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Reconsidering the Rational Public: Cognition,

Heuristics, and Mass Opinion
.T.ru__.ﬂm.m H, KUKLINSKI AND PAUL J. QUIRE

There has been a marked change in the way political scientists think
shour the American citizenry. Beginning with the advent of survey
research in the 1940s, students of public opinion tock a dim view of
citizens’ political capahbilities. Consistently finding a puhblic profoundly
sacking in political knowledge and sophistication, they became skeptical
of the individual citizen'’s ability to make intelligent political decisions ar
o participate effectively in the political process (see Kinder 1983 and
~ Sniderman 1993 for comprehensive reviews).

Over the past decade, leading scholars have offered grounds for a
~ much more positive view of citizen comperence. They do not dispute the
. finding of widespread political ignorance or cJaim that the citizen’s
" command of politics has recently improved. Rather, they offer two argu-
ments to suggest that even an uninformed citizenry can participate in
politics competently. Ohne is that individuals use heuristics = mental short-
cuts that require hardly any information — to make fairly reliable polit-
 ical judgments. By this means, Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock (1991 19}
- write, “people can be knowledgeable in their reasoning about political
~ choices without necessarily possessing a large body of knowledge about
- politics.” The other argument is that public opinion is rational in the
| aggregate, even if individual opinion is prone to error {Page and Shapiro
 1992; see also Converse 1990}, Individual errors cancel out in the process
of aggregation, and thus collective opinion conveys real and true infor-
mation about the citizenry’s preferences.

The two proposals struck a chord among political scientists. Smider-
" man, Brody, and Tetlock’s Reasoning and Choice (1991) and Popkin’s

 The Reasoning Voter {1991) stimulared widespread attention to politi-
cal heuristics.! Subsequent studies also found that individuals achieve a

= ! Even earlier, several contributors to Ferejohn and Kuklinski (1990} had stressed
the utilicy of polirical heuristics, Ses Carmines and Kuklinski (1990), Ferejohn (1990},
o McKelvey and Ordeshook (1390).
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kind of rationality generally adequate to the tasks of citizens (sce, for
example, Lupia 1994, Lupia and McCubbins 1998, and Mondak 1993).
Page and Shapiro’s The Rational Public (1992}, along with work by

- Stimson and colleagues (Stimson 1991 and Stimson, MacKuen, and
Erikson 1995}, resurrccted research on the properties and movement of
collective opinion, concerns that students of American politics had over-
looked for years.

The enthusiasm for the political-heuristics and collective-opinion
approaches is understandable. Each defines an agenda of significant
research. Both offer plausible mechanisms for competent citizen perfor-
mance, and both have produced significant supporting evidence. Not
least, the notion of a competent citizenry is normatively attractive. It but-
tresses efforts to expand citizen participation and credits the citizenry for
some of American democracy’s success.

Nevertheless, we propose an alternative perspective that is more skep-
tical about the citizen’s competence - especially in choosing policy pref-
erences, responding to policy rhetoric, and influencing policy making. In
the pages that follow, we first review the work on political heuristics and
collective opinion. Although both bodies of work make major contribu-
tions, we argue that the research does not warrant broad claims of citizen

competence. Indeed, it leaves open the possibility of significant distor-
tions in public opinion. We next note that research in the basic sciences

of human cognition — neural science, cognitive psychology, and evolu-

tionary psychology - has converged on several findings that are relevant.
for models of mass politics. Contrary to the political-heuristics and

. collective-opinion perspectives, these findings suggest that human cogn

tion is not well adapted to the tasks of citizens. We then review a variety
“ of evidence focusing on distortions specifically in political judgment.

Most of it comes from our own cxperimental survey work, some of

send misguided signals to policy makers. In closing, we summarize briefl
and comment on some implications of recent trends in Americ

politics.

POLITICAL HEURISTICS, COLLECTIVE OPINION,
AND THE “RATIONAL PUBLIC”

To what extent has a compelling case been made for a politically com-
petent, rational public? In this section, we first take up the work on polits
ical heuristics, which raises the most fundamental considerations, and
discuss it at length. We then consider more bricfly the literature on'cois
lective opinion. ;
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from so-called deliberative polls and recent developments in public
policy. Taken together, this evidence portrays the public as prone to

Reconsidering the Rational Public

Political Heuristics

Advocates have identified many kinds of political heuristics. In elections,
the classic voting cue is, of course, the political party {Campbell,
Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960). By merely attending to party labels,
voters can compensate for a lack of reliable information on the candi-
dates’ policy positions. Popkin (1991) identifics a multitude of other
voting strategies on which people can draw. These include attributing
issue positions on the basis of a candidate’s demographics or those of his
supporters; using evidence about personal character to make inferences
about political character; assuming that the president controls the
economy; and using returns in early presidential primaries as evidence
of the candidate’s merit.

In judging either candidates or policies, people can use public state-
ments by clected officials, interest-group leaders, or others as cues. Cit-
izens who know very little abour a pending bill, for example, can look
| to the statements of particular officeholders they have come to trust
" (Carmines and Kuklinski 1990; Mondak 1993). Alternatively, they can
. consider the positions of interest groups whose policy preferences they
are generally inclined to support or oppose (Lupia 1994). Such cues
arguably eliminate the need for substantive information about an issue.

Among the most provocative heuristics political scientists have prof-
. fered is Brady and Sniderman’s likability heuristic, Brady and Sniderman
~ (1985) arguc that people can use the likability of certain political groups
— blacks and whites, liberals and conservatives — to make reasonable
judgments of where they stand on policy. To use the heuristic, a person
'~ must have relevant policy preferences and also have affective responses
b toward a pair of groups. She can then attribute a position close to her
_own to the liked group and a more distant position to the disliked group
— in effect, using her feelings toward the groups as information about
 their positions. }

That citizens apparently can draw on such a variety of heuristics is
fortunate. For one thing, the rules of thumb that scholars have identi-
fied cover the two primary tasks that citizens perform: voting and eval-
nating public policy. For another, most citizens face conditions of limited
information most of the time. By any serious standard, even the rela-
tively well informed fall short of being well informed. So, political heuris-
tics would seem indispensable to any citizen who is trying to make a
~ well-grounded judgment.

~ But have researchers convincingly made the case that citizens achieve,
Popkin’s words (1991), “low information” or “gut” rationality? For
students of heuristics to make their case, they need to show, first, that
ost citizens routinely use particular heuristics in particular situations
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and, second, that the use of those heuristics leads to good or at least rea-
sonable decisions, We discuss each issue in turn.

The Use of Heuristics. We accept that people sometimes use the kinds
of decision-making heuristics discussed. A harder question is whether
most people appropriately use them most of the time. The case for the
benefits of a heuristic falters if only a few people use it in the relevant
circumstances.

Empirical work in the heuristics tradition has not addressed the fre-
quency with which citizens use heuristics in the real world. It is easy to
understand why: The data are hard to come by. Such data would describe
people’s mental processes under real-world circumstances when, for
example, they express a policy preference, evaluate a campaign appea’,
or decide for whom to vote, And the data would need to be collected
over a large number of decision-making situations. To expect such data
would be unreasonable.

We therefore pursue a different strategy. It is simply to ask this ques-
tion: Are there reasons to believe that people fail routinely to use
the kinds of political heuristics that scholars have-posited? We think

there are.

First, as we will argue below, a cognitive-sciences perspective suggests
that people indeed do use heuristics, but hardly as rational strategies
specifically railored for each kind of decision.” Rather, people take their
heuristics off the shelf, use them unknowingly and automatically, and
rarely worry about their accuracy., An inherent part of human nature,
these broader, less discriminating sorts of -heuristic generally trump
strategic decision making.

Second, as Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996: 51-33) observe, people
often lack the contextual knowledge needed to use heuristics intelligently,
or in fact to use them ar all. For a voter in a primary election to learn
significantly from an earlier primary in another state, for example, he
would need to know whether that state is generally liberal or conserva-
tive. Most citizens undoubtedly lack the necessary command of political
geography.

Finally, the information necessary to use heuristics might often be
missing from the citizen’s environment. Consider cue taking. When
researchers provide people with statements attributable to prominent
groups or political leaders, they readily take the cues {Carmines and
Kuklinski 1990; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; McKelvey and Ordeshook
1990). In the political world, however, usable cues are not regularly -

-

* For an imposing theoretical and empirical treatment of heuristics as such
nal strategies, see Lupia and McCubbins {1998).
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»<».__m_u_n. Statements by leading officials endorsing or opposing propos-
als in Congress appear infrequently on network news programs (Althaus
1996). If cues do not appear, citizens cannot use them,

. .;.omm arguments are admittedly only speculative. Nevertheless they
identify voasam_ barriers to the effective use of political rozam:.nm.,._.rnw
suggest that citizens mighe actually employ some of the heuristics pro-
posed in the literature less often than scholars have implied. .

Heuristics and Good Political Decisions, Putting the question of actual
use aside, we now examine the central claim of the heuristics literature:
that by drawing on certain heuristics, citizens reach sound jud _:38.
In labeling judgments as “good,” “sound,” or “competent,” :ma &mm“
culty is to find criteria independent of the ann_.mmo-_-amrmrm process
moro_.u; cannot deem a judgment good simply because people reach :.
by using a heuristic, or because they feel satisfied with it." Unfortunately
as in any other public-opinion research, stawdards of nrm:_u. turn c:.
values, debatable facts, or both. In general, we can discriminate between
von.aa and worse political opinions only by positing normative criteria
which are in all cases open to criticism (Price and Neijens 1997). .
.H.o. their credit, students of political heuristics have not punted on the
question of competence, which is a safe move but one that makes public-
opinion research irrelevant to any assessment of democratic politics. In
mwg_u__m._:.:m criteria, these researchers have employed the same mm:mB_
strategies that any scholar would draw on. In some instances, they have
.3__2_ on their own political knowledge, or that of other ox_ua“.a to des-
ignate a decision as good or not so good, or to judge the ,e.c”.nr of a
4 given kind of information. In others, they have identified a criterion
group —assumed to be well informed and yet ocherwise representative
- of the appropriate population - and then tried to ascertain how closely
2 people’s judgments resemble those of the criterion group. 4
. To repeat, we have no quarrel with these general strategies for assess-
- Ing competence, as such. However, we question some of the applications
s of z.n. criteria and the conclusions that advocates have reached abourt the
- effectiveness of certain heuristics. To show why, we briefly discuss f
examples. , ' e
: L. In his study of voting on the California automobile insurance ref-
- erendum, Lupia (1994) shows that relatively uninformed voters who had
. access (o 4 relevant cue were able to mimic voters who had somewhat
- more information. Specifically, voters who knew only the insurance

~ At times, the political-heuristics ady
g ! -k ocates have scemed content to make a very
M_BMJU_ claim ~ that :2_.:33 help people make judgments with which 53..”:.“ «uwﬂ
s .wo_wr_: 1991; Sniderman, Tetlock, and Brody 1991). We do not dispute cthis
ect. Taken by itself, however, such a claim merely evades the issue of competence
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. greater the effect of his endorsement. In one sense, this looks like dis-
criminating cue taking. But consider this: Reagan’s policies did not vary
~ with his popularity. Nor, therefore, did the policy significance of his
endorsement. Thus, the evidence on the effects of Reagan’s approval does
not indicate rational cue taking aimed at achieving desired policies.
Rather, it points to the effect of a source’s prominence or attractiveness
on persuasion.

4. As we noted, Brady and Sniderman offer the likability heuristic
(1985) as a method for people to identify the preferences of certain
groups. Oddly, however, this heuristic entails people’s doing just the
opposite of what Lupia’s California referendum voters apparently did.
In the California study, voters used a group cue — the insurance indus-
try’s position on the referendum - to form their preferences. In the lik-
ability study, people already have preferences, and they combine them
with feelings toward groups to estimate the groups’ positions. Taken
- together, the two studies suggest a circular argument that preference for-
. ~mation depends upon group cues, and yer-attribution of group positions

depends upon prior preferences. In order for the argument that likabil-
ity leads to competent decisions to be compelling, its advocates will have
to break out of this circular argument and show that people’s existing
preferences are in some sense “right.”

In the end, we are not saying that political heuristics are never helpful
or even that these authors’ claims for the advantages of various heuris-
tics are clearly wrong (sce Mondak 1994 for a generally positive review}.
We do not doubt, for example, that using party labels to evaluate can-
didates leads individual voters to the right candidate choice, in view of
their policy preferences, most of the time (Lau and Redlawsk 19971,
Rather, our point is simply that the benefits of the heuristics described
in some of the leading studies are in fact debatable. Accordingly, any

“broad conclusion that people achieve competence via heuristics is also

industry’s position on the competing ?.wvcmao:m f.c.nnm mmam_mn_w toa
criterion group that scored in the top ﬁ_:..d ona Ec_cn_m”oro_na ﬂmﬂ.mu
the key provisions. Both groups voted differently than did people who
had neither kind of knowledge. In short, knowing the Em.nm:v, position
apparently worked as well as knowing nro. m_uan_mn provisions.
As Lupia himself stresses, however, this finding %.Ec:m:mam no_E-
petent performance by the industry cue takers only if we assume that
those who knew the provisions relatively well were indeed adequately
informed. In fact, there is no evidence that they knew _.aca._, at all about
the merits of the debate. As we stated, being .ian_«iv._ well _n*o_‘._ﬁma falls
far short of being well informed. In fact, the relatively well ..:82:&
voted as one would expect the uninformed to vote. They massively sup-
ported a proposition — the winner in the referendum - that Bm:amaa a
20 percent rollback of automobile insurance rates. ._._Jn appeal of a price
rollback to voters is no mystery. But such a measure ;.Sno:. warranted
in a competitive industry. Moreover, economists m:&. insurance experts
overwhelmingly oppose rate controls for automobile insurance (Lascher
and Powers 1997). And in any event, the California measure was not
successfully implemented. A similar measure macnmmm in Ontario,
Canada, was quickly reversed. In our view, the aﬁam..._na from »._...o
California referendum suggests that cven relatively well informed citi-
zens responded heavily to extraneous factors — dislike of insurance com-
panies and wishful thinking about their rates, for example — rather than
making an informed assessment of the merits. .
3. Another rule of thumb is to evaluate the incumbent president on
the basis of the cconomy’s current performance {Popkin 1991; also see
Fiorina 1981 and Key 1966). In using this heuristic, Popkin suggests,
voters make a “simplifying assumption” that the president controls the
economy. That assumption is not just a simplification, however. It
is mostly false. A commonplace of informed commentary is that the
president’s ability to influence short-term economic performance Is
exceedingly modest (Hibbs 1987: 255-279; Woolley 1998). Thus, the
economic-conditions heuristic captures little information about 2 presi-
dent’s skill or priorities. For the most part, it merely rewards good eco-
nomic luck and punishes bad, To the extent that it creates incentives for
presidential management, those incentives are notoriously perverse =
favoring the sacrifice of long-term growth and monetary stability for a
small boost in current activity, especially in an election year {Nordhaus
1975; Tufte 1978).
3. In a cleverly designed study, Mondak (1993) shows that when
Reagan’s endorsement was mentioned in poll questions about policy
issues, people used it as a cue to form preferences. Moreover, the effect
varied with Reagan’s approval rating: The more popular he was, the =
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Collective Opinion

Ironically, the collective-opinion perspective proceeds from the very same
finding whose dismal implications it has sought to overcome. Thirty
years carlier, Converse (1964) had found massive instability over time in
individuals’ attitudes about politics. In his view, this instability indicated
“that most citizens did not even have true attitudes about political issues |
and thus answered survey questions, in effect, randomly. In a remark- .
able turnabour, collective-opinion scholars have found a basis for opti- _
_mism in this very randomness.

Individual-level randomness, they contend, implies thar aggregated
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reassuring properties of collective opinion, Overall, though, the ev
falls short of supporting broad claims of a rational public; in fa
findings do not rule out significant collective bias.

The principal study is Page and Shapire’s (1992) monumental analy-
sis of the movements of aggregate opinion recorded in 50 years of
opinion polls. This study clearly establishes two findings. First,
tive opinion is normally stable, with dramatic change very unusu
public is rarely seized by the “momentary passions” so deeply feared by
the Founding Fathers. Second, collective opinion responds to changing
conditions and information in intelligible ways. The movements of
opinion are not arbitrary. Support for defense spending has increased
with international tensions, support for antipoverty and employment

idence
ct, the

collec-
al. The

These findings are also quite consistent, however, with an error-ridden
- collective opinion. One reason is that Page and Shapiro do not specify, a

what patterns of change should
able interpretation is debatable,
lly vary with international ten-
is needed for deterrence even in
. That world conflicts influence
able, not necessarily rational.
More important, such patterns of change do not speak to biases that
ight exist more or less constantly over a long period of time.
hat during the cold war, the public consistently supported a
budget that was twice as large as an informed assessment w
rccommended, Off the mark by 100 percent, this support could appear
tional by Page and Shapiro’s criterion, so long as it varied with the
el of international tension. Similarly, collective opinion could favor
realistically low taxes and vet still respond to the budget deficit; it
ould favor excessively harsh criminal sentences and still respond to
Time rates; and so on. The movement of collective opinion cannot speak
constant biases in that opinion.
he rescarch on collective opinion should relieve some of the worst
about mass politics. The public does not become agitated for slight
e or demand policies completely lacking elite support. The research
ully to demonstrate, however, that public opinion is consistently a
structive force, expressing the public’s true preferences fairly accu-
- As with the empirical work on political heuristics, the findings do
rule out even major distortions in public opinion,
he next section, we set out some basic propositions of a different
oach to studying mass opinion — one that draws on recent develop-
its in basic research on human cognition (also see Lupia and
eCubbins 1998).

priori and in any discriminating fashion,
13

Should support for defense spending rea
ions? Considering that a strong defense

Suppose
defense
ould have
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A COGNITIVE-SCIENCES PERSPECTIVE: HARD
WIRING, EVOLUTION, AND THE TASKS OF
CITIZENSHIP

Theories of mass political behavior, in our view, should build upon and
comport with basic findings about human mental processes in the cogni-
tive sciences — including cognitive psychology, evolutionary psychology,
and even neural science. Some of the convergent findings in these fields
have considerable bearing on the debate about citizen competence.

Basic Findings on Human Cognition

In particular, six broad findings of recent cognitive-sciences research are
highly relevant for developing well-grounded theories of mass behavior.

1. Much of human cognitive capability is “hard-wired,” built into
neural circuitry that is part of our genetic inheritance. Children learn to
speak, infants recognize some laws of physics, and people betome intu-
itive psychologists — in each case, sooner and with less effort than would
be needed for a tabula rasa. Such hard-wired capabilities substantially
reduce each individual’s need for learning. They also, however, reduce
flexibility. People’s mental processes are only partly shaped by the expe-
riences and requirements of their own lives.

2. Narural selection designed these hard-wired mental processes to
meet the demands of survival and reproduction that faced our human
ancestors, primarily in the Stone Age. These humans lived by foraging
in small nomadic bands on the African savanna. The crucial tasks were
sclf-defense, finding food and shelter, mating and childrearing, and-
achieving social cooperation for these purposes. We still have the mental
equipment that evolved in this environment. The entire period of agri-
cultural and industrial civilization, about one percent of human history,
has been too short to produce further biological adaptation.

Our minds thus are not designed to deal with the demands of con-
temporary technological societies. As Pinker writes (1997: 42): “They
are not wired to cope with anonymous crowds, schooling, written lan-
guage, government, police, courts, armies, modern medicine, formal
social institutions, and other newcomers to the human experience.” He

* We draw on a large number of works in this section. The most important include

Barkow, Cosmides, and Tooby 1992; Bogdan 1997; Churchland 1995; Churchland
and Sejnowski 1992; Damasio 1994; ‘Hauser 1996; LeDoux 1996; Pinker 1997;

and Plotkin 1998. Most of these books place a heavy emphasis on evolution, In fol-

lowing this lead, we recognize that evolutionary theory’s currently high status could
ledge the inherent prablems of testing evolutionary -

wane quickly. We also acknow
theory.
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5. Human emotion systems interact with cognitive processes c__:
noB. lex and subtle ways, On the one hand, emotions are En_mvm:mwn e
hag » “ -
for an:mo: making (LeDoux 1996). Inarticulate mcn.mnn__:ww often
reflect real information that is not available for conscious v.HOnm%_.:m
(Schwarz and Clore 1988). Rationality often breaks moé:%m:wi&.O:.
i serience emotions (Damasio . On
damaged patients who cannot ex] ; o134 o0
i ly on learning and memory system
the other, because emotions rcly © . m (
work ﬁ:w, differently from those involved in nomEcér?.OnmwMEmw A:cm
inki 1d rationality. From the standpoint o
also adversely affect thinking a1 . 01
making moczm judgments, emotion systems are oo easily 8.:920:2_.
overgeneralizing from isolated episodes. H..rﬁ. B.&.S crude _%.?382.
recognizing few distinctions. And they resist revision, recor :.mm nch
tional memories essentially permanently. Moreover, most of 1“” M ect ”
; i i iny in the
ions i -Onsci ot subject to rational scrutiny. An
the emotions is unconscious, n 1 n ) :
constant interaction between emotion and cognition, emotion generally
dominates.” ) .

Some of the consequences arc widely recognized. As —.oUo:xn_bm%m
(1996: 228-230), we have too many fears. Zm:.v. vmov_m ”q.c:m e F‘_m “”
tating mental illnesses, which are mainly of emotional o:m:w o_”8=
evant for politics, emotions distort judgment even among the me SEM
healthy. We need not assume that these ?.ovmn__om of Unrn 35:9_. NM e

aptive i even in general. LeDoux specula
are adaptive in every context or €3 ¢ :
the 9.%: is still evolving toward a more balanced relation between
emotion and cognition. ) .
6. Finally, cognitive processes generate systematically false ﬂo__MWw%
: 2 1 ¥ 1 r -
promote certain kinds of behavior (Barkow, Cosmides, and .._.oo, v: '2;
Hauser 1996; Pinker 1997). Perhaps best r:oé:._ mncv_m hold hig om_ﬂ
ions of groups to which they belong and _oirom:.m:._u_:m of those m"mo LMB,M_.
oldiers see their fellow troops i
they do not. Thus, for example, s ‘ .
mawnﬁ and m:.o_“me. than the enemy. However inaccurate such "un_‘an_
tions me_: be, they help to sustain cooperative ventures. vooOv_n w so foo
’ o . .. g =nﬂ~°=
i ositions and capabilities. One fu
themselves about their own disp . st
ion i our promises and threats appea
of such self-deception is to make PPCar s
inci 996). There are other cognitive disto
convincing to others (Hauser 1 : ! :
tions — mmnv as overconfidence, the confirmation bias, and biases of
causal attribution - that also nudge c.n:wc_o.n in various ways. P
The behavioral effects of these built-in a_mnon_@_”m ann presum a.w_
i i ast. In all likelihood, many are sti
advantageous in the evolutionary pas . i
useful %E the skewed perceptions will sometimes do harm. In particu

wi i 7 s does not produce
e i ,, MOS he activity of the emotion systems do :
specifically, most of t :
noumwma%h“ %M::mm .m,_& the neural pathways that carry messages from the nimznﬂ_w
systems to the cognitive systems are far more extensive than those running i
opposite direction,
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lar, they will undermine performance in those tasks that mainly require
accurate judgment.

Implications for Mass Politics

What do these findings imply for the study of politics? They do not
directly predict specific patterns of political behavior. We believe,
however, that they have three general implications for mass politics,

The Presumption of Adaptability. First, researchers should not presume
that any particular feature of human cognition is well adapted to the
tasks of citizens. In view of natural selection and the capacity for learn-
ing, we expect cognitive processes to be highly adaptive in some global
sense; nothing about how people think will be simply pointless or unfor-
tunate. Even so, we can account for departures from “low-information
rationality” in politics in several distinct ways.”

People might rely on decision-making processes that perform satis-
factorily in other areas of life bur that are less suitable for politics. For
example, people may have learned to employ certain criteria for choos-
ing friends, work partners, and so on. If they use these same routines to
choose political leaders, they might overlook criteria that are uniquely
important to evaluating leadership.,

Morcover, people may use cognitive processes that produce dysfunc-
tional responses generally ~ not only in politics or other special contexts
- because they promoted survival and reproduction in the ancestral envi-
ronment and have been incorporated in the genetic code. Considering
the transformation that has occurred in the conditions of human life
since the Stone Age, there seems to be hardly any limit to the potential
for such malfunctions. Whar worked for nomadic hunter-gatherers could
casily fail badly for citizens of a postindustrial democracy. Alchough we
can only speculate here about the role of evolved responses in mass pol-
itics, we suspect that the conditions of the ancestral environment help to
account for some important aspects of political behavior. Judging from
anthropological research, ancestral humans fought frequent wars and

faced a high likelihood of death by homicide (Barkow, Cosmides, and
Tooby 1992; Pinker 1997} The hazardous conditions presumably
rewarded stereotyping, ethnocentrism, and quick-trigger responses to
fear and anger, major traits that frequently create conflict in modern pol-
itics, Our Stone Age ancestors also lived a precarious existence eco-

"It is possible to define low-information rationality, trivially, as the use of any
information whatsoever, no matcer how unreliable. {1 like his tie. [ guess, then, I'd

like his policies.”} The concept is significant only if it implies the use of relacively effi-
cient methods of judgment.
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ere in danger of starvation; and yet, lacking n_v_”..o—%w
they had lictle ability to storc surpluses.

ight be fatal; but
7 1al loss of resources might bt .
i s Such conditions may

That the political scientists’ concept of heuristics differs from the psy-
chologists’ does not make it incorrect. To a large extent, the difference
reflects distinct starting points and standards of comparison. The psy-
chologist starts with the layperson’s commonsense perception that people

pically. ,S._m.v. w
i nomamo—.m:om?

1d, theretore, :
n“ﬂ?n—nsn gain might largely go to waste.

dency to discount gains in are m.o:wr».__z Sao:m_..ﬁém wm_ at least that we ourselves are rational.)
derlic people’s 20:-&2:3030@ _ﬂm umw_ma Tversky and Kahneman Heuristic _cmmﬁo:a disappoint such expectations, o.mnn: profoundly. In
ation to losses (Kahneman and Tversky 3 m_omn:v_:m.n_._m:. effects, therefore, vm.«.nro_o.m_ma highlight the error. Polit-
181). Iso lived in an information 03..:0.=En2 ical scientists, on the other hand, start with the research showing that
Finally, ancestral humans aiso Tve arithmetic, few

people are politically ignorant. They find evidence that political heuris-
tics can save people from being strictly clueless. So unlike psychologists,
they are inclined to stress the positive side.

Such differences in perspective and emphasis are largely understand-
able. Whart is not warranted, in our view, is political scientists’ virtual
abandonment of the psychologists’ notion of heuristics and its expecta-
tion of serious distortion. It 1s the psychologists’ version that comports
generally with cognitive-science findings and is supported by extensive
laboratory research (Wittman 1993 criticizes the heavy reliance on exper-

iments). Heuristics as discriminating strateges, well adapted for partic-
ular uses, is at best part of the story.

dically different from ours = with no writing or formal A
e ote Consequences, and little or no spe o
(S .mvocw SBE:: may account for the relative :...omoon;Mo?n.
= M? J_‘H”&an .Emo._.ano: in persuasion (Cacioppo an .o_«.mw
A torpo and Petty 1985): To the extent that we vommnw Men s
g O»nmowvnwmvoz&:m to persuasion, they are not uaﬂvaoﬁwo koo
B i formation. And it is understandable that the so S
ke ongly ._.a is expressed, and how 1t fits vmom_nm _ox_ e W
:oﬂ.mmwmw.—ﬂouwwﬂ mrwg their responses more than any rational as
yeliefs

ill (Hauser 19963 McGuire 1969, 1985).

its content Wi he cognitive
i€ of it sons, then, we cannot assume that ¢ g i
For all of these reasons, 1 gment are We

; o B
i 1 articular political ju
ople use in making a par : ot aes 98
ww@%ﬂ%ﬂ%ﬂ_rw use. To the contrary, if close observers see such p
ada .

Expectations for Citizen Competence. The third and main implication
i 1 y ) are.
a§ irrational or generally misleading, they probably ar

of the cognitive-science findings is that, on the whole, we should not
expect a great deal of ordinary citizens’ political judgments. In general,
people will use available information effectively and make good deci-
sions only under favorable conditions. These occur primarily when a task
‘is intrinsically simple, when helpful capabilities or dispositions are hard-
wired, or when institutions or other environmental conditions promote
“competence. :

Consider some cases. People usually know what they’'re doing in
mating, mothering, and making friends. The reason is that these rasks
have not changed fundamentally since the Stone Age. People also usually
know what they're doing in managing a large investment portfolio, if
they have that job. This task is complex and of recent origin. However,
portfolio managers are likely to have M.B.A. degrees, they receive rapid
and informative feedback, and they have strong incentives for good per-
- formance. They even have training and professional literature to help
~them avoid cognitive biases (Hammond, Keeney, and Raiffa 1998).

Unfortunarely, the tasks of citizens in a democracy are less conducive to
avoiding dysfunction. There are four difficulties in particular.

1. The political process calls upon ordinary citizens to answer very
- hard questions. According to some views of this matter, the citizens’ task
s quite easy (Sniderman 2000; Wittman 1995). The structure of politi-
~ cal conflict pares down and clarifies citizens’ choices so that they require
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implicati f the cognitive-
uristics. A second 90»@ implication © e
d.& Z&:«Mnm 4 mmﬁ implicit in the first, is that we .&Jc&. mmﬂmnr Wﬁ
ek i h c,..._%._o judgments. {ronically, political scie O
e con ent of heuristics from psychology swr_._o overloo ; »m_
vo:oﬁ.om .%n.mon_mnm in that literature. Viewing _.—oc_”_m:nm m.m nmcmu&
wﬂmﬂm@ﬁwmmwﬂ.m”:sm with ignorance, u%_:._nm_ wnwwﬂﬂwm _MMwoﬁwM_M—oam
how they enhance competence. They have not
i:—woﬂnrﬂﬂ. most part, Cognitive psychologists ch at rMnc._Mwwnw M%MM
ently. They sce the use of heuristics as »Eon,»:nm M:va.“ 9y »:m Lo
quently dysfunctional (see, for example, Ka %2: rmﬁ.: paigit
e St meo_.w.owwmm%”w””ﬂm ”Mnmunnnmm.v:a. n 32.:3_«.
itrary starting points to anc : : el
wwch,“”ﬂwmwa ?opmmﬂwf use a source’s mn—.mnn:a:nmw Mwo uﬁ%m%““w e,
ity; and draw inferences from _u_.m.mwnn:ﬁsnm scrip Byl
cases that do not fit their implicit n.mmEs.w:o_w.m, e
produce serious departures ToB. _.»zosmra.._ For e e el .
Piattelli-Palmarini {1994: 6-7) writes, the resulting :

i Ath no aware-
sible to correction.” We use unreliable rules of thumb w E
ness of doing so.
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only a few simple operations: choosing a _u_‘o».n _u_..nmmn_o:nm uvM:_”. M“M mm._m
of government, such as a liberal or conservative aon ogy, an g
it up with the appropriate party or candidate ﬁms__anmawna ,...mw o
agree that such a task is :.msm.m..umv_n :.: many vmow e. In mmnp“.nn._ »wos
that a political process that elicited ?.:.:.»:_w that form of p P
could generally count on mm:m.mmnnos. citizen .vﬂmcn:g»:n_.”. S
But, in fact, citizens are invited and sometimes compe ,m dopel
more. In primary elections, the voters select the parties’ nomin e
various offices, including the v_,mma.o:nv.. The n»:._._amﬂﬂm:m_.m..»nm Mz.
screened for their character, policy views, or governing ski v_u n nﬂn EV.
labels are unavailable. Voters rw«.a to _mw.wam the relevant attributes
y ive with the results of not doing so. o
mo_%_w”.o_f_.w” rather than merely choosing a broad .a_nmo:_n.v:. mo_.amoa.ﬂh..
ment, citizens help to select and even n_na._ms specific po _.o_...m.n”ow_mzw_
states, of course, voters choose _uo__n_m.m directly nrnosmr_ ini M_w ran
referenda. They can also have a large :.?5:09 %oﬁr €ss ¢ _n..”ncw.nn_.w
responding to polls about issucs. Zwmn important, in n_#: Mo”“::d:—nn_
respond to campaign appeals about issues. Such appeals, o Mm:._ s
negatively, are the bread-and-butter nrﬂo,:n of nc:ﬂmav.c_”.m_.w ; M._Qms
(Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995), Voters’ responses may virtually
icy choices. : .
_uo___svmxm_i:m such influence, people do not abstract out wrw _n_oc_o»m_"nM
location of a policy, signal a preference on that basis, an _.msonno L
the policy’s specific features. They support or c_wvommm o::..nm P mnnm
Clinton’s health-care reform plan, the Republicans welfare re oﬂs, o
so on. Ultimately, they send signals about s&.nacn_. features M_wnz__ua <~ m_, _mna_.
their response — not just getting 8=m_.~.c: crime, for nxmav.mv ut e
strikes-and-you’re-out; not just reducing ém_m».nn .v—:. a g%-wm.m_. o:n.m
and not just responsive moe.o_.zmsnnn but nn._.Bo__M“_mnw.n_MMrm. ctting
ight on such specific matters is n y . .
.E,mmm.#a.ﬂﬂnnn mn“_w%.nn of vo:mmw_ debate makes pertinent, nc.__wv_m informa-
tion for these hard, political choices difficult to find. Politicians are not
in the business of educating the public. _=m8»n._, they use rhetoric to
trigger the psychological mechanisms that &mnoz _cmmao_.s. ,_._rmw vm_aﬂmn”“
isolated, unrepresentative facts; they frame issues tendentiously; and 4
seek to evoke an emotional response, rather than encourage nsﬂ_o:w.
deliberation. The media rarely attempt to sort out a %7»8 in an o&ﬂ._w
way, Observers of politics are too mnncmﬂcaoa. o m:.%_m to find it remark-
able. But from the standpoint of understanding citizen Q.uavmﬂnswu.. _n_ __m
important to know that the information people receive is typically
sketchy, misleading, or manipulative. -
w.r.wrn m”_“_n_..:nmw of ano_”: democracy give 9.&:».3. citizens m_aﬂoz
no incentive to think carefully about politics. Because informed deliber-
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ation is a collective good, individuals lack not only the incentive to be
well informed, but even the incentive to use their limited information in
thoughtful ways. People make political judgments half-consciously, as an
incidental part of another activity — such as watching television for enter-
tainment. They employ the error-prone methods of peripheral process-
ing (Cacioppo and Petty 1985). They make little use of their critical
faculties, and rarely wonder if their judgments are accurate.

4. Perhaps most important, politics rarely provides usable feedback
on the methods people use for political judgment. For comparison,
consider the nonpolitical case of a technologically challenged faculey
member, Jim, buying a computer for his office. To avoid several days of
tedious rescarch, he simply imitates the purchase made by his apparently
more expert colleague, Wendy; in brief, he uses a copy-Wendy heuristic,
He soon knows if the machine suits him. And he can use that informa-
tion to decide whether to use copy-Wendy in selecting a printer. His
learning about the value of the heuristic depends on his experiencing the
consequences of the first decision, obtaining the new computer and
finding out whether it works.

Using heuristics in the political domain is entirely different. If a voter
uses an irrelevant or misleading cue to pick a candidate, no one tells him
his choice was wrong. The candidate might not be elected. If elected, in
our fragmented political system, she may not control policy cutcomes,
And if her policies are adopted, discovering their effects will generally
be very difficult. By the time the candidate’s merit becomes clear, if that
ever happens, the voter will not remember why he decided to vote for
her. Even in the unlikely event chat he is interested in improving his polit-
ical heuristics, therefore, he’ll have a hard time doing so.

In short, then, a cognitive-sciences perspective on mass politics sug-
gests thar citizens often will make problematic judgments. In the fol-

lowing section, we summarize more direct evidence on the specific causes
of dysfunction.

BIAS IN POLITICAL JUDGMENT: EVIDENCE FROM
EXPERIMENTAL SURVEY RESEARCH

Our question here is simple: In using political information and making
political judgments, do people perform more or less rationally? Or do
they exhibit suboptimal behavior of the sort that a cognitive-science per-
spective predicts?

To answer this question, we present evidence from experimental
survey research. Such research can reveal how people respond to specific
kinds of information, identify distortions in those responses, and suggest
explanations based on well-documented properties of human judgment,
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iderable caution is required in extrap-
Id political behavior. We will address
idence in the “Conclusion and

For reasons we will discuss, cons
olating these findings to real-wor
that problem with some additional ev

Implications” section.
The evidence comes mainly from studies that one or both of us have

conducted with various collaborators {Michael Cobb, Norman Hurley,
Robert Rich, and David Schwieder). For one recently completed analy-
sis, we present data. For the most part, we merely summarize studies that

have been reported elsewhere.

Policy Stereotypes

To form sound policy preferences, people should receive and use policy-

relevant information in a reasonably balanced way. For example, they
cannot systematically screen out information that demonstrates the ben-
efits of a program, or that reveals its adverse consequences. We know
that people misperceive the policy-relevant world in various ways ~ for
example, grossly overestimating the proportion of the federal budget that
goes to foreign aid. We also know that they have stercotypes of racial
and other groups that sometimes affect policy judgments (Gilens 1996;
Judd and Downing 1995). We were interested in knowing whether
people form stereotypes, or equivalent schemas, that directly concern
programs or policies.

To investigate such policy stereotypes, We (Kuklinski, Quirk,

Schwieder, and Rich 1997) asked a sample of Illinois residents to make

estimates on a series of items about welfare: the percent of all families
e federal budget that welfare

that are on welfare, the proportion of th
absorbs, the average annual benefit amount for a family of three, the per-

centage of welfare mothers who are on welfare for more than eight years,
and the percent of welfare mothers who have less than a high school
education.® We found that most people made errors in a consistent direc-
tion. They had either pro-welfare or anti-welfare stereotypes. As one
might expect, the more common stereotype was anti-welfare — with
people overestimating the percent of all families on welfare, the propor--
tion of the budget that goes to welfare, the average annual benefit,

and so on.

In accounting for these findings,
welfare-policy stereotypes to fill in mis
program, its consequences, and nn_wnm‘m matters.

sing information about the
For a person with a neg

® The items, selected with the help of experts in welfare policy, represent some of
the main facts relevant to arguments for or against welfare programs; some of them

tend to support welfare and some to oppose it.
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ative stere ivati
et .MMW,NMM Mm“. M_“nmawv_o. mm:cmﬂ:m the concepr of “welfare” might
s ther i s.o_._a_nnw mwn_. wasteful spending on inessential mRBm 2
s gt ﬂvmaB:.. inferences, such as that “welfare vnzmm.a
T e,co:_m :mof.n_,::_o:n m.voaam a lot on welfare,” and so
S5 e pexion waill then use these inferences to make speci
L e ».c__u_m. ﬂnnﬂm,mm of the v:.amﬁ that goes to welfare
Bl el wrm:os the &.:E:_n.m of this process - for example
nirprlarinialen wm ﬂn_E%m or vice versa. Most likely it is vonr”
areas. In certain _oaw-mﬁzmmhmnnwﬁmw nMM”Mm m_ﬂ:m_. sttt
biased policy stereotypes should exacerbate Hm vmﬂhﬁﬁw%%ﬁﬂﬂ%uﬂw
1 ]

exaggerate the intensity of feelin a r
! f feelings p
e il gs, and produce greater support for

fic esti-

.

Overconfidence

The high
- S mwo _Mwmmwu,“:-“ mo”.. _Mzoi_&mm, moﬁmﬁm.?:ﬂo:m_w observed, is knowl-
| mmsognnomm > nm:nn._v. rational citizen would recognize his or her
s b %r.m_ Mo .M__nm. and use this awareness in deciding on
e T .1 gment, defer to leaders, or look for more
Claton X mw__ ; R w.cswswn. that “.vocv_m generally lack that ability,
P o V,Do. rsa_mﬂm. attitudes and perceptions we Just
| g nm M:_‘ g %mr:._on._nn and Rich 1997), we also mea-
. peonien d ww : M, 8.: mnzo.o in their factual beliefs. In general
D e M=< To «.«a_m:.o items was little better than S:moz“
g Ly %owoz _Smnf a large majority of the respondents said
S t HM m:._.v. confident that their perceptions were
iy Rwo _MMMOM ﬂ:g in the lower two-thirds of an index of
el o_w Ing very confident on all six factual items
£ i o eeling vngwg.ﬁ% and fairly confident on n_.nm.
vyl i :n:wm ,m.wBM of n_:m high reporting of confidence stems
. Emm_nmn_:.%mmrﬁ. g ?maﬂ_ M%.owm itself; nonetheless, the figures are
rom the standpos i
o e e hﬂo_:n mm the wmznrw_o@_ .__.8883, 1t is not surprisin
. rconfident in their political beliefs. As research _.mm

w._.
ogm:_.n:._m:ﬁonmo .
aaa_.n_:o::e.n_r
~ pelled ro express % g y ma nnmwcm_:ammomun
~ tional ‘u_.o-u,,na%wowsw_.n.“wo_.m_: them, we examined the R_nm_.ozur_.v vmﬂ.”.mwhn% _%oa.
Welfare policy. The regressi are) _am_nx of ?ﬂ.:.,__ beliefs and two questions w_.nn.
B entations (political mmo_ :.5 equations also included measures of two o?.v ..m_ s

ey nm»_:m_.i_.._»iomvmn:a.vmn_gs identification) and three f.m_cw@ “mnm i
B ot ioces muﬂ.”. M%M.mnof.ogﬂn:;:uar all known to be strongly wMMhr
._»MM.& policy preferences in the nwiwnn_.% m_.”‘wa Mﬁhrwo factors, factual beliefs influ-
v liefs were well integrated into people’s attitudes - At a minimum, therefore, these
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demonstrated, people express unjustified confidence in their judgments
on a wide range of subjects (Allwood and Montgomery 1987; Griffith
and Tversky 1992; Mayseless and Kruglanski 1987). Nor is such expres-
sion a mere social convention. In one classic study (Fischhoff, Slovic, and
Lichtenstein 1977), many respondents werc willing to bet their own
money on their inaccurate judgments.

Widespread and pronounced overconfidence in political opinions
may have mixed consequences for the political process. On the one
hand, it may encourage more vigorous participation. On the other
hand, however, it may also obstruct deliberation and learning. In
some circumstances, it may undermine appropriate trust in elected

representatives.

Resistance to Correction

If correct information becomes accessible, rational citizens would be
expected to update their beliefs and adjust their policy preferences
accordingly. Lack of information should be a matter of costs, not of prin-
ciple. However, we find evidence that people are inclined to resist or
ignore new factual information.

In the welfare study, we gave a randomly selected group of respon-
dents the correct information on the same factual questions about
welfare that we described. To focus respondents’ attention on the infor-
mation, we presented each fact separately {in the guise of asking respon-
dents whether they had heard it), and required a response (yes or no).
The group thus had the opportunity to update their preferences in light
of new and correct information. We then compared their policy prefer-
ences to those of respondents who had not received the correct infor-
mation — whose belicfs, as we have noted, tended to err in an anti-welfare
direction. The preferences of the two groups did not differ. The respon-

dents who received correct information apparently either dismissed it or

did not incorporate it in their policy preferences. x

To probe the limits of such resistance, we undertook a smaller, second

study to find out whether people will use factual information when its
relevance to their policy preferences is made obtrusively obvious. We
divided student respondents into two randomly assigned groups to
receive different versions of a questionnaire. For Group 1, we first asked
the respondents to estimate the percentage of the budget that goes
to welfare. Next we asked them to indicate what percentage mvox{E,
go to welfare. We assumed that these items would induce the respon=
dents to contrast their' estimated and preferred levels of spending.
respondent might think, for example, “About 20 percent of the budg
goes to welfare, but only about 5 percent should go to it.” Finally, we
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Mwwmmmw_w..umo respondents to indicate their degree of support for welfare
For Group 2, we also asked the two questions about their estimated
and preferred levels of spending. Instead of proceeding immediately to
ask about their support for welfare, however, we then told ﬁrm..:v,.r
correct figure for actual spending. For most respondents, the no:.onw
figure was substantially lower than what they had mmnm_zmﬂma and even
lower ~.rm= «.i..mn they had said they preferred. Such _.omvozmo.:gm wer
placed in a situation where the relevance of the correct information s.mm
rma.ﬁo. miss. Its salience had been drastically {and artificially) inflated
and it implied that actual spending was already below an acce EZ.
level. ? contrast with the lack of response to correct 53::»:0% _._..&A.w
cated in the survey findings, Group 2 respondents expressed mor
support for welfare spending than those in Group 1. In this extreme ¢ :
dition, in other words, factual information made a difference o
d::.m are great difficulties in testing for the effects of non.nonn infor-
mation in survey research — among them, the uncertain appropriateness
of any selection of information, and the inability to match real-world
nozn.rcozm for learning and reflection. With that caveat, we believe EMmm
m.:a..:mm are suggestive: People appear to have factual premises that are
m_m-.:mnma to their thinking about policy issues. In some cases, these
belicfs are likely to be stereotyped and highly skewed. If vmon_n.»nm ve
correct information, they likely will ignore it - unless it is vnnma_:ma .:
ways that virtually compel attention and reflection. But such _.omm:n_:
tions rarely occur in a large-scale democracy. ’ .

The Influence of Easy \fwzi.mam

- When considering a vo_mnw proposal, public officials and others make
arguments for or against it, which the media then report. Citizens read o
hear some of these arguments, and some use them in varying degrees :H

.Bmwo up their minds about the issue. Rational citizens will respond

4 Bnmn_w to the substantive persuasiveness of the arguments, and not Bmwm_ '

~their rhetorical features. In fact, however, people Rmvcnm. disproporti v

- ately to certain forms of argument - what we call “easy m..m:_snsgm - n.vz-

- when those arguments lack substance almost entirely. o

In a recent study, Cobb and Kuklinski {1997) S‘Smoznna arguments

- along two dimensions: pro versus con, and hard versus easy. Pro argu-

~ments favor a proposal; con arguments oppose it. More Ho._..:.mzn :Mm
”w»& arguments differ from easy ones in their structure, complexity m:.nm

ease of absorption. Hard arguments use reasoning or mqwmmznn to su ’ ort

claims about the consequences of a proposal. They take some Bﬂﬂnm_
work to understand and likely evoke little emotional response. Easy
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arguments, in contrast, are simple and &::vo_.mn, making strong asser-
tions without providing support. They are designed to have emotional
impact: “If NAFTA passes, you'll lose your job.” *.._m:.n_ arguments convey
more genuine information than easy ones, which hardly convey any
at all. ) ,

To ascertain how argument types affect persuasion about vo__om pro-
posals, Cobb and Kuklinski (1997) conducted-an across-time experiment
in which subjects received one argument at each of three points in time.
They gave different groups different types of arguments {hard-con, hard-
pro, easy-con, or easy-pro) and measured subjects’ policy E&ﬁa:aom on
NAFTA and national health care at the outset of the experiment and
after each exposure to an argument. Although the results differed across
the two policy domains, easy arguments (especially easy-con arguments)
generally had greater influence than hard ones. Pure assertion, which can
evoke emotion and is easily represented in memory, is what most readily
changes opinion. . S

The preference for easy arguments will often affect collective opinion.
It will cause distortion whenever one side in a debate can appeal to easy
arguments, even if largely misleading, while the other side has more to
explain. This occurred, for example, in the brief, one-sided n_..wc.ma over
President Clinton’s nomination of Lani Guinier to head the Civil Rights
Division of the Justice Department. Seizing on her advocacy of cumula-
tive voting systems, opponents labeled Guinier a “Quota Queen” ».:a
her ideas “undemocratic.” Supporters tried to explain that cumulative
voting merely ensures more nearly proportional representation. But that
exceedingly hard argument did little to help Guinier’s cause. We expect
that cases of one-sided advantage in easy arguments are fairly common
in political conflict.

Biased Interpretation of Messages

When politicians speak, citizens need to listen. They must do this not
only to evaluate leaders and sort them out as allies or opponents, .US
also to use the politicians’ statements as cues to inform their political
judgments. Elite messages, however, do not m.__:v_.v. pass. cz&..m:m&
through the auditory canals and into the minds of listening citizens.
People must interpret them. In doing so, according to some evidence,
people often overlook the content of the message and focus on unreli-
able peripheral cues. :

In the spring of 1992, Kuklinski and Hurley (1994, 1996) conducted

a survey that asked African-Aiericans in the Chicago metropolitan area

to answer the following item:
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We would like to get your reaction to a statement that recently made. He
was quoted in the New York Times as saying that “African-Americans must stop
making excuses and rely much more on themselves to get ahead in society.”
Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with 's statement.

For each respondent, the ostensible source of the assertion was one
of four politicians: George Bush, Clarence Thomas, Ted Kennedy, or
Jesse Jackson ~ respectively, a white conservarive, a black conservative,
a white liberal, and a black liberal. Respondents were randomly assigned
to one of the four sources, and a fifth group received the statement
without attribution. All respondents indicated whether they agreed or
disagreed with the statement. At a later point, they were asked to recall
the statement. Some interpreted the statement, indicating what it meant
to them.,

Ignoring the source’s ideology almost entirely, the respondents agreed
with the statement when attributed to either of the black sources and
disagreed with it when attributed to cither of the white sources. Two dif-
ferent processes explain this pattern. Some of these African-Americans
heard the messenger but not the message. As measured by recall, they
paid scant attention to the message itself. They based their judgments
simply on their trust and affection for the two black political figures.
Others heard the message and recalled it, but they interpreted it on the
basis of the source’s race. When either Bush or Kennedy was the attrib-
uted source, blacks construed the statement as “white people are writing
us off.” When it was Jackson or Thomas, they interpreted it as “we black
people can do it on our own.” Ironically, it was Jackson and Kennedy
who had helped to spearhead the civil rights movement, whereas Bush
and Thomas had largely opposed it.

In using race as their primary cue, then, African-Americans ignored
the most relevant information available to them, namely, the source’s
political ideology and record on civil rights, However valuable as a cue
a leader’s race might be at other times, in this instance it blotted out any
awareness of the basic structure of national politics,

Ouverresponse to Policy Positions

Rational citizens will make some effort to take information for what it’s
worth. Whenever possible, they will prefer to avoid making decisions on
the basis of obviously unreliable inferences. Here too, however, we find
that people fall short.

Using other data from the Illinois survey, we considered how people
use sketchy information about a candidate’s position on a single issue to
make voting decisions. Do they discount their judgments on a particu-
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Jar issue when they have hardly any information about it? Or do they
treat these judgments as gospel truth?

Our examination of this matter uses two sets of survey questions. One
set, incorporating an experimental design, was designed to determine
how different pieces of information about a candidate would affect
voters’ support for him. Respondents were divided randomly into five

Reconsidering the Rational Public

Table 8.1. Support for hypothetical member of Congress

. . iven
various types of information ¢

ikeli

groups of about 250 to receive different versions of a single question. In Information Very or fairly likely Not very ot not at all lik
all versions, respondents received four items of information about a tkely
hypothetical member of Congress who was running for reelection, and 47 years old 78%
then were asked how likely they would be to vote for him. The first three ; 12% i
items of information were the same for all groups. Respondents were often absent and missed 10 64 i
told that the member was serving his first term; that he had visited the “m“Mu FESHRES
district frequently; and that he had made a speech “that you liked.” 4
These common items were intended to establish a moderately favorable voted against a major 68 3
presumption in favor of the incumbent. bill to cut the budget deficit 25
The experimental manipulation concerned the fourth item, which was a4
different in cach group. Group 1 was given the innocuous datum that %“ows cut medical “M
the incumbent was 47 years old. It provides a baseline, representing the 5ot the slaecty i
support that would occur with no negative information. Group 2 was o) apcadiais 2 -2
told that the incumbent was frequently absent from Congress and had 52
missed a number of important votes. It gauges the loss of support from respondents opposing M
evidence of a general failure to perform: the electoral penalty for sub- Medicare cuts (74%) 34 64 3
stantial nonfeasance. Group 1 and 2 responses set the upper and lower S e .._
bounds of support, respectively. care for the poor !
Each of the remaining groups was told of a different hypothetical vote 4§
the incumbent had cast - each of which we expected many respondents all respondents 45 |
to disapprove. The statements were that the incumbent “had voted 30
against a major bill to reduce the budget deficit” (Group 3); that he had respondents opposing
“voted to cut medical care for the elderly” (Group 4); or that he had Medicaid cuts (66%) 33 65

“yoted to cut medical care for the poor” (Group $). We did not identify
these items as criticisms. But the items did describe the votes with the
blunt expression of negative campaign advertising. As in such advertis-
ing, we provided no information about the provisions of the bill the
member had supported or opposed, the rationale for the member’s vote,
the alternatives, or the likely consequences. .

To state the findings simply, people tend to make an electoral moun--
tain out of a policy molehill. In the baseline group {Group 1), only 12%
of respondents said they were unlikely to vote for the candidate (see
Table 8.1). Given some mildly positive information about an incumbent

later in the interview that they opposed cu

Most i i i i
mportant, responses in the issue-item conditions resemble those

el :
? ! «MoMMmeNMnMWwN;M%M MManm»EQ a :Mw_.Q. deficit-reduction bill had
s 1on rate of 25% (Group 3). Vi
__.Mw_nﬂ_wowmmn for ar.m elderly or for the poor were more vﬂs‘w_.?ds“__.ﬂa.wnmza
S 3_-“3 32% and 50% of respondents, respectively AOSL -4 _:m
carly the effect of nonattendance. Moreover. respondents % _”o »an_
> ‘ho sai

ts in the relevant program

expressed an even greater disposition - eq
show - to punish the incumbent for these
3 dence, z.o”? people do not discount casua
...mvo_.:. policy positions, To the contrary,

- penalize a member of Congress for a m_.
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uivalent to that for the no-
votes. Judging from this evi-
| and uninformed judgments
respondents were as willing to
ngle vote, on a complex issue

and no negative information, few wanted to throw him out. Confronted
with the habitual no-show, by contrast, 64% of Group 2 respondents
withdrew support. As we expected, people deemed frequent absence
from important votes a serious failure. B
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described in a single phrase, as they were to penalize a member who
often didn’t vote at all.

The second set of questions was designed to determine whether such
decisions to punish on a single issue even reflected people’s policy pref-
crences on that issue accurately. We measured support not only for
cutting the Medicare and Medicaid programs generally but also for
several specific approaches to doing so — options for reducing the pro-
grams’ costs that had been actively considered around the time of the
survey.'” In fact, many of the respondents who would have punished an
incumbent for cutting these programs themselves supported or had
“no feeling” about some of these measures. On Medicaid, a $6%-29%
majority of such respondents favored transferring responsibility to
the states. On Medicare, 79% favored reducing benefits for high-
income recipients. In a word, a great deal of the electoral punishment
was, from the standpoint of the respondents’ own policy preferences,
undeserved.

To be sure, we have presented evidence from a highly simplified survey
experiment. Nonetheless, two well-documented cognitive biases — over-
confidence and the fundamental attribution error — predict such an over-
response to minimal information about candidates’ policy positions
{Allwood and Montgomery 1987; Fiske and Taylor 1991: 67-72;
Griffith and Tversky 1992; Heider 1958; Ross 1977; Mayseless and
Kruglanski 1987). People overconfident in their judgments don’t ponder
alternative positions; and people who attribute an incumbent’s vote
entirely to his personal dispositions don’t stop to consider that he might
have voted in response to compelling circumstances. If people are quick
to conclude, even with minimal evidence, that a vote was objectionable
and that an incumbent cast it from bad motives, we should not wonder
that negative, highly misleading political advertising is effective
{Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995).

Of course, the large effects of these survey items do not imply com-
parable impacts on voting in an actual election. Even assuming a far
smaller actual impact, however, an excessive and erroncous response to
a major campaign issue might swing the result in a competitive race. And
even more likely, it might send powerful and misleading signals about
issues to policy makers. Finally, the overresponse to sketchy and ten-
dentious issue appeals explains why there are “third rails” in politics,

1 Respondents were divided randomly into two groups, for questions about either
Medicare or Medicaid, and were given four options to support or oppoese: reducing
the health-care services that beneficiaries received; requiring that services be abtained
through prepaid plans like HMOs; requiring beneficiarics to pay more money out of
packet for health care; and {for Medicare) reducing bencfits for high-income recipi-
ents, or (for Medicaid) transfefring authority to the states. 2
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”””_Mn that responsible policy makers want to address but dare not
nomﬂw%:mm_:m from »:.a:m 3%».8? ﬂ.r.m:, «..mao:m and sometimes severe dis-
| can occur in people’s political judgments. They hold inaccura
and mgn.nonmn_ .mmnzs_ beliefs, hold their beliefs overconfidentl 3..8
correct information, prefer easy arguments, interpret elite wBWW s
m.nnoa_:w to racial or other biases, and rely heavily on scanty i mEo:a
_tion about a candidate’s policy positions. ESHSS
. A mrov:n. no:i wa: argue that such distortions are only of marginal
ﬁvm“»:%m in vo__znw.. OF.:. findings almost certainly overstate their real
pact. One reason is simply that people may behave differently in
answering a survey than they do in other aspects of political life V.HOm
course, answering surveys is itself part of political life.) A second _.a.
is q_,m. each of our studies deals narrowly with certain elements of MM_A.V:
_n.m_ judgment — factual beliefs, responses to issue positions m:mcn:nﬂ _ﬂ
.m_maansa sorts of argument, and so on. In real-world vo_manm o:w o_
E.mm..:.m:a could have so many clements and be affected E.MM E_om‘
.m:B:__ that none of the cognitive errors people make would have EE__u<
impact. Cognitive errors could cancel out, not only in collective o 5_..:” :
but even at the individual level. In the next section, therefore, Emmza.MH

QCGN some 0f~&0=00 n—-mn more Q:ﬁﬁﬂ_% Nn—n—ummmmm ﬁﬂﬂ—lsgvﬂr_ O
—v —_H—ON~

COLLECTIVE BIAS: FURTHER EVIDENCE

._.in.v r:im of observation bear more directly on the role of cognitive dis-
tortion in real-world mass politics. One concerns changes in opinion 9.
occur in mo.n»:mm deliberative polls; the other, the 2.2:%& o_.»a,
making in certain areas of high salience. Neither sort of nsan% o
should be emphasized, is without significant ambiguity. Taken to cﬂo_“ :
however, they provide some additional support for our line of ar _.m“. %
. q_.nro ,_.”.n:-r:os,: deliberative polls that James Fishkin uuﬂ_mxon.o_—“
MM:B mmf_.n. conducted permit noavmam.osu between a representative
group of citizens and an obviously pertinent better-informed grou
namely, the same individuals after they have been brought to mm}n _M .
a weekend of incsw:.m learning and deliberation (Fishkin umwumu >w_‘ o
”,:mmo ””2& »wma mm__vw..m.._o.:m. improve information and reduce az.o_”. s.M—“.M
et M ; _~ :MnM“MM .5 opinion before and after deliberation as a crude indi-
Ooamae.. in this light, some of the results. In a 1996 Austin, Te
mna..a“_:m, support for a flat tax decreased from 44% before %:m«BMM”
Mm W\o % mw.mms..m&m support for a tax .nn.mcn:.o: for savings increased from
o to 83%; support for maintaining current levels of foreign aid
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increased from 26% to 41%. There were even larger shifts in a series of
regional deliberative polls on energy issues. In one, for example, support
for increased reliance on renewable energy fell from 67% before the
deliberation to 16% afterward; support for investment in conservation
increased from 11% to 46%. It turns out, then, that on a variety of
issues, people’s initial preferences deviated substantially from their more
informed and deliberative ones (Fishkin 1997: 214-220).

This evidence has certain limitations. Most important from our stand-
point, one might interpret the findings alternatively — namely, that the
bricfings or discussions were themselves biased, and that the changes
in aggregate opinion merely reflect that bias. Yet that account of the
changes does not appear very likely. Fishkin and his associates work dili-
gently to ensure balance in the briefings and deliberations. Participants
themselves consider them fair.”' We find it more plausible, therefore, to
regard the findings as evidence of error, in relation to well-informed
opinion, in pre-deliberative public opinion.

Although even more subject to interpretation, the ultimare real-world
test of the importance of collective bias lies with its influence, if any, on
public policy making. If collective opinion is indeed often biased, and if
the bias does indeed affect policy making - both assertions we have not
proved - then a variety of important policies should exhibit the expected
effects. In fact, although alternative accounts are readily available, there
is no shortage of plausible cases. In the rest of the section, we will merely
sketch a few such cases and comment briefly on the general issues of
interpretation. .

The most widely criticized feature of national policy in recent decades
was the running of massive federal-budget deficits from the carly 1980s
to the mid-1990s (Kettl 1992). Such deficits originated with President
Reagan’s use of unorthodox, highly optimistic fiscal projections in
appealing to voters in the 1980 presidential campaign (Campagna 1994,
Stein 1984). After the election, Reagan used popular support to push his
supply-side tax cut through a skeptical Congress (Kernell 1993). Efforts
to reduce the deficit in subsequent years often foundered on public resis-
tance to tax increases and spending cuts and on political rhetoric
designed to exploit that resistance.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, the United States responded
only very modestly to Russian requests for large-scale economic assis-
tance to help ensure a successful transition to liberal democracy (Mroz .
1993; Snyder 1996). In view of the United States's huge stake in the

wzmw.i: reforms, such aid had strong support in the foreign-policy com-
munity. But a major economic-aid program for Russia ran up against the
public’s general aversion to foreign aid and its specific hostility toward
former communists, American policy makers largely deferred to the
public’s reluctance. Indeed, former President Richard Nixon publicly
chastised President Bush for his failure to lead on the issue.

A great deal of economic analysis suggests that federal environmen-
tal regulations have often been unduly severe - with costs of compliance
vastly exceeding estimated benefits (Crandall 1997, Landy et al, 1990).
Indeed, according to estimates by the nonpartisan Government Account-
ing Office, the costs of the ozone standards adopted by the Environ-
mental Protection Agency in 1997 will exceed their benefits by
approximately a factor of 10 {Crandall 1997). The severity of such reg-
ulations appears to reflect the public’s virtually automatic support for
strong pollution controls and general unawareness of the resulting costs
z.m:.% et al. 1990: 280-282), There are similar accounts of policy
making on energy pricing, nuclear power, welfare reform, criminal sen-
tencing, and Social Security, among other areas.

As we have suggested, the interpretation of such cases is not straight-
forward. In particular, ordinary citizens may just disagree with the pre-
E.Bmﬁ_ experts, who in any case arc never unanimous. The public may
reject most experts’ view of the world on some rational grounds. Afrer the :
collapse of the Soviet Union, for example, people may have believed for
cogent reasons that economic aid would not help the Russian democracy.
Alternatively, the public may value different objectives than those that the
more informed take for granted. People may have wanted to deny aid to
former communists more than they wanted stability in Russia. On such
accounts, a more informed public would still reach the same conclusions,

In some of these cases, however, policy making may indeed reflect bias

and error in mass judgment. Often, these errors arise because one group
of elites tries strategically to evoke them for purposes of gathering public
support. Returning to our example, we find the following account at least
plausible: Most people knew very little about the situation in Russia,
._..rn_.. thus were highly susceptible to the influence of symbolism, emo-
tional memories, and other sources of error. Some politicians exploited
the resistance and helped intensify it; others played it safe and did nor
vigorously advocate aid. The result was a stingy aid program that put
the nation’s vital interest in a democratic Russia ar risk,

RS >

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

" In the January 1996 poll, about 81% of the participants agreed that the brief-
ing materials were “mostly balanced,” and 94% fels that the group leaders had nor
sought to influence opinions {Fishkin 1997; 2241, :
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~ We have nm::..c:& against overly optimistic accounts of a politically
- competent, rational public. Not only are citizens minimally informed, as
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nearly all scholars agree, but they are also prone to bias and error in
using the limited information they receive. As a result, they will some-
times send distorted signals to policy makers, which in turn can exert
perverse influences on public policy.

We have not sought to specify the conditions under which cognitive
error in mass opinion causes serious difficulties for democratic politics,
In closing, we will offer a general speculation with broad implications
for the condition of American political institutions.

The risk of distortion in mass opinion, we believe, will depend on
where people focus their attention and on what kinds of judgment they
attempt to make. In general, people should do better when they make
inferences from the broader and longer-standing features of politics:
political parties, social groups, ideologies, and established leaders.
Heuristics based on these features should work, when people actually
use them. People should have more difficulty when they make inferences
from or directly assess narrower or shorter-term features: singular events,
aspiring leaders, changing social or economic conditions, and, in partic-
ular, specific policies. Thus, for example, using party labels to evaluarte
candidates will work fairly well for most citizens in most races. But using

campaign appeals about issues to evaluate candidates or parties will -

work much less well — and will often create perverse incentives for policy
makers,

If this distinction is generally correct, there is cause for concern about
developments in American politics, The citizenry has increasingly
focused attention on the elements of politics where it is likely to make

unreliable judgments. Citizens’ attachments to and concern about polit=

ical parties have declined in recent decades. With the rise of primary elec:
tions, the voters are now directly responsible for assessing the aspiring

leaders in nomination contests. And with the rise of public opinion polls,-
decision making by referendum, and issue-oriented political campaigns,

they are increasingly called upon to choose specific policies. In short,

American politics probably has become more susceptible to distortions
in mass opinion in recent years. S
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