
What were they thinking?!
Exploring America’s voting preferences and 
attitudes using the American National Election 
Study

HELP! I’M AN ACCIDENTAL GOVERNMENT INFORMATION 
LIBRARIAN WEBINAR, 16 JULY 2020

JEREMY DARRINGTON
POLITICS LIBRARIAN, PRINCETON UNIVERSITY



Political Opinion Polling
Elections tell us what voters choose, surveys tell us why
Modern polling takes off in the 1940s 
Asking everyone is cost-prohibitive
So, surveys use random samples of the total population

https://nces.ed.gov/blogs/nces/image.axd?picture=/2016/04/SampleSurvey.jpg

Presenter
Presentation Notes
From the beginning discovering people’s political attitudes was central
Population of interest aka universe—entire group you’re trying to represent

https://nces.ed.gov/blogs/nces/image.axd?picture=/2016/04/SampleSurvey.jpg


Sampling
Random
 All members of the population have the same chance of being sampled
Stratified probability sampling 
 Used to make sure subpopulations of interest (e.g. Blacks, registered voters, rural, etc.) are 

represented in proportion to total population
Methods vary
 Organizations use different methods for sampling based on how surveys are administered
 Face-to-face typically uses area probability sampling using maps and Census figures
 Phone surveys have typically relied on random digit dialing (though cell phones have 

complicated this)
 Internet can use random postal addresses to send invitations to fill out surveys online
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Presentation Notes
Internet also makes use of online panels with weighting



Survey Error/Bias
 Sampling error
 Due to interviewing only a sample rather than the entire population
 Can be quantified in the margin of error (https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/margin-of-error-calculator/) 
 Example: YouGov July 12-14 Biden 49% Trump 40% MOE +/- 3.3% at the 95% confidence level
 If you sampled this population (all registered voters) 100 times, on 95 of those draws, the total population’s 

preference for Biden would be 45.7%-52.3% and Trump 36.7%-43.3%.
 Coverage error
 Due to certain segments of the population not having the opportunity to be included (homeless, overseas military, 

incarcerated, on vacation, etc.)
 Measurement error
 From failing to accurately measure what you intend due to problems with question wording and order, interviewer bias 

or mistakes, lack of candor by respondents or faulty memory, etc.
 Non-response error
 Due to inability to reach potential respondents or respondents’ refusal to participate 
 Other errors
 Like errors in recording, processing, or transforming survey data

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Doesn’t mean that surveys aren’t still valuable, but good to remember that we see through a glass darkly. 
Lots of work by smart people to figure out how best to deal with these kinds of errors, like in Public Opinion Quarterly
Due to very high non-response rates, surveys are increasingly using non-probability samples (opt-in online panels) and then using weights to adjust

https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/margin-of-error-calculator/


Some Political Opinion Sources
 Major media outlets and research organizations
 CNN, NYT, Pew, etc.
 Exit polls
 Surveys of voters as they exit polling places both to project election results and to associate demographics with vote 

choice
 Election studies 
 Designed by social scientists specifically interested in studying elections and change over time
 Usually fielded in conjunction with each national election (typically parliamentary) for many years
 Often include a pre- and post-election interview with the same respondents to track attitude across the election
 Have a broad and deep set of political questions, most of which are repeated in each iteration of the survey
 See https://libguides.princeton.edu/politics/opinion for additional examples

https://libguides.princeton.edu/politics/opinion


American National Election Study (ANES)
 https://electionstudies.org/
 Started in 1948; every 2 years since 1956
 Sponsored by the University of Michigan and Stanford University with funding from NSF
 Files for individual years as well as a cumulative file with questions repeated at least 3 times across all 

years
 2016 study
 4270 respondents; 3649 completed both pre- and post-election survey
 27% face-to-face interviews; 73% online
 50% response rate for f2f; 44% for online
 Data weighted to adjust sample to population demographics
 Contains hundreds of questions, thousands of variables (codebook is 2200 pages long!)

 Online analysis using Berkeley’s SDA program: https://sda.berkeley.edu/archive.htm
 Simplified version available through ICPSR’s SETUPS (Supplementary Empirical Teaching Units in Political 

Science) program: https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/pages/instructors/setups2016/
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SETUPS for each election back to 1972

https://electionstudies.org/
https://sda.berkeley.edu/archive.htm
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/pages/instructors/setups2016/


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Pres vote by PID (full)
1. pres vote by party ID (weighted, set weighted N's to 0 decimals):
row: A02
col: A07



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Simplified table—pres vote 2 party by PID (collapsed)—makes the relationship easier to see
1.a. pres vote (2 party) by collapsed PID:
row: A02(r: 1 "Clinton"; 2 "Trump")
col: A07(r: 1-3 "Democrat"; 4 "Independent-no lean"; 5-7 "Republican")
Very strong relationship between partisanship and vote choice
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Presentation Notes
But what about those who don’t vote?
1.b. pres voting by PID
row: A02
col: A07a
Roughly similar #s of Rs and Ds didn't vote, but notice how many Indeps don't
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How do attitudes affect vote choice?
Soc security spending and 2 party pres vote
row: A02a
col: J18
Soc security wasn’t a huge issue, but Dem party generally supports increasing spending, while Rep party wants to decrease
Clear difference here
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Presentation Notes
But did voters’ attitudes about soc sec spending drive their vote choice? (a confounding variable? i.e. what’s really determining vote choice?)
Use PID as a control variable.
row: A02a
col: J18(r: 1 "Increase"; 2-3 "Same/Decrease")
ctrl: A07a
No. Attitudes on soc sec spending don’t affect partisans’ vote choices and goes wrong direction for Indeps
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Gender and pres vote. 
row: A02a
col: R01
Clear female pref for Dems
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This was not just because Hillary was first female major party nominee. Note that the female pref for Dems goes back to at least 1996
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Are abortion attitudes driving that pref? (an intervening variable? Gender influences abortion attitudes which in turn drives vote choice?)
row: A02a
col: R01a
ctrl: K01(r: 1-2 "None/Limited"; 3-4 "Few/No limits")
No. In original table, women about 6 percentage points more likely to vote for Clinton than men. Here the difference is 5.5% for those opposing abortion and 7.5% for those supporting, so this isn’t the cause of the gender gap. Abortion attitudes highly salient for vote choice, but it’s not driving the split in gender prefs.
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Candidate honesty and pres vote. Note that neither candidate was seen as being particularly honest.
row: D04 [Clinton] 
row: D10 [Trump]
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Candidate honesty and 2 party pres vote
row: A02a
col: D04 
THEN with col: D10
People that thought the candidate was dishonest voted for opponent
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But what is the effect of people’s differential perceptions of the candidates’ honesty on their vote? 
Recoded so that 1-3 is honest; 4-5 dishonest
row: A02a
col: D04(r: 1-3 "Honest"; 4-5 "Dishonest")
ctrl: D10(r: 1-3 "Honest"; 4-5 "Dishonest")
-Look at freqs of each group C honest/T not; C not/T honest; both honest; both dishonest. Note how few think they’re both basically honest
-Look at vote share of those that perceived diff in honesty; compare to those who didn’t. Highlight cells
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Presentation Notes
immigration attitudes and vote choice
-Freq distribution about immig level—row: K11
-pref and vote choice: 
row: A02a
col: K11
strong relationship between desired immig levels and vote choice
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Immig’s effect on jobs as intervening variable:
freq—row: K12 
table:
row: A02a
col: K11(r: 1-2 "More/same"; 3-4 "Decrease")
ctrl: K12(r: 1-2 "Likely"; 3-4 "Unlikely")
Those who think immig is likely to reduce jobs and want to reduce immig levels favored Trump by an addition 7%, while those who think it reduces jobs but are fine with current levels were evenly split between candidates (perhaps they see a general threat, but not to their own livelihoods, so less invested in the issue).
Those who think immig is unlikely to reduce jobs but favor reducing immig were less likely to vote for Trump (by about 10 points). 
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Tolerance toward immigs and vote choice
row: A02a
col: K09(r: 1-2 "Low tolerance"; 3 "Middle"; 4-5 "High tolerance")
-no surprise on overall
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row: A02a
col: K09(r: 1-2 "Low tolerance"; 3 "Middle"; 4-5 "High tolerance")
ctrl: A07a
When mediated by PID, we see some defections from Clinton among low tolerance Dems, but esp. among Indeps. Republicans more tolerant of immig were somewhat more likely to vote against Trump.
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Educ and vote
row: A02a
col: R07
recoded educ table: R07(r: 1-3 "not college grad"; 4-5 "College grad")
Educ recode: a lot of evidence about the economic premium of college degree
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Educ and race
row: A02a
col: R02(r:1 "White"; 2-* "Not White")
ctrl: R07(r: 1-3 "not college grad"; 4-5 "College grad")
Trump overperformed with Whites who didn’t graduate college / underperformed with White college grads
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PID by race:
row: R02(r:1 "White"; 2-* "Not White")
col: A07a
pres vote by black support index:
row: A02a
col: M06(r: 1-2 "Low Support"; 3-5 "High Support")
Repubs overwhelmingly White; black support index correlates with vote choice
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Black support as a mediator on PID’s effect on vote choice for Whites
row: A02a
col: A07a
ctrl: M06(r: 1-2 "Low Support"; 3-5 "High Support")
sel: R02(1)
Trump captured more of the White vote (57.7%; Clinton got 80.4% of Non-white vote; see 2 slides back)
Note the significant drop in support for Clinton among White Dems with low black support and the more moderate drop in support for Trump among White Repubs with high black support



Questions/comments?
 jdarring@princeton.edu

mailto:jdarring@princeton.edu
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