-political-analyst 

Nate Silver suggested that Republican appeals to core partisans might be producing a 

“death spiral”: “The McCain campaign radically overestimated the importance of 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
the “Republican Base”—for example, “Republican Base Heavily White, Conservative, Religious” 
(June 1, 2009) and “Tea Party Supporters Overlap Republican Base” (July 2, 2010): 
www.gallup.com. 

5  “Hillary Privately Blasted ‘The Activist Base of the Democratic Party’ for Caucus Defeats.” Eric 
Kleefeld, April 18, 2008: tpmelectioncentral.talkingpointsmemo.com.  

6  Chris Bowers, “Swing Voters and Swing Activists,” The Democratic Strategist 
www.thedemocraticstrategist.org, February 21, 2008.   

http://www.thedemocraticstrategist.org/�
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appealing to the base. House Republicans may be replicating their mistake. … The 

more conservative, partisan, and strident their message becomes, the more they 

alienate non-base Republicans. But the more they alienate non-base Republicans, the 

fewer of them are left to worry about appeasing. Thus, their message becomes 

continually more appealing to the base—but more conservative, partisan, and strident 

to the rest of us.”7

My aim here is to explore both the logic and the reality of the strategic dilemma 

posited in different contexts and forms by Bowers, Silver, and many other political 

observers. I do this, first, by presenting a spatial model in which parties 

simultaneously appeal to swing voters and core partisans; second, by identifying swing 

voters and core partisans in the contemporary American party system; and third, by 

characterizing and comparing the political attitudes and priorities of swing voters and 

core partisans.  

 

 
A Spatial Model with Swing Voters and Core Supporters 

I begin by assuming a world with two political parties, Republicans and 

Democrats, each seeking to maximize the number of votes they receive in an election. 

The Republican Party’s expected vote is 

(1)          V(r) = Σ
i
 Φ(τ

i 
) Φ(π

i 
)  

(2)               = Σ
i
 Φ(τ

i 
) Φ(υ

iR 
− υ

iD 
) , 

where Φ(τ
i 
) is the probability that citizen i turns out to vote, Φ(π

i 
) is the probability 

that she votes Republican given that she does vote, and 

 (3)          υ
iR

 = α
iR 
− [(xi −r)′ Bi (xi −r)] 

                                                           
7  FiveThirtyEight, January 29, 2009: www.fivethirtyeight.com.  

http://www.fivethirtyeight.com/�
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and 

(4)          υ
iD

 = α
iD

 − [(xi −d)′ Bi (xi −d)]  

represent her evaluations of the Republican and Democratic parties, respectively. I 

assume that these evaluations are declining functions of the squared weighted 

Euclidean distance between each party’s position and the citizen’s own position in a K-

dimensional political space; xi , r, and d are (K×1) vectors representing the positions of 

citizen i, the Republican Party, and the Democratic Party in this space, and Bi is a (K×K) 

symmetric positive-definite matrix of weights representing the salience and 

complimentarity of the dimensions of evaluation for citizen i (Enelow and Hinich 1984, 

15-20).  

Substituting equations (3) and (4) into equation (2), 

(5)          V(r) = Σ
i
 Φ(τ

i 
) Φ(α

iR
 − α

iD
 +[(xi −d)′ Bi (xi −d)]−[(xi −r)′ Bi (xi −r)]

 
) , 

and taking derivatives with respect to the vector of Republican Party positions in the 

political space,8

 (6)          ∂V/∂(r) = Σ
i
 Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) [2Bi (xi −r)] . 

 

The term φ(π
i 
)—the Normal density associated with the expected utility differential π

i
—

represents the availability of citizen i for partisan conversion; it takes its maximum 

value for citizens who are indifferent between the parties and declines as the absolute 

value of the utility differential increases, approaching zero for citizens who are almost 

                                                           
8  I assume here that possible changes in the Republican Party’s positions have no bearing on 
the probability that citizen i will turn out to vote. If people with larger (absolute) utility 
differentials are more likely to turn out, there is a second-order effect of shifts in party 
positions which Bartels (1998) refers to as “mobilization value”: moving closer to citizen i in 
political space will make her more likely to turn out if she was likely to vote Republican and 
less likely to turn out if she was likely to vote Democratic.    
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sure to vote Republican (or almost sure to vote Democratic) if they vote at all (Bartels 

1998). Setting the derivatives in equation (6) to zero and solving for the vote-

maximizing vector of positions rV*, 

 (7)          rV* = Σ
i
 [Σ

i
 Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) Bi ]

−1
 
Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) Bi xi , 

a weighted average of the positions of voters. 

The import of equation (7) is that a vote-maximizing party will seek to minimize 

its distance in political space from any given citizen i in proportion to three factors: 

the probability that i will vote, her availability for partisan conversion, and the salience 

and complimentarity of the various evaluative dimensions in shaping her assessment 

of the party. Since voters who are close to indifferent between the parties are likely to 

be centrally located in political space (if the two parties’ positions are roughly 

symmetric), politically engaged centrists should exert a powerful gravitational pull on 

a vote-maximizing party, especially on the evaluative dimensions they care about 

strongly. 

The logic of vote maximization is identical for Republicans and Democrats, and 

calculations analogous to those already presented, but with the Democratic vote 

probability Φ(−π
i 
) substituted for the Republican vote probability Φ(π

i
), produce a vote-

maximizing vector of Democratic Party positions dV* identical to the vector rV* in 

equation (7).9

                                                           
9  The equality follows from the assumption that voters use the same matrix of salience weights 
Bi to evaluate Republican positions in equation (3) and Democratic positions in equation (4), 
and from the symmetry of the Normal distribution, which implies that the factor φ(−π

i 
) 

representing availability for partisan conversion by Democrats is identical to the factor φ(π
i 
) 

representing availability for partisan conversion by Republicans.    

 Thus, insofar as both parties strive to maximize votes in the electorate as 
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they find it, both will be impelled to converge at the (weighted) average position of 

voters. 

However, there are a variety of reasons to expect parties to stray from the centrist 

positions most appealing to swing voters in order to cater to the views of their core 

supporters. For one thing, parties typically rely heavily on core supporters for money, 

time, and other resources necessary to wage effective campaigns. For another, core 

partisans are most likely to participate in the primaries or caucuses that select the 

parties’ nominees (Aranson and Ordeshook 1972). Finally, and perhaps most 

importantly, a party’s base may—through a dynamic process of self-selection nicely 

captured by Aldrich (1983)—come to represent what the party stands for in the minds 

of party leaders and candidates. 

I represent the value to the party of appealing to core supporters by the 

expression 

(8)          C(r) = λ Σ
i
 ω

iR
υ

iR 
,  

              = λ Σ
i
 ω

iR 
[α

iR 
− (xi −r)′ Bi (xi −r)] , 

where λ is a general weight attached to core support and ω
iR 

is a specific weight 

attached to the partisan evaluation of citizen i reflecting the extent to which she 

counts as a Republican core supporter. Taking the derivatives of this expression with 

respect to the vector of Republican Party positions in the political space, 

(9)         ∂C/∂(r) = λ Σ
i
 ω

iR 
[2Bi (xi −r)] , 

and the corresponding base-pleasing positions are 

(10)          rC* = Σ
i
 [Σ

i
 ω

iR 
Bi ]

−1
 
ω

iR 
Bi xi . 
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As with the vote-maximizing positions rV*, the base-pleasing positions rC* are a 

weighted average of prospective voters’ positions; but the weights in this case are 

different, reflecting the extent to which each voter is a Republican core supporter.  

If we suppose that the Republican Party’s overall utility U(r) of adopting any given 

position in political space is simply the sum of the expected direct electoral payoff, 

V(r), and the value of the position in appealing to core supporters, C(r), then we can 

combine equations (6) and (9) to produce 

(11)          ∂U/∂(r) = Σ
i
 [ Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) + λ ω

iR 
] [2Bi (xi −r)] . 

Setting these derivatives to zero and solving for the utility-maximizing vector of party 

positions rU* yields  

(12)          rU* = Σ
i
 {Σ

i
 [Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) + λ ω

iR
] Bi }

−1
 
[Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) + λ ω

iR
] Bi xi .  

By analogous reasoning, the utility-maximizing vector of Democratic Party positions is 

(13)          dU* = Σ
i
 {Σ

i
 [Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) + λ ω

iD
] Bi }

−1
 
[Φ(τ

i 
) φ(π

i 
) + λ ω

iD
] Bi xi .  

Equations (12) and (13) are very similar in form, but very different in substance. 

While both parties are similarly impelled to weigh the attitudes of swing voters, they 

may be pushed in very different directions by the additional weight they attach to the 

views of their core supporters. The core supporters whose views receive special weight 

from the Republican Party (ω
iR

 > 0) will presumably have quite different political views 

(xi )—and perhaps also different political priorities (Bi )—from those of Democratic core 

supporters (for whom ω
iD

 > 0).  
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Identifying Swing Voters and Core Partisans  

Having outlined the strategic calculations that might be expected to affect how 

party leaders attempt to reconcile the political views of swing voters and core 

partisans, I turn in the remainder of this paper to the empirical task of characterizing 

those political views and exploring how they matter. My empirical analysis is based on 

data from surveys conducted in conjunction with the six most recent presidential 

elections (1988-2008) by the American National Election Studies project.10

In the model I have outlined, the extent to which each prospective voter counts as 

a “swing voter” depends on the product of two factors: the probability that she will 

turn out, Φ(τ
i 
), and the extent to which her vote is up for grabs if she does turn out, 

φ(π
i 
). I estimated these two factors for each ANES survey respondent on the basis of 

statistical analyses of self-reported turnout and vote choice. 

 In this 

section, I begin by describing how I used the ANES data to identify representative 

samples of swing voters and core partisans in those six elections. 

First, for each election I related prospective voters’ self-reported turnout to a 

variety of demographic characteristics using probit analysis. The results of the probit 

analyses are reported in Table A1 in the Appendix. Each prospective voter’s estimated 

probability of turning out, Φ(τ^
i 
), is the predicted probability, given her demographic 

                                                           
10  The data are publicly available from the ANES website, www.electionstudies.org. My analysis 
is based on the ANES Time Series Cumulative Data File released June 24, 2010. In addition to 
employing the standard weights included in the ANES data file, I weight the respondents in 
each election year by the inverse of the sample size (more precisely, by the number of people in 
the eligible electorate divided by the number of ANES post-election respondents). This 
additional weight has no effect on year-by-year analyses, but produces a representative sample 
of the cumulative electorate for analyses in which the data from all six election years are 
pooled.   

http://www.electionstudies.org/�
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characteristics, implied by the corresponding probit analysis; these predicted 

probabilities include adjustments for over-reporting of turnout, so that the average 

predicted probability in each ANES survey matches the aggregate turnout in the 

corresponding election.11

Second, for survey respondents who reported voting for a major-party 

presidential candidate, I related vote choices in each election to three measures of 

partisan attitudes: the difference in “feeling thermometer” ratings assigned to the 

Republican and Democratic presidential candidates, the difference in thermometer 

ratings assigned to the Republican and Democratic parties, and the familiar seven-

point party identification scale.

  

12

                                                           
11  Michael McDonald’s United States Election Project 
(

 The results of these probit analyses are reported in 

Table A2 in the Appendix. For each prospective voter, I used the probit coefficients to 

construct a weighted average of the three measures of partisan attitudes. I adjusted 

these weighted averages to have a mean value of zero in each election year, then 

calculated the Normal density φ(π^
i 
) corresponding to the adjusted weighted average 

π^
i
 for each prospective voter. This value reflects the availability of voter i for partisan 

conversion in a close election; it is relatively large for prospective voters whose 

partisan attitudes are near the center of the distribution of partisan attitudes in a 

http://elections.gmu.edu/voter_turnout.htm) reports the aggregate turnout rate (as a 
percentage of the voting-eligible population) in each election. Table A1 reports the intercept 
adjustment in the probit equation for each election required to match the aggregate turnout 
rate.   

12  Since my theoretical analysis ignored minor parties and independent candidates, minor 
party voters are ignored in this step of my empirical analysis. However, they are included—as 
are non-voters—in my subsequent analysis as potential targets of Democratic and Republican 
electoral appeals, based on the attitudes they expressed toward the two major parties and the 
statistical relationships reported in Table A2.   

http://elections.gmu.edu/voter_turnout.htm�
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given election year, and relatively small for prospective voters whose partisan attitudes 

are more extreme (regardless of whether they are pro-Republican or pro-Democratic).13

Existing theory provides much less specific guidance regarding the identification 

of core partisans. As Carmines and Woods (2002, 363-364) put it, “There is no easy 

way to identify who should be considered … a party activist in the United States. 

Falling between major officeholders at one end of the continuum and the largely 

inactive mass electorate at the other end, political activists are a heterogeneous group 

and include delegates to the national nominating conventions, those citizens heavily 

involved in campaign activities, major financial contributors to political parties and 

individual candidates, and even the thousands of minor officeholders and party 

officials.” 

  

Carmines and Woods attempted to finesse this heterogeneity by analyzing two 

distinct sets of party activists—on one hand, ordinary citizens who participated in at 

least three types of campaign activities, including voting, and on the other hand, 

delegates to the parties’ national conventions. Studies of the political views of national 

convention delegates go back at least half a century, to McClosky, Hoffman, and 

O’Hara’s (1960) comparison of “party leaders and followers,” which was based on 

parallel surveys of national party convention delegates and rank-and-file party 

identifiers. However, the substantial changes that have occurred in the parties’ 

procedures for selecting convention delegates over the past half-century (Cohen et al. 

                                                           
13  Centering the distribution of partisan attitudes separately for each election year ensures that 
the prospective voters with the highest values of φ(π^

i 
) are those who would be pivotal if the 

election turned out to be close. This adjustment is technically inconsistent with the assumption 
of vote maximization employed above, but reflects the reality that parties probably care more 
about maximizing their chances of winning elections than about maximizing their expected 
vote totals. For practical purposes the distinction is unimportant, since there are no landslide 
elections in the period covered by my analysis.  



 

 

12 

2008) underline the fact that convention delegates are a rather idiosyncratic subset of 

a party’s core supporters. To quote again from Carmines and Woods (2002, 364), 

“Officeholders—major and minor—attend the national conventions as do financial 

contributors, issue activists, party workers, and representatives of interest groups. 

Selected in state primaries, caucuses, or conventions, the only thing that they have in 

common is that almost all national convention delegates are strongly committed to 

one of the party’s presidential contenders.” 

 At the other end of the continuum of selectivity, Holbrook and McClurg (2005) 

studied “the mobilization of core supporters” by presidential campaigns using exit poll 

data on turnout by Republican and Democratic party identifiers. In this case, the term 

“core supporters” simply distinguished party identifiers from independents, without 

regard to the intensity of their partisan attachments or the extent of their political 

engagement. The definition of “core supporters” I employ here is much more stringent 

than Holbrook and McClurg’s (2005); on the other hand, it encompasses a much 

broader swath of party activists than are represented in studies of national convention 

delegates.  

Like Aldrich (1995, ch. 6) and Carmines and Woods (2002) in their analysis of 

campaign activists, I focus on party members whose involvement in electoral politics 

goes beyond voting. However, within this active stratum I differentially weight core 

partisans based on two distinguishing characteristics—the extent of their political 

activism and their partisan enthusiasm. I consider these characteristics in combination, 

on the assumption that parties are most likely to respond to the views of people who 

are both active and enthusiastic party supporters. 

I measure political activism using a battery of eight questions in the ANES surveys 

asking respondents whether they donated money to parties, candidates, or political 
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groups, worked in campaigns or attended political meetings, displayed a campaign 

sign or bumper sticker, voted, or tried to convince others how to vote. I combined 

responses to these items using the principal components analysis summarized in 

Table 1. The first column of Table 1 shows the factor loading for each item on a single 

factor representing respondents’ political activity; the second column shows the 

relative weight of each item in my overall index of political activism. 

 
***  Table 1  *** 

 
Donating money to a candidate or party, working in a campaign, and attending a 

campaign rally or meeting all receive substantial weight in the overall index of political 

activism; many of the same people who participate in any one of these ways participate 

in other ways as well. In contrast, voting is a much more common activity, and many of 

the people who do turn out at election time do not engage in any other sort of political 

activity. Thus, voting accounts for only 4% of the overall activism index, whereas the 

two items tapping donations to parties and candidates together account for almost 

40%.  

I measure partisan enthusiasm with an index combining ratings of the Republican 

and Democratic parties on the ANES “feeling thermometer,” ratings of the Republican 

and Democratic presidential candidates, and the traditional ANES seven-point party 

identification scale.14

                                                           
14  “Feeling thermometer” ratings range from 0 to 100, with 50 as a neutral point. I use the 
difference in ratings between the Republican and Democratic parties (or candidates) in the 
principal components analysis in Table 2.  

 I combined responses to these items using the principal 

components analysis summarized in Table 2. All of these indicators of partisanship 

are strongly correlated, and the index attaches significant weight to each of them. (The 



 

 

14 

differences in relative weights reported in the second column of the table mostly 

reflect that fact that the differences in thermometer ratings for parties and candidates 

are less variable, relative to their maximum range, than party identification.)  

 
***  Table 2  *** 

 

My definition of core partisans incorporates both political activism and partisan 

enthusiasm. Respondents in the ANES surveys are classified as Republican 

(Democratic) core supporters if they meet all three of the following criteria: 

 
(1) they respond to the traditional ANES party identification question by saying 

that they think of themselves as Republicans (Democrats); 

(2) they express more enthusiasm for their party than for the opposing party, as 

measured by the partisan scale summarized in Table 2; and 

(3) they participate in electoral politics in some way beyond voting. 

 
By these criteria, 1,402 respondents in my six ANES surveys (representing 13.6% 

of the eligible electorate) qualified as Republican core supporters and 1,688 

(representing 16.4% of the eligible electorate) qualified as Democratic core supporters. 

Clearly, this is not a very stringent definition of party activism. However, within each 

of these broad subsets of core supporters, I gave substantial additional weight to those 

who were most active and most enthusiastic by weighting each core supporter’s survey 

responses by the product of her level of political activity and her level of partisan 

enthusiasm.  

The average level of political activity in the weighted sample of Republican core 

supporters is .40; the corresponding average level for Democratic core supporters is 

.42. Thus, a typical core supporter in my analysis voted and talked to someone else 
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about how that person should vote and displayed a campaign sign or bumper sticker 

and contributed money to a candidate or party.  

The average level of partisan enthusiasm in the weighted sample of Republican 

core supporters (on a scale ranging from zero for the most enthusiastic Democrats to 

100 for the most enthusiastic Republicans) is 82.5; the corresponding average for 

Democratic core supporters is 16.8. In each case, this average level of enthusiasm 

would be registered by a “strong” party identifier who rated her own party and its 

presidential candidate about 60 points higher than the opposing party and candidate 

on the 100-point ANES feeling thermometer. (The corresponding average differences in 

thermometer ratings for all weak and strong party identifiers are about 40% smaller.) 

Thus, the weighted results for core partisans presented in the remainder of this 

paper represent subsets of the broader electorate that are quite distinctive both with 

respect to partisan enthusiasm and with respect to political activity. At the same time, 

these subsets of the broader electorate are sufficiently large to be plausibly crucial in 

the functioning of the parties—and sufficiently large to be reasonably represented in 

the ANES survey data. 

Table 3 compares the demographic characteristics of Republican and Democratic 

core partisans with those of swing voters and of the electorate as a whole. By 

definition, both parties’ core partisans are distinguished by higher levels of party 

identification; not surprisingly, they also follow politics more closely. (They are also 

significantly better educated.) Republican core supporters are substantially more 

affluent than the electorate as a whole, more likely to attend church regularly, more 

likely to be married, and more likely to be white. (Almost 94% of the Republican base is 

white, whereas only half of one percent is black.) The Democratic base is less 

distinctive in these respects; however, Democratic core supporters are 
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disproportionately likely to be female (61%) and black (22%). Somewhat surprisingly, 

neither party’s base is substantially older than the electorate as a whole, substantially 

more or less concentrated in the South, or substantially more or less likely to be 

evangelical Christians.15

 

  

***  Table 3  *** 

 
The Political Attitudes of Swing Voters and Core Partisans 

Having identified (weighted samples of) swing voters and core partisans in the 

ANES surveys, I turn in this section to characterizing the political attitudes of those 

sub-groups. The attitudes of swing voters provide a useful benchmark for specifying 

what political positions parties would adopt if they were simply attempting to 

maximize votes in the current election, without regard to the views of their core 

partisans, while the attitudes of Republican and Democratic core partisans provide 

useful benchmarks for assessing how the parties would behave if they chose to cater to 

their respective bases. 

Table 4 provides a simple comparison of ideological self-identification for the 

entire eligible electorate and a variety of sub-groups in the 2008 election. Using a 

seven-point scale ranging from extremely liberal to extremely conservative, about 13% 

of the 2008 electorate placed themselves in one of the two left-most categories and 

about 20% placed themselves in one of the two right-most categories. By comparison, 

swing voters were noticeably more concentrated in the middle of the ideological scale, 

with only 10% in the two left-most categories and 9% in the two right-most categories. 

                                                           
15  White evangelicals constitute 30% of the Republican base, 20% of the overall electorate, and 
12% of the Democratic base; non-white evangelicals constitute 3% of the Republican base, 12% 
of the overall electorate, and 17% of the Democratic base.  
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The difference between these two distributions reflects the fact that ideological 

centrists were considerably more likely than liberals or conservatives to be “up for 

grabs” in 2008, as we would expect them to be in any election in a two-party system. 

 
***  Table 4  *** 

 

The corresponding figures for Democratic and Republican party identifiers reflect 

the extent of ideological polarization in the contemporary party system. Almost 26% of 

Democratic identifiers placed themselves in one of the two most liberal ideological 

categories, while only 5% were comparably conservative; almost 53% of Republican 

identifiers placed themselves in one of the two most conservative categories, while 

only 1% classified themselves as liberals. These figures suggest a good deal of 

ideological divergence between the parties’ rank-and-file identifiers. However, the 

extent of divergence between the more rarified groups of core supporters on each side 

was much greater. A slim majority of Democratic core supporters—almost twice as 

many core supporters as rank-and-file Democrats—placed themselves in one of the 

two most liberal categories, while almost three-fourths of Republican core supporters 

placed themselves in one of the two most conservative categories. Clearly, parties that 

catered to the ideological views of the core supporters identified here would be 

significantly more polarized than if they simply reflected the views of rank-and-file 

party members. 

For purposes of comparison, Table 4 also reports the distributions of ideology 

among Democratic and Republican county party chairs in 2008, from Crowder-Meyer’s 

(2010) national survey of county party chairs. Not surprisingly, county party chairs 

were even more ideologically extreme than their core partisans, with 19% of the 

Democratic Party chairs choosing the most liberal position on the seven-point scale 
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and 27% of the Republican Party chairs choosing the most conservative position. 

Comparing these various distributions suggests that the ideological views of core 

partisans were considerably closer to the views of county party chairs than to the 

views of rank-and-file party identifiers, underlining the political distinctiveness of core 

partisans within the two parties’ broader coalitions.16

Of course, ideological self-identification is a rough (and sometimes idiosyncratic) 

summary of a wide variety of specific political attitudes. For example, even among 

committed partisans, conservative economic views may coexist comfortably with 

liberal cultural attitudes or vice versa. In order to provide a clear assessment of how 

parties might attempt to appeal to core partisans, it is necessary to develop a more 

detailed portrait of the positions of those core partisans in a multidimensional political 

landscape. Moreover, if the model sketched above is correct in suggesting that the 

relative salience of specific political attitudes is a crucial element in the strategic 

calculations of parties, it is necessary to develop measures not only of where core 

partisans stand on a variety of politically relevant dimensions, but also of how much 

they care about those various stands. 

 

Here, I characterize the political attitudes of prospective voters—and, more 

specifically, of swing voters and core partisans—on the basis of a factor analysis 

employing 32 distinct items and scales included consistently in ANES surveys over the 

past 20 years. These items and scales tap a wide variety of policy preferences (for 

example, views about defense spending and government provision of health care), 

social attitudes (traditional morality and egalitarian values), feelings about salient 

                                                           
16  Democratic core supporters were only about 5% less likely than Democratic county chairs to 
chose one of the two left-most positions on the seven-point scale. Republican core supporters 
were 10% less likely than Republican county chairs to chose one of the two right-most 
positions.  
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groups (environmentalists, gays, Hispanics), and views about the political system (trust 

in government, perceptions of government waste).17

I used the results of the factor analysis to estimate the position of each ANES 

survey respondent on each of four distinct dimensions of political controversy: Social 

Welfare Conservatism, Moral Conservatism, Racial Conservatism, and Anti-Government 

Attitudes.

 The complete list of items and 

factor loadings is presented in Table A3 in the Appendix. 

18

                                                           
17  This sort of analysis is only feasible due to the extraordinary breadth and temporal 
consistency of the ANES surveys. Nevertheless, many other politically relevant items are 
excluded from my analysis because they did not appear in all of the six surveys employed here. 
Moreover, in 2000 and 2008 several relevant items were administered to only half of the ANES 
respondents. (Even if the other half of the sample was asked an alternative version of the 
“same” question, I do not assume that the alternative items are directly comparable to the 
standard items employed here.) In order to maximize the number of useable responses in those 
years, I included items asked of the same half-sample but excluded items asked of different 
half-samples. For example, the standard ANES items on ideological self-identification and 
government spending and services were both asked of half-samples in 2000; but since 
alternative versions of these items were independently randomized, only about one-fourth of 
the respondents were asked both questions in the standard format. Since all of the respondents 
who were asked the standard version of the government spending and services question—but 
only half of the respondents who were asked the standard version of the ideological self-
identification question—were also asked the standard versions of the questions on government 
jobs, abortion, and government health care, I included the government spending and services 
item but excluded the ideological self-identification item. Nevertheless, the half-sampling of key 
items reduces the effective sample size for this and subsequent analyses from 1,807 to 862 in 
2000 and from 2,322 to 1,043 in 2008.   

 The primary indicators of each of these dimensions (and their factor 

loadings) are presented in Table 5. 

18  These dimensions correspond to the second, third, fourth, and fifth factors in Table A3, 
respectively. The first factor in Table A3 reflects the general tendency of survey respondents to 
provide positive or negative ratings of groups on the ANES “feeling thermometer.” 
Thermometer ratings of blacks, Hispanics, and poor people loaded strongly and positively on 
this factor, but so did ratings of whites, Christian fundamentalists, and the military; indeed, all 
of the 14 thermometer ratings included in the factor analysis had factor loadings of at least .20 
on this dimension, while none of the 18 items with other response formats had a factor loading 
larger than .18. Scores on this factor were significantly correlated with anti-government 
attitudes (−.44) and social welfare conservatism (−.42); however, since they had no appreciable 
independent impact on partisan attitudes or voting behavior, they play no role in my analysis.  
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***  Table 5  *** 

 

The key indicators of Social Welfare Conservatism reflect antipathy to government 

spending on a variety of social welfare programs, including child care, schools, Social 

Security, jobs, and health care, as well as antipathy to labor unions, liberals, and 

egalitarian values. Moral Conservatism encompasses antipathy to gays and gay rights, 

pro-life views on abortion, and allegiance to traditional moral values and gender roles, 

as well as positive attitudes toward Christian fundamentalists. Racial Conservatism 

primarily reflects opposition to government aid to blacks and government involvement 

in providing jobs; support for the military and for higher defense spending also load 

on this dimension.19

Table 6 summarizes the interrelationships among these four sets of political 

attitudes. It should not be surprising to find that moral and racial attitudes are fairly 

strongly related; the correlation between estimated positions on the Moral 

Conservatism and Racial Conservatism dimensions is .59. Moral and racial attitudes are 

both moderately correlated with social welfare attitudes as well; the correlations are 

 Anti-Government Attitudes include perceptions that the 

government is run by a few big interests, that it cannot be trusted to do what is right 

most of the time, that people in government are crooked, and that they waste a lot of 

money.  

                                                           
19  Defense spending preferences and attitudes toward the military appear in combination with 
racial preferences and attitudes in the factor analysis summarized in Table 5 due to the paucity 
of consistent foreign policy items in ANES surveys over the past 20 years. A more extensive 
factor analysis limited to the 2008 ANES survey (adding 46 additional items from that survey to 
the 32 employed here) produced a distinct foreign policy dimension including these two items 
along with several others tapping attitudes about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, terrorism, 
and isolationism. However, even in that more extensive factor analysis, the factor reflecting 
racial conservatism also captured distinct indicators of xenophobic or punitive attitudes, 
including opposition to immigration and support for the death penalty.   
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.35 and .42, respectively. What may be more surprising, in light of the much-publicized 

anti-government rhetoric of conservative Tea Party activists in the past 18 months, is 

that anti-government attitudes over the past 20 years have been virtually unrelated to 

positions on the other three dimensions (with correlations ranging from .15 to –.18).  

 
***  Table 6  *** 

 

 For my purposes here, the attitudes of swing voters and core partisans on these 

four political dimensions are crucial, since they seem likely to shape the political 

compromises each party makes as it attempts to appeal simultaneously to swing 

voters and to its core supporters. The four panels of Figure 1 show the distributions of 

attitudes on each of the four dimensions over the past two decades among core 

Democrats, swing voters, and core Republicans. Each dimension is scaled so that the 

most liberal (or pro-government) possible position is at zero and the most conservative 

(or anti-government) possible position is at 100. In fact, however, none of the 8,535 

ANES survey respondents in my analysis provided consistent extreme responses to all 

32 items incorporated in my factor analysis; thus, the observed range of positions on 

each dimension runs from about 10 to 90.  

 
***  Figure 1  *** 

 

 For three of the four dimensions, there is a clear separation in Figure 1 between 

the distributions of opinion for the Democratic base on the left and the Republican 

base on the right, with swing voters in between. However, even in these instances the 

Democratic and Republican distributions overlap significantly, belying any simple-

minded notion that core partisans uniformly hold consistent, extreme positions on 

matters of vigorous partisan contention. The heterogeneity of the Democratic base is 
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especially striking with respect to moral attitudes, while the Republican base includes 

a surprising number of moderates on both the moral and social welfare dimensions. In 

the case of anti-government attitudes all three distributions overlap substantially, 

although Democratic core supporters were slightly more likely to express anti-

government attitudes and Republican core supporters were slightly less likely to do so. 

Tables 7, 8, 9, and 10 provide more detailed, election-by-election summaries of 

the attitudes of the entire eligible electorate, swing voters, the Democratic base, and 

the Republican base, respectively. Each table reports the mean and standard deviation 

of the distribution of attitudes on my four political dimensions for each election year, 

as well as for the overall distribution combining data from all six election years.20

 

 

Generally, the average positions of swing voters are quite similar to the average 

positions of the entire eligible electorate; however, the standard deviations for swing 

voters are smaller, reflecting the fact that rather few extremists (at least on the first 

three dimensions, where the Republican and Democratic parties have taken relatively 

consistent, distinctive stands) find themselves “up for grabs” in any given election, 

unless they happen to have cross-cutting extreme views on different dimensions.  

***  Tables 7, 8, 9, and 10  *** 
 

The year-by-year results for swing voters, the Democratic base, and the 

Republican base reveal a good deal of consistency, both in the average positions of 

these sub-groups and in the relative heterogeneity of their political attitudes. For 

                                                           
20  Here, as throughout this paper, the data from each election year were weighted to produce a 
representative sample of the cumulative eligible electorate over the past 20 years. The pooled 
results represent weighted averages of the corresponding year-by-year results, with more recent 
elections receiving slightly more weight due to the gradually increasing size of the eligible 
electorate.   
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example, in each of the past six election cycles, the Democratic base has displayed 

more agreement on social welfare than on race and more agreement on race than on 

morality. The Republican base has consistently been most united with respect to racial 

attitudes, with more heterogeneity in moral and (increasingly) social welfare attitudes.   

The year-to-year shifts in attitudes of swing voters and core partisans reported in 

Tables 8, 9, and 10 are presented graphically in Figure 2, which tracks the average 

position of each sub-group on each attitude dimension over the six elections included 

in my analysis. The error bar attached to each position (plus/minus one standard 

error) reflects the statistical uncertainty of the corresponding estimated average 

position due to sampling error in the ANES surveys. Clearly, the ANES data are 

sufficiently powerful to discern some important shifts in the attitudes of these three 

subgroups. For example, the moral attitudes of swing voters have become gradually 

more liberal over time, while their social welfare attitudes became more liberal 

between 1996 and 2004 before rebounding in 2008.  

 
***  Figure 2  *** 

 

 Even allowing for greater sampling variability, the average positions of core 

partisans have clearly been more variable from election to election than those of swing 

voters, perhaps due to fluctuations in activity and enthusiasm among different 

elements of each party’s base. For example, Republican core supporters were 

noticeably more conservative on both the social welfare and moral dimensions in 1996 

than in other recent election years. Democratic core supporters moderated noticeably 

on both the moral and racial dimensions over the course of the 1990s before turning 

sharply back to the left in 2004 (and remaining there in 2008).  
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Overall, the parties’ bases have become substantially more polarized over time. 

From 1988 to 2008, the distance between the average positions of core Democrats and 

core Republicans increased by 50% on Social Welfare Conservatism, by 43% on Moral 

Conservatism, and by 30% on Racial Conservatism. Increasing partisan polarization on 

the racial dimension was mostly due to the increasing conservatism of the Republican 

base; increasing polarization on the moral dimension was entirely due to the 

increasing liberalism of the Democratic base (with core Republicans actually 

moderating slightly); and increasing polarization on the social welfare dimension 

resulted from roughly equal movements by both parties’ core supporters away from 

the center of gravity of the electorate as a whole.  

Meanwhile, anti-government attitudes fluctuated noticeably with changes in 

partisan control of the presidency.21 Core Democrats were much more negative about 

the government in 1988, 1992, 2004, and 2008—all years with Republican incumbent 

presidents—than in 1996 and 2000. Core Republicans were significantly more 

supportive of government in 1988 and 2004, although, somewhat surprisingly, no 

more supportive in 1992 or 2008—years with unpopular Republican incumbents—than 

when Clinton was in the White House.22

                                                           
21  The ANES survey items that bear most of the weight in my measure of Anti-Government 
Attitudes are prefaced by language intended to disassociate them from the current 
administration. (“People have different ideas about the government in Washington. These ideas 
don’t refer to Democrats or Republicans in particular, but just to government in general. We 
want to see how you feel about these ideas.”) However, the statistical results presented in Table 
9 strongly suggest that Democratic survey respondents associated “the government in 
Washington” with the sitting president, expressing much more negative views when 
Republicans held the White House.  

  

22  Of course, the Republican Party was turned out of the White House in both 1992 and 2008. 
Since the key items in my index of Anti-Government Attitudes have consistently been asked in 
ANES post-election surveys, disappointed Republicans in those years may already have adjusted 
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The Salience of Political Dimensions for Swing Voters and Core Partisans 

My spatial model of party positioning implies that parties will cater to the 

political attitudes of their core supporters in direct proportion to the salience of those 

attitudes, and in inverse proportion to the salience of the corresponding attitudes of 

swing voters. In theory, at least, a vote-maximizing party will stick close to the center 

of the political space on the issues that matter most to swing voters, while appealing 

to its base on the issues that matter most to enthusiastic, politically active partisans. 

Here, I estimate the salience of each of the four dimensions of political attitudes 

included in my analysis by regressing ANES respondents’ overall partisan attitudes (as 

captured by the partisan scale summarized in Table 2) on their positions on all four 

dimensions. The regression coefficient for each dimension reflects the extent to which 

prospective voters’ relative enthusiasm for the two parties varied with attitudes in the 

corresponding domain. These regression coefficients represent the salience weights in 

the matrix B in equations (3) and (4) above.23 I report salience weights estimated 

separately for swing voters, the Democratic base, and the Republican base. Each table 

includes separate regression analyses for each election year, as well as a pooled 

analysis combining data from all six election years.24

                                                                                                                                                                                           
their attitudes in anticipation of the wasteful, untrustworthy incoming Democratic 
administrations, notwithstanding the reference in the survey to “government in general.” 

  

23  More precisely, the regression coefficients correspond to the main diagonal elements of B. I 
simplify the empirical analysis significantly by assuming that B is a diagonal matrix, ignoring 
the possibility of complementarities among the various dimensions of political attitudes.  

24  As with the pooled summaries of political attitudes presented in Tables 7, 8, 9, and 10, the 
pooled regression analyses presented in Tables 11, 12, and 13 are weighted to compensate for 
the unequal numbers of ANES survey respondents in each election year, providing a 
representative cumulative portrait of the relevant subgroups over the past two decades.  
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For swing voters, the regression estimates presented in Table 11 clearly indicate 

that social welfare attitudes have been the strongest predictor of partisan evaluations 

in every presidential election over the past 20 years. Racial attitudes have been only 

half as salient as social welfare attitudes, on average, while morality and anti-

government attitudes have generally been even less salient. In every case, conservative 

attitudes were associated with more enthusiasm for the Republican Party and its 

candidates; however, anti-government attitudes were associated with less enthusiasm 

for the Republican Party and its candidates, when they mattered at all (in 1988, 1992, 

and 2004—the three elections in which an incumbent president or vice president 

headed the Republican ticket).25

 

  

***  Table 11  *** 
 

The disparities in estimated salience of the various political dimensions are even 

more striking for Democratic core partisans, in Table 12. Social welfare attitudes have 

clearly been of paramount importance for the Democratic base in recent elections, as 

they have been for swing voters. (The estimated salience weights for the Democratic 

base are somewhat more variable, from a low of .18 in 1988 to a high of .58 in 1996; 

but these fluctuations from election to election probably reflect sampling error as 

much or more than changing political contexts.) However, moral and racial attitudes 

had little or no apparent impact on the partisan enthusiasm of the Democratic base; 

only nine of the 14 estimated salience weights for these dimensions are positive, and 

none of these is large enough to be statistically reliable. These results suggest a 

                                                           
25  These results suggest that swing voters were much more likely to associate “the government 
in Washington” with the sitting president and vice president when Republicans held the White 
House than when Democrats did. It is unclear to me why that should be the case. 
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remarkably single-minded focus by Democratic core supporters on social welfare 

issues, and a remarkable disregard for moral and racial politics.  Finally, the salience of 

anti-government attitudes fluctuated markedly from year to year, with the most jaded 

core Democrats expressing strong partisan enthusiasm in 1988, 1992, 2000, and 2004, 

but not in 1996 or 2008.26

 

   

***  Table 12  *** 
 

Table 13 presents comparable estimates of relative salience for the Republican 

base. Here, too, there are some notable fluctuations from election to election. Moral 

attitudes seem to have been highly salient in 2000 but utterly unimportant in 2004 (the 

supposed year of the “values voter”). On the other hand, racial attitudes seem to have 

been highly salient in 2004 but irrelevant in 2000 (and, perhaps surprisingly, not much 

more salient than usual in 2008). What is most striking, however, is the negligible 

salience of social welfare attitudes in four of the six election years (1992, 2000, 2004, 

and 2008). Overall, over the past six elections, Republican core partisans seem to have 

attached almost three times as much weight to moral attitudes as to social welfare 

attitudes, and more than five times as much weight to racial attitudes as to social 

welfare attitudes. These relative priorities stand in stark contrast to those of swing 

voters, and in even starker contrast to those of Democratic core partisans. 

 
***  Table 13  *** 

 
                                                           
26  It may seem surprising that anti-government attitudes and partisan enthusiasm were 
positively related in 2000, when Democrats held the White House, but not in 2008, when 
Republicans did. However, it is worth noting once again that the key items in my index of Anti-
Government Attitudes were asked in ANES post-election surveys. Thus, core Democrats 
responded to these items during the midst of the disputed Florida vote count in 2000, and in 
the immediate afterglow of Barack Obama’s historic victory in 2008. 
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The implications of these results for the nature of the compromises each party is 

likely to pursue between the views of swing voters and the views of core partisans are 

illustrated in Figure 3. The figure maps the (weighted) average positions of swing 

voters, Democratic core supporters, and Republican core supporters over the last six 

presidential elections on two of the four dimensions I have used to characterize 

prospective voters’ political attitudes—Social Welfare Conservatism (on the horizontal 

axis) and Moral Conservatism (on the vertical axis). If the parties only cared about 

tactical vote maximization, they would converge on the (weighted) average position of 

swing voters. However, to the extent that each party also attempts to appeal to its 

base, it will be drawn toward the (weighted) average position of core partisans. For 

each party, Figure 3 marks five steps along this path corresponding to increasing 

values of the parameter λ in equations (12) and (13).27

 

  

***  Figure 3  *** 
 

The notable curvature of the paths leading to the average position of each party’s 

base in Figure 3 reflect the differential salience of Social Welfare Conservatism and 

Moral Conservatism among swing voters, Democratic core supporters, and Republican 

core supporters over the past two decades. As the position of the Democratic Party 

diverges toward its core supporters, the projected movement mostly entails increasing 

liberalism on the social welfare dimension; only if the views of core supporters came 

to dominate the party’s political calculations would its movement to the left 

(downward in the figure) on the moral dimension outpace its movement to the left on 

                                                           
27  The four intermediate steps between the position of swing voters and each party’s base 
correspond to values of λ of .25, .667, 1.5, and 4 (and thus to strategic calculations in which the 
relative importance of swing voters declines from .8 to .6 to .4 to .2).  
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the social welfare dimension. This pattern reflects the fact that social welfare attitudes 

have been much more salient than moral attitudes among Democratic core supporters 

over the past 20 years, and thus more worth catering to, even at some cost to the 

party’s centrist appeal. 

The projected path of divergence for the Republican Party is quite different. 

Insofar as the modern Republican Party seeks to cater to its base, it should be expected 

to do so almost entirely by adopting conservative moral (and racial) positions, 

continuing to stick close to the moderate position of swing voters on the social welfare 

dimension. This marked asymmetry reflects the fact that moral attitudes have been 

almost three times as salient as social welfare attitudes among Republican core 

supporters, while social welfare attitudes have been more than three times as salient 

as moral attitudes among swing voters. Even if the views of core partisans were to 

receive four times as much overall weight as those of swing voters—after four of the 

five steps shown in Figure 3—the party’s projected compromise position on the social 

welfare dimension would remain closer to swing voters than to core partisans, while its 

projected position on the moral dimension would virtually match that of its core 

partisans. 

 
Do Parties Cater to Their Core Supporters? 

In formal theoretical work on electoral competition, the distinctive views of party 

activists are enlisted as a primary explanation for divergence in the platforms of 

parties or candidates. The spatial model developed in this paper is similar in spirit, 

positing that the special weight parties attach to the attitudes of core partisans 

produce party positions reflecting compromises between the centrist views of swing 

voters and the more extreme views of the parties’ core supporters. 
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Empirical evidence regarding the positions of party activists and candidates has 

generally been interpreted as supportive of this notion. For example, Aldrich (1995, 

187), analyzing data from the 1970s and ‘80s, noted that “the positions of the activists 

are fairly comparable to the positions of the two parties as perceived by the full 

samples” of prospective voters in ANES surveys, and that “the difference between the 

two parties’ activists are often of the same order of magnitude as those of their 

presidential candidates.” He also cited approvingly Wright’s (1994) claim that “the 

difference we commonly attribute to ‘party’ in roll call voting (on non-procedural votes 

[in the United States House and Senate]) are primarily due to candidates’ needs to 

satisfy the policy preferences of the party activists in districts and states.” 

The definition of core partisans I employ here is considerably more stringent than 

Aldrich’s definition of party activists, since it attaches disproportional weight to the 

views of a party’s most active activists and those who are most enthusiastic about the 

party and its candidates. Thus, it would stand to reason that if the parties’ positions 

are close to those of Aldrich’s activists, they should be less extreme than those of core 

partisans as defined here—perhaps reflecting just the sort of compromise I have 

posited between the views of core partisans and swing voters.  

It is unfortunately impossible to estimate the positions of parties or candidates in 

the four-dimensional political space defined by the factor analysis of ANES survey 

items summarized in Table 5. However, it is possible to estimate the positions of the 

parties’ presidential candidates on some specific policy issues—including some of the 

same survey items employed by Aldrich (1995, ch. 6) in his comparison of party 

activists and presidential candidates—using survey data on citizens’ perceptions of the 

candidates’ stands on those issues. 
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Table 14 compares the average positions of swing voters, core partisans, and 

presidential candidates for four specific policy issues included frequently in recent 

ANES presidential election surveys: Government Spending and Services, Government 

Jobs, Government Aid to Blacks, and Women’s Role.28 (The survey responses are 

transposed to 0-100 scales comparable to those in Tables 7 through 10, with higher 

values representing more conservative views.) The positions attributed to presidential 

candidates are average placements by those survey respondents (23% of the total 

sample) who reported that they follow government and public affairs “most of the 

time,” and are statistically adjusted to take account of the respondents’ own partisan 

loyalties.29

 

 

***  Table 14  *** 
 

For all four of the issues included in Table 14, the relative positions attributed to 

the Democratic base, swing voters, and the Republican base seem reassuringly 

plausible. The average positions of Democratic core partisans are generally 10 to 20 
                                                           
28  All six of the ANES surveys analyzed here asked respondents to place the presidential 
candidates on the Government Spending/Services and Government Jobs scales. Respondents in 
the 1992 survey were not asked to place the presidential candidates on the Aid to Blacks and 
Women’s Role scales, so the results for those issues reported in Table 14 (for swing voters and 
core partisans as well as presidential candidates) are for 1988 and 1996-2008 only.  

29  Specifically, the candidate positions represent average placements by “pure” independents, 
controlling separately for both Republican and Democratic partisan attachments. Both partisan 
groups placed their own party’s candidates further to the left on the Women’s role issue (by as 
much as 10 points for Democrats and 18 points for Republicans). More generally, Republican 
respondents placed Democratic candidates much further to the left on all four issues (by an 
average of 16 points for strong identifiers), while Democratic respondents placed Republican 
candidates further to the right on all four issues (by an average of 8 points for strong 
identifiers). Ignoring these partisan biases would produce artificially extreme estimates of 
where the presidential candidates actually stood. On the other hand, including placements by 
respondents who are generally inattentive to politics would produce artificially moderate 
estimates, since inattentive respondents are generally much more likely to place candidates at 
the centers of the issue scales.  
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points to the left of the average positions of swing voters, while Republican core 

partisans are generally 10 to 20 points to the right of swing voters. On one issue, 

Women’s Role, the perceived positions of both parties’ presidential candidates are well 

to the right of the corresponding positions of core partisans (that is, more supportive 

of traditional gender roles)—an indication, perhaps, that respondents unsure of the 

candidates’ positions placed them near the center of a scale on which the respondents’ 

own positions were much more skewed. For the other three issues, the consensus 

placements of Democratic presidential candidates corresponded closely to the average 

positions of Democratic core partisans, while the consensus placements of Republican 

presidential candidates fell between the average positions of the Republican base and 

swing voters. 

At first glance, these results seem broadly consistent with the theoretical 

implications of my spatial model: presidential candidates’ (perceived) issue stands 

seem to diverge from the preferred positions of swing voters in ways that suggest 

responsiveness to the views of core partisans. However, at second glance the degree of 

correspondence between model and data is less edifying.  

First, for Democrats, the close agreement between the positions of presidential 

candidates and core supporters (within a few points on the 100-point scales for three 

of the four issues) would seem to imply that the party caters almost entirely to core 

supporters, attaching little or no weight to the views of swing voters. Do Democratic 

Party leaders and candidates totally ignore the views of swing voters in formulating the 

party’s stands? It seems much more plausible to suppose that the moderate views of 

swing voters are roughly counterbalanced by some more liberal views to which the 
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party is equally responsive.30 What is the source of this mysterious liberal “dark 

matter”? Perhaps a smaller, more extreme subset of “intense policy demanders” 

(Cohen et al. 2008, ch. 2) distinct from the larger cadre of core partisans identified 

here; or perhaps the party leaders’ and candidates’ own political convictions. In either 

case, the issue positions of Democratic presidential candidates—at least the positions 

perceived by attentive, politically neutral citizens—cannot be adequately explained as 

compromises between the preferences of swing voters and Democratic core partisans.31

For Republicans, the perceived positions of presidential candidates on three of 

the four issues could be interpreted as compromises between the preferences of swing 

voters and Republican core partisans. However, even in these cases, the nature of the 

apparent compromise does not really comport with the predictions of the spatial 

model. For one thing, the (perceived) positions of Republican presidential candidates in 

Table 14 are substantially closer to the views of core partisans on the issues of 

Government Spending and Services, slightly closer to core partisans on the issue of 

Government Jobs, and substantially closer to swing voters on the issue of Government 

Aid to Blacks. These relative distances are exactly the reverse of those implied by the 

estimated salience weights in Tables 11 and 13, which suggest that swing voters 

generally cared much more about the Social Welfare dimension (for which Government 

Spending and Services is the best single indicator), while the Republican base generally 

 

                                                           
30  Of course, it is also possible that the perceptions of ANES survey respondents somehow fail 
to reflect the “true” positions of Democratic presidential candidates on these issues. However, 
since the working assumption here is that parties and candidates choose political positions, at 
least in part, to appeal to voters, the perceived extremity of Democratic presidential candidates 
is, in some sense, real by definition.   

31  Aldrich’s (1995, ch. 6) evidence, taken at face value, raises the same problem. If “the 
positions of the activists are fairly comparable to the positions of the two parties” (Aldrich 
1995, 187), then the positions of the parties cannot plausibly reflect compromises between the 
positions of activists and the (necessarily moderate) position of a pivotal “median voter.”   
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cared much more about Racial Conservatism (for which Government Aid to Blacks is 

the best single indicator, with Government Jobs tapping both dimensions more or less 

equally). Moreover, detailed analyses of election-by-election shifts for each issue 

separately (not reported here) revealed no consistent relationship between the 

attitudes and priorities of swing voters, the attitudes and priorities of the Republican 

base, and the (perceived) positions of Republican presidential candidates. Thus, for 

Republicans as well as Democrats, the perceived positions of presidential candidates 

provide little support for the notion that parties diverge “primarily due to candidates’ 

needs to satisfy the policy preferences of the party activists” (Wright 1994, 6).  

Of course, different definitions of who counts as a “party activist,” “core 

partisan,” or “intense policy demander” might turn out to produce better evidence of 

consistency between policy demands and party positions. However, even a cursory 

comparison of the political positions of swing voters and presidential candidates in 

recent American elections suggests that, whoever these party insiders are, their views 

must either be quite extreme—considerably more extreme than the views of the core 

partisans studied here—or so consequential that parties and candidates feel compelled 

to weigh them much more heavily than the views of voters. In either case, a clearer 

conception of whose views matter, and why, would seem to be a pressing priority for 

scholars of American party politics. 
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Table 1:  Activism Scale 
 

Principal components analysis, 1988-2008 (N=10,287) 
 

 Factor loading Relative weight 
Donated money to a candidate .630 .213 

Donated money to a party .560 .176 

Attended a campaign rally or meeting .519 .153 

Displayed a sign or bumper sticker .484 .101 

Worked for a candidate or party .475 .192 

Talked to others about their vote .372 .052 

Voted .270 .039 

Donated money to a political group .260 .074 
 
 
 

Table 2:  Partisan Scale 
 

Principal components analysis, 1988-2008 (N=10,287) 
 

 Factor loading Relative weight 
Difference in thermometer ratings of 
Republican and Democratic parties 

.889 .521 

Difference in thermometer ratings of 
presidential candidates 

.839 .302 

Party identification 
(7-point scale) 

.816 .177 
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Table 3:  Demographic Characteristics of Electorate and Sub-Groups 
 

(1988-2008) 
 

 
Eligible 

Electorate 
Swing 
Voters 

Democratic 
Base 

Republican 
Base 

No high school diploma 16.0% 9.3% 9.3% 6.0% 

College graduate 22.5% 28.4% 34.9% 36.4% 

Income (0−1) .499 .543 .524 .635 

Married 58.0% 61.9% 58.2% 72.7% 

Female 54.7% 53.4% 61.3% 49.2% 

Black 12.9% 11.5% 22.2% 0.5% 

White 74.2% 77.0% 66.9% 93.6% 

South 34.2% 28.3% 28.7% 36.2 

Age (years) 46.1 47.5 48.4 50.7 

Church attendance (0−1) .452 .486 .437 .609 

Evangelical Christian 32.3% 28.2% 28.8% 33.6% 

Partisan strength (0−1) .602 .505 .931 .931 

Follow politics (0−1) .576 .555 .746 .790 

N 10,287 
10,287 

(weighted) 
1,688 

(weighted) 
1,402 

(weighted) 
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Table 4:  Ideology, 2008 
 

Distribution of liberal/conservative self-identification in eligible electorate and sub-populations 
 

 Liberal Moderate/DK Conservative 
Eligible 

Electorate 
(N=2,102) 

2.9% 9.9% 8.7% 46.6% 12.0% 16.7% 3.2% 

Democratic 
County Chairs 
(N=1,348-1,732) 

19.4% 35.6% 18.6% 19.8% 3.8% 2.5% 0.4% 

Democratic 
Base 

(N=507, weighted) 
17.2% 33.8% 14.8% 28.1% 3.8% 1.8% 0.6% 

Democratic 
Identifiers 

(N=1,221) 
5.7% 20.0% 13.8% 48.6% 6.9% 3.6% 1.3% 

Swing 
Voters 

(N=2,102, weighted) 
1.3% 8.6% 10.7% 57.1% 13.3% 8.0% 1.2% 

Republican 
Identifiers 

(N=397) 
0.2% 0.8% 3.0% 23.8% 19.7% 45.5% 7.1% 

Republican 
Base 

(N=255, weighted) 
0.0% 0.8% 1.8% 9.2% 14.5% 63.2% 10.5% 

Republican 
County Chairs 
(N=1,348-1,732) 

0.1% 0.0% 0.3% 5.8% 9.4% 57.4% 27.0% 



 

 

40 

Table 5:  Factor Analysis of Political Attitudes 
 

Summary of results presented in Table A3 (N=8,535) 
 

Dimension Primary Indicators (Factor Loadings) 

Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Government spending and services (−.579)  
Child care spending (−.543) 

School spending (−.535) 
Social Security spending (−.522) 

Government jobs (−.416) 
Government health care (−.406) 

Labor unions thermometer rating (−.383) 
Liberal thermometer rating (−.309)  

Egalitarian values scale (−.300) 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Gay thermometer rating (−.656)  
Abortion rights (−.574) 

Gay discrimination (.534) 
Traditional moral values scale (.482) 

Traditional women’s role (.466) 
Christian fundamentalist thermometer rating (.408) 

Liberal thermometer rating (−.390) 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Government aid to blacks (−.587) 
Jobs for blacks (−.432) 

Government jobs (−.410) 
Military thermometer rating (.393) 

Defense spending (.375) 
Egalitarian values scale (−.325) 

Anti-Government 
Attitudes 

Government benefits a few big interests (.616) 
Trust in government (−.564)  

People in government crooked (.562) 
Government wastes money (.544) 

Federal government thermometer rating (−.504) 
 
 
 
 

Table 6:  Correlations among Political Attitudes 
 

 
Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism .348   

Racial 
Conservatism .422 .594  

Anti-Government 
Attitudes .151 −.087 −.180 
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 Table 7:  Distributions of Political Attitudes in the Eligible Electorate  
 

Means and standard deviations (0-100 scales) 
 

 
Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
Government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=1,775) 40.48 [9.57] 52.52 [9.82] 57.08 [9.42] 54.02 [11.20] 

1992 
(N=2,255) 41.28 [9.89] 50.21 [10.92] 55.42 [9.28] 57.68 [10.67] 

1996 
(N=1,534) 42.40 [11.00] 51.15 [10.73] 57.73 [8.91] 55.24 [10.84] 

2000 
(N=862) 39.54 [10.07] 49.68 [9.99] 58.20 [8.74] 53.37 [11.70] 

2004 
(N=1,066) 38.53 [10.43] 49.61 [11.25] 57.85 [10.12] 51.91 [11.36] 

2008 
(N=1,043) 40.38 [11.33] 48.25 [10.58] 57.38 [9.72] 56.53 [11.51] 

Pooled 
(N=8.535) 40.39 [10.50] 50.15 [10.66] 57.30 [9.43] 54.78 [11.40] 

 
 
 
 

Table 8:  Political Attitudes of Swing Voters 
 

Weighted sub-group means and standard deviations (0-100 scales) 
 

 Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
Government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=1,775) 41.33 [8.92] 51.73 [9.08] 56.91 [8.18] 53.95 [11.22] 

1992 
(N=2,255) 41.42 [8.47] 49.39 [9.45] 55.26 [7.97] 58.01 [10.14] 

1996 
(N=1,534) 41.99 [8.26] 49.20 [9.05] 56.71 [7.48] 54.15 [10.84] 

2000 
(N=862) 39.89 [8.77] 48.60 [8.70] 57.43 [7.64] 51.83 [11.62] 

2004 
(N=1,066) 38.05 [9.13] 49.36 [8.88] 57.88 [8.10] 51.50 [11.23] 

2008 
(N=1,043) 39.96 [9.24] 47.73 [8.84] 57.40 [7.32] 55.24 [11.49] 

Pooled 
(N=8.535) 40.39 [8.92] 49.29 [9.08] 56.94 [7.83] 54.14 [11.33] 
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Table 9:  Political Attitudes of Core Democrats 
 

Weighted sub-group means and standard deviations (0-100 scales) 
 

 Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
Government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=223) 33.66 [7.49] 45.19 [11.21] 48.51 [9.51] 57.69 [10.23] 

1992 
(N=336) 33.70 [7.95] 40.25 [11.98] 47.27 [10.37] 57.92 [10.17] 

1996 
(N=203) 34.51 [8.11] 42.65 [11.60] 50.26 [10.18] 52.77 [10.81] 

2000 
(N=124) 32.75 [7.07] 44.28 [11.55] 53.79 [8.51] 52.31 [9.31] 

2004 
(N=188) 30.45 [7.29] 37.57 [13.27] 47.46 [9.87] 58.32 [9.30] 

2008 
(N=255) 29.62 [6.77] 38.06 [11.69] 47.69 [9.55] 57.76 [10.50] 

Pooled 
(N=1,329) 31.66 [7.54] 40.20 [12.36] 48.65 [9.88] 56.73 [10.29] 

 
 
 
 

Table 10:  Political Attitudes of Core Republicans 
 

Weighted sub-group means and standard deviations (0-100 scales) 
 

 Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
Government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=216) 50.20 [9.68] 59.34 [10.75] 64.77 [7.39] 49.24 [10.52] 

1992 
(N=296) 52.75 [10.84] 59.41 [10.91] 63.63 [8.18] 57.08 [9.59] 

1996 
(N=212) 59.60 [9.55] 63.66 [10.38] 67.06 [8.94] 56.92 [8.54] 

2000 
(N=90) 53.14 [10.71] 59.48 [10.22] 68.42 [8.05] 54.01 [10.24] 

2004 
(N=223) 50.03 [11.22] 60.06 [10.08] 69.70 [6.62] 45.36 [9.35] 

2008 
(N=119) 54.45 [11.70] 58.32 [11.15] 68.85 [7.30] 55.29 [12.26] 

Pooled 
(N=1,156) 52.96 [11.24] 60.07 [10.63] 67.67 [7.85] 51.68 [11.20] 
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Table 11:  Relative Salience of Attitude Dimensions for Swing Voters 

 
Ordinary least squares regression parameter estimates (with standard errors in parentheses) 

 

 
Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
Government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=1,775) 
.437 
(.037) 

.030 
(.038) 

.164 
(.043) 

−.128 
(.029) 

1992 
(N=2,255) 

.379 
(.031) 

.103 
(.029) 

.084 
(.035) 

−.070 
(.024) 

1996 
(N=1,534) 

.369 
(.047) 

.108 
(.044) 

.241 
(.056) 

−.001 
(.040) 

2000 
(N=862) 

.431 
(.046) 

.095 
(.052) 

.296 
(.058) 

−.017 
(.037) 

2004 
(N=1,066) 

.344 
(.057) 

.196 
(.059) 

.131 
(.082) 

−.150 
(.049) 

2008 
(N=1,043) 

.400 
(.046) 

.070 
(.056) 

.204 
(.063) 

−.017 
(.040) 

Pooled 
(N=8.535) 

.380 
(.020) 

.114 
(.021) 

.190 
(.024) 

−.071 
(.016) 

 
 
 
 

Table 12:  Relative Salience of Attitude Dimensions for Core Democrats 
 

Ordinary least squares regression parameter estimates (with standard errors in parentheses) 
 

 Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
Government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=223) 
.176 
(.140) 

.028 
(.123) 

.010 
(.169) 

−.301 
(.109) 

1992 
(N=336) 

.420 
(.108) 

−.179 
(.074) 

.114 
(.097) 

−.231 
(.065) 

1996 
(N=203) 

.584 
(.158) 

.064 
(.134) 

.002 
(.141) 

.040 
(.099) 

2000 
(N=124) 

.382 
(.174) 

.111 
(.156) 

−.086 
(.192) 

−.317 
(.101) 

2004 
(N=188) 

.273 
(.147) 

−.032 
(.091) 

−.079 
(.125) 

−.301 
(.104) 

2008 
(N=255) 

.321 
(.136) 

.087 
(.111) 

.011 
(.149) 

−.071 
(.112) 

Pooled 
(N=1,329) 

.415 
(.060) 

.053 
(.057) 

−.063 
(.067) 

−.185 
(.052) 
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Table 13:  Relative Salience of Attitude Dimensions for Core Republicans 
 

Ordinary least squares regression parameter estimates (with standard errors in parentheses) 
 

 Social Welfare 
Conservatism 

Moral 
Conservatism 

Racial 
Conservatism 

Anti-
government 

Attitudes 
1988 

(N=216) 
.175 
(.090) 

.312 
(.105) 

.266 
(.114) 

−.156 
(.078) 

1992 
(N=296) 

−.012 
(.067) 

.257 
(.080) 

.428 
(.116) 

.038 
(.062) 

1996 
(N=212) 

.203 
(.073) 

.236 
(.114) 

.243 
(.136) 

−.041 
(.103) 

2000 
(N=90) 

.044 
(.097) 

.712 
(.241) 

−.188 
(.252) 

−.160 
(.137) 

2004 
(N=223) 

−.011 
(.113) 

−.001 
(.115) 

.743 
(.154) 

−.219 
(.115) 

2008 
(N=119) 

.026 
(.120) 

.139 
(.145) 

.464 
(.155) 

−.030 
(.087) 

Pooled 
(N=1,156) 

.077 
(.054) 

.217 
(.061) 

.393 
(.076) 

−.169 
(.054) 

 
 
 

Table 14:  Issue Positions of Presidential Candidates, Core Partisans, and Swing 
Voters 

 
Average placements (with standard errors in parentheses), 1988-2008; 

placements of presidential candidates are by survey respondents who reported following 
government and public affairs “most of the time” (with statistical controls 

for Democratic and Republican partisanship included but not reported) 
 

 
Democratic 
Presidential 
Candidates 

Democratic 
Core 

Partisans 

Swing 
Voters 

Republican 
Core 

Partisans 

Republican 
Presidential 
Candidates 

Government 
Spending/Services 

32.08 
(1.53) 

33.76 
(1.11) 

46.52 
(.43) 

66.57 
(1.34) 

60.71 
(1.55) 

Government 
Jobs 

40.39 
(1.61) 

39.49 
(1.16) 

56.54 
(.50) 

77.54 
(1.01) 

68.52 
(1.60) 

Government Aid 
to Blacks 

38.46 
(1.97) 

41.53 
(1.55) 

60.90 
(.53) 

76.25 
(1.06) 

63.50 
(1.70) 

Traditional 
Women’s Role 

28.70 
(2.00) 

11.60 
(1.04) 

19.64 
(.57) 

27.63 
(1.83) 

43.46 
(2.37) 

N 1,336-1,920 
993-1,329 
(weighted) 

6,280-8,535 
(weighted) 

860-1,156 
(weighted) 

1,361-1,945 
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Table A1:  Turnout 
 

Probit parameter estimates (with standard errors in parentheses) 
 

 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 
No high school 

diploma 
−.361 
(.098) 

−.595 
(.089) 

−.486 
(.137) 

−.489 
(.148) 

−.426 
(.174) 

−.784 
(.120) 

Some college .416 
(.096) 

.477 
(.089) 

.412 
(.115) 

.335 
(.104) 

.124 
(.118) 

.350 
(.135) 

College graduate .928 
(.128) 

.705 
(.107) 

.689 
(.127) 

.884 
(.125) 

.519 
(.170) 

.657 
(.131) 

Income (0−1) .806 
(.168) 

.718 
(.152) 

.751 
(.220) 

.478 
(.206) 

.975 
(.220) 

.317 
(.200) 

Married .133 
(.081) 

.109 
(.074) 

.370 
(.099) 

.200 
(.094) 

−.052 
(.115) 

.120 
(.098) 

Female −.076 
(.076) 

.008 
(.066) 

.033 
(.091) 

−.122 
(.090) 

.038 
(.107) 

.157 
(.085) 

Black −.062 
(.146) 

.269 
(.126) 

.188 
(.175) 

.182 
(.180) 

.087 
(.185) 

.350 
(.128) 

White −.067 
(.118) 

.318 
(.101) 

.161 
(.131) 

.049 
(.124) 

.156 
(.148) 

.149 
(.109) 

South −.505 
(.077) 

−.285 
(.072) 

−.246 
(.095) 

−.215 
(.094) 

−.331 
(.115) 

−.105 
(.085) 

Age (years) −.0104 
(.0113) 

.0008 
(.0109) 

.0265 
(.0144) 

.0083 
(.0136) 

−.0030 
(.0154) 

.0238 
(.0121) 

Ln(Age) 1.215 
(.488) 

.651 
(.468) 

−.332 
(.648) 

.201 
(.587) 

.554 
(.658) 

−.514 
(.524) 

Church attendance 
(0−1) 

.751 
(.102) 

.356 
(.084) 

.645 
(.122) 

.431 
(.116) 

.238 
(.136) 

.213 
(.117) 

Partisan strength (0−1) .911 
(.106) 

.773 
(.096) 

1.050 
(.135) 

.809 
(.128) 

1.054 
(.154) 

1.133 
(.128) 

Intercept −4.725 
(1.314) 

−3.023 
(1.257) 

−.972 
(1.778) 

−1.564 
(1.596) 

−2.371 
(1.767) 

.460 
(1.424) 

Turnout adjustment 
(aggregate turnout) 

−.593 
(52.8%) 

−.599 
(58.1%) 

−.760 
(51.7%) 

−.638 
(54.2%) 

−.573 
(60.1%) 

−.590 
(61.7%) 

Pseudo R-squared .25 .21 .25 .21 .18 .20 

N 1,773 2,254 1,533 1,548 1,064 2,095 
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Table A2:  Presidential Votes 
 

Probit parameter estimates (with standard errors in parentheses) 
 

 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 
Candidate 

thermometer 
difference 

3.108 
(.375) 

3.779 
(.479) 

4.119 
(.464) 

2.947 
(.385) 

3.334 
(.491) 

3.880 
(.454) 

Party thermometer 
difference 

1.085 
(.314) 

1.431 
(.440) 

.668 
(.589) 

.607 
(.508) 

−.005 
(.554) 

1.147 
(.377) 

Party identification .620 
(.119) 

.685 
(.125) 

.782 
(.181) 

1.066 
(.193) 

.934 
(.214) 

.818 
(.160) 

Intercept .011 
(.064) 

−.187 
(.064) 

−.155 
(.086) 

.031 
(.076) 

−.115 
(.085) 

−.078 
(.080) 

Pseudo R-squared .65 .73 .76 .67 .75 .74 

N 1,195 1,357 1,034 1,120 811 1,539 
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Table A3:  Factor Analysis of Political Attitudes, 1988-2008 
 

Factor loadings following oblique (promax) rotation (N=8,535) 
 

 1 2 3 4 5 
Government spending and services −.060 −.579 −.032 −.078 −.002 

Child care spending −.058 −.543 −.072 −.055 .000 

School spending −.102 −.535 −.104 .055 −.017 

Social Security spending −.092 −.522 .113 .063 .025 

Government jobs .008 −.416 .147 −.410 −.003 

Government health care −.057 −.406 .006 −.208 .092 

Labor unions (thermometer) .201 −.383 .017 −.070 −.088 

Environmentalists (thermometer) .296 −.275 −.201 .036 −.038 

Conservatives (thermometer) .395 .241 .193 .227 −.090 

Gays (thermometer) .316 .083 −.656 .000 −.017 

Abortion rights −.101 −.005 −.574 .143 .041 

Gay discrimination −.113 .066 .534 .016 .012 

Traditional moral values (scale) .092 .158 .482 .106 .123 

Traditional women’s role −.041 .048 .466 −.101 −.033 

Christian fundamentalists 
(thermometer) 

.364 −.041 .408 .013 −.074 

Liberals (thermometer) .234 −.309 −.390 −.028 −.096 

Hispanics (thermometer) .773 .143 −.218 −.050 .039 

Government aid to blacks .180 −.132 .075 −.587 −.063 

Jobs for blacks .175 −.098 −.021 −.432 −.058 

Military (thermometer) .348 −.071 .090 .393 −.072 

Defense spending .047 −.020 .110 .375 −.058 

Egalitarian values (scale) .158 −.300 −.190 −.325 .068 

People on welfare (thermometer) .505 −.045 .005 −.275 −.065 

Whites (thermometer) .561 −.068 −.008 .230 .039 

Blacks (thermometer) .816 .080 −.112 −.158 .062 

Government benefits big interests .074 −.073 .037 .002 .616 
Trust in government −.100 −.057 −.030 .072 −.564 

People in government crooked .094 −.132 .068 .096 .562 
Government wastes money .138 .038 .014 .147 .544 

Federal government (thermometer) .176 −.189 .052 .060 −.504 
Big business (thermometer) .330 .103 .074 .134 −.297 

Poor people (thermometer) .658 −.124 .087 −.041 .156 
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