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Abstract 

This paper investigates what proportion of voters select their candidate based on policy proximity in 
a spatial voting framework and evaluates how important policy proximity is for vote choices.  We 
develop a novel procedure to identify ideological voting and directly estimate the weights of policies 
from vote choices. Using the American National Election Studies (ANES) for 1996-2008 and 
nationally representative replication data from Leeper and Robison’s (2020) survey experiments, we 
find that more than 80% of voters choose the most ideologically proximate candidate.  Among these 
ideological voters, we find that a one standard deviation change in relative proximity for an extremely 
important issue has a similar substantive effect on vote choice as partisan identification (moving from 
Independent to a Not Very Strong Democrat or Republican). Together, these findings suggest that 
policy positions and issue importance influence citizens’ vote choices even after controlling for party 
identification and demographic characteristics. 
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One of the primary avenues by which citizens can ensure that their political opinions are reflected in 

government policy decisions is voting for candidates who share those preferences to serve in elected 

office. Accordingly, the theoretical literature on spatial or proximity voting (Hotelling, 1929; Black, 

1948; Downs, 1957; Davis, Hinich, and Ordeshook, 1970) posits that voters hold preferred positions 

for different policies and then select candidates whose positions are closest to them. Under this 

framework, citizens’ policy opinions and subsequent political behavior play a decisive role in 

promoting democratic responsiveness and accountability. 

However, a series of recent prominent studies call into question how much influence, if any, 

policy opinions (and ideological proximity to one candidate or another) have on citizens’ voting 

behavior. For example, Achen and Bartels’ (2017) aptly titled Democracy for Realists: Why Elections 

Do Not Produce Responsive Government provides compelling evidence that voters (even those who 

are well informed and politically engaged) primarily select candidates based on social identities and 

partisan loyalties instead of political issues.  Several other studies echo this argument by emphasizing 

the importance of partisanship and social identity (and not issue positions) in shaping voting behavior 

(e.g., Green, Palmquist, and Schickler, 2002; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes, 2012; Lenz, 2013; Barber 

and Pope, 2019). Moreover, a voluminous literature questions, to varying degrees, the extent to which 

citizens have intelligible or discernable policy positions that then guide their subsequent political 

behavior (e.g., Converse, 1964; Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Kinder and Kalmoe, 2017). 

At the same time, a handful of studies show that the ideological proximity in issue positions 

between citizen and candidate does impact vote choice (e.g., Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder, 

2008; Jessee, 2009; Ansolabehere and Jones, 2010; Shor and Rogowski, 2018).  Instead of asking 

whether citizens generally vote ideologically (on policy positions), we suspect some voters rely more 

on policy positions to guide their decisions and some less so.  Accordingly, we aim to identify how 

many people vote ideologically and to what extent.  We recognize that it is empirically challenging 

to distinguish ideological preferences from social identity, partisanship, or even candidate quality 

preferences.  For example, party identification often represents a collection of policy positions, and 
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so do social identities.  Therefore, this paper adopts a more tractable (albeit a narrower) definition of 

ideology by introducing a new method to identify the proportion of citizens whose voting behavior 

is consistent with proximity voting using data on their reported ideological positions and issue 

importance.  We then estimate the relative substantive effect of policy positions compared with other 

common predictors of vote choice.  This investigation is vital for better understanding the extent to 

which ideological proximity and issue importance influence voting behavior compared to the well-

documented effect of partisan identity/loyalty. 

 Our methodological contribution to the literature on voting behavior in this paper is two-

fold.  First, we develop a new method to identify whether a citizen’s vote choice is consistent with 

proximity voting.  In a policy space with a single dimension, for example, between the liberal left 

and conservative right, it is straightforward to identify if a voter chooses the ideologically most 

proximate candidate.  When multiple policies are involved, it becomes more challenging because 

different voters can place different weights on different issues.  We develop a method to employ 

reported subjective issue importance, in combination with reported policy positions and vote choices, 

to evaluate if decisions are consistent with the reported data in a spatial/proximity voting model.1  

Importantly, we allow individuals’ votes to base their subjective positions in potentially higher (more 

than two) dimensions of policy space, rather than assuming all voters observe, agree, and operate in 

lower-dimensional space (e.g., liberal/conservative or the two-dimensional NOMINATE scores).  

We do not assume voter preferences to be homogeneous.  Instead, we investigate who and what 

proportion of voters relies on policy positions to guide their vote choices. Our second methodological 

contribution is then to present a new method to estimate the average policy weights by the reported 

issue importance level and compare the magnitude of the effect to other common predictors of vote 

 
1 In related studies, Degan and Merlo (2009) investigate whether ideological voting can be falsified from 
aggregate county vote shares based on NOMINATE scores.  They find that more 99% of the voters in 
presidential, House and Senate elections are consistent with ideological voting.  Henry and Mourifié (2013) 
develop a formal hypothesis test based on Degan and Merlo (2009).  Using voting data from the ANES and 
candidate positions from NOMINATE scores, they reject ideological voting at the 99% confidence level.  In 
contrast to Henry and Mourifié (2013), we do not conceive voters are homogeneous and can only be ideological 
as a collective or not.      
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choice such as partisanship.  Again, we exploit the information content of the reported ordinal policy 

importance rather than assuming the issue importance is some linear transformation of the actual 

weight. 

 Our primary substantive contribution is to provide evidence that policy positions do play an 

important role in vote choice above and beyond partisan loyalties or social identity.  Moreover, the 

different levels of importance citizens place on various policy issues helps us to better understand 

and evaluate proximity voting. We find that more than 80% of the reported vote choices in the ANES 

surveys are consistent with ideological voting.  When allowing a marginal amount of influence from 

policies not included in the surveys, fully 97% of the vote choices can be considered consistent with 

ideological voting.  These results likely represent the upper bounds of ideological voting because 

respondents might report their favored candidate to be closer to them.  To address this potential 

endogeneity, we repeat our analysis on the replication data set from Leeper and Robison’s (2020) 

survey experiment.  In the experiment, subjects choose between two hypothetical candidates, one 

from the Democratic and another from the Republican party, with randomized characteristics and 

policy positions.  Projection effects and outside policy concerns are mitigated in this setting.  We 

find that about 64% of the vote choices can be considered ideological.  Allowing an infinitesimally 

small unobserved policy preference in the decision-making process, we can classify more than 86% 

of the choices as ideological.  In both data sets, we then find that ideological voters place significantly 

higher weights on issues they deem subjectively important and the substantive effect on vote choice 

rivals that of party identification.  Taken together, this paper has important implications for our 

understanding of citizens’ levels of democratic competence, suggests a more prominent role for 

policy positions in explaining voting behavior, and ultimately underscores the critical role that 

American elections play in promoting democratic responsiveness and accountability. 
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1. MODEL 

In this section, we define ideological voting and illustrate how to identify it from voting decisions 

and stated preferences.  We then estimate the effect of ideological proximity on vote choice in 

comparison to party identification. We focus on vote choice between the two major-party candidates 

due to its salience in our empirical data, but the method could be extended to elections with more 

candidates. 

We index individuals by 𝑖𝑖, and the candidates by 𝑘𝑘 ∈ {𝐷𝐷,𝑅𝑅}, where 𝐷𝐷 denotes the Democratic 

candidate and 𝑅𝑅  denotes the Republican candidate. Conditional on voting, a voter chooses the 

candidate 𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 who maximizes utility 𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖:  

𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 = arg max
k∈{D,R} 

𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 

We assume voters’ utility depends on their ideological distances to the candidate and other non-

ideological benefits of voting:  

𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑑𝑑(𝒓𝒓𝑖𝑖,𝒚𝒚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖;𝝎𝝎𝑖𝑖) + 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 

Where 𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 represents a combination of cost and benefit of voting which includes fulfilling one’s civic 

duty, the candidate’s valence (or quality), and other candidate and party-specific characteristics that 

the individual values.  The function 𝑑𝑑(⋅) returns the ideological distance between the position vectors 

of the respondent (𝒓𝒓𝑖𝑖) and the candidate (𝒚𝒚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) with issue importance (or policy weights) 𝝎𝝎𝑖𝑖.  Note 

that candidate’s positions 𝒚𝒚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is indexed by 𝑖𝑖 because we allow the respondents to use their subjective 

candidates’ positions in the decision-making process rather than commonly agreed positions derived 

from averaging across respondents or from expert placements.2  We adopt this procedure because we 

believe vote choice is inherently subjective.  Lastly, 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  represents the idiosyncratic shocks that 

 
2 Leeper and Robison (2020), Krosnick (1988b) and others to use Relative Issue Distance which uses the 
average candidate positions in place of the respondents’ subjective candidate positions.  We do not favor using 
the differences between the respondents’ own positions and the average candidate positions because proximity 
models assume that individuals make decisions based on their perceived differences (e.g., Grynaviski and 
Corrigan, 2006; Merrill, 1995). 
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voters observe, but we do not observe at the time of the decision. Two commonly used distance 

functions are Euclidean and city block norms (Grynaviski and Corrigan, 2006).3  Our procedure is 

identical when using either metrics.  In our analysis, the Euclidean and city block norms produce 

nearly identical results.4  In the following discussion, we adopt the city block norm and report the 

results using the Euclidean norm in the Appendix. 

In a binary vote choice model, only the difference between the two utility functions matters. The 

probability of choosing the Republican candidate is: 

ℙ(𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 = 𝑅𝑅) = ℙ(𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 > 𝑢𝑢𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) 

                    = ℙ(𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝜖𝜖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 < 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖) 

where 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 is the non-stochastic utility difference between voting for the two candidates: 

𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + �𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� − �𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��
𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

 

     = Δ𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖 + �𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

                                                                          (1) 

We define Δ𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖 ≡ 𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  and relative proximity, 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = �𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� − �𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� , be the 

difference in ideological distances between the voters and the candidates.   Note that we can substitute 

𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 with any distance measure, and it would not change the method we develop below.  When 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 >

0, the voter is more likely to vote for the Republican candidate and vice versa.  

 

 
3 A large literature (e.g., Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder, 2008; Jessee 2009, 2016; Shor and Rogowski, 
2018) studies ideological voting by assuming voters have low-dimensional spatial preferences (usually one: 
the conservative-liberal spectrum).  The implicit assumption of this line of research is voters care about the 
symbolic/summary location of the candidates rather specific policy positions as in this paper. 
4 Lewis and King (1999) also find the two norms produce very similar results. 
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1.1 Ideological Voting 

Based on the framework above, on average, a voter’s decision depends on an observed policy 

component (∑ 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑃𝑃
𝑖𝑖=1 ) and a non-policy component (Δ𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖).  We should be quick to point out that 

the policy component refers only to the observable policy positions in our data. The non-policy 

component may contain some policy-related preferences.  For instance, demographic characteristics 

can correlate with policy preferences – a conservative Christian candidate very likely has a pro-life 

position in the policy debate about abortion.  Furthermore, a candidate’s party identification often 

represents a commonly understood portfolio of positions.  Some scholars consider party identification 

to be primarily driven by retrospective evaluations of government performance and a rational 

expectation of a set of commonly accepted policy positions (e.g., Fiorina, 1981).  However, not all 

voters use party identification as an indicator of policy positions. One stream of research defines 

party identification primarily as a psychological attachment that creates a sense of enduring loyalty 

and may have only a marginal relation to policy positions (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960; Green, 

Palmquist, and Schickler, 2002).  Lastly, preferences for candidates’ valence such as social identity, 

competence, and trustworthiness are part of the non-policy component as well. 

Given the concerns we outlined above, it is difficult to ascertain empirically how much policy 

positions influence vote choices.  Therefore, we focus on a narrower definition of ideological voting 

in the present paper.  We say a voter is voting ideologically if that voter chooses the ideologically 

closer candidate based on their reported policy positions and issue importance.  That means a voter 

chooses the Republican candidate whenever ∑ 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑃𝑃
𝑖𝑖=1 ≥ 0 and Democratic candidate whenever 

∑ 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑃𝑃
𝑖𝑖=1 ≤ 0.  It is ideologically consistent to choose either of the candidates if the voter is 

indifferent between the two.  We recognize that voters might have preferences on policies that are 

not included in the data, or the policies are signaled by party identification, social identity, and 

demographic characteristics.  Therefore, our narrow definition of ideological voting represents a 

conservative measure of ideological voting because voters can ideologically base on factors we do 
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not observe.  In other words, we strictly investigate whether vote choice is consistent with reported 

policy positions and the importance respondents place on each of those issues. 

To determine if a vote choice is ideological, we must evaluate the policy weight and proximities 

carefully.  Following the current convention, we assume the relative proximity (𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) computed from 

data represents a linear transformation of the actual cardinal distances in the ideological space.5  The 

issue importance scores are typically reported on a five-point scale ranging from Not Important At 

All (1) to Extremely Important (5).  These scores are ordinal in nature, so we do not assume them to 

be cardinal.  We denote the reported issue importance by 𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∈ {1, 2, 3, 4, 5} and the true importance 

that individuals use as 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ∈ {𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖1,𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖2,𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖3, 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖4,𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5}. We assume the weights 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖ℓ ≥ 0 ∀ℓ and 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖1 <

𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖2 < 𝜆𝜆3𝑖𝑖 < 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖4 < 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5.  Since we test for ideological voting at the individual level, we normalize 

∑ 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖ℓ5
ℓ=1 = 1 without loss of generality.  If a respondent reports two issues to be equally important: 

for example, 𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖1 = 𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖2 = 4, we assume their actual weights used in the decisions are the same: 

𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖1 = 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖2 = 𝜆𝜆4𝑖𝑖.  The weights can vary between individuals, but the order of weights follows the 

reported subjective importance. 

If we aggregate all the relative issue proximities by their level of reported subjective importance6:  

𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ = ∑ 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑗𝑗=ℓ ,  

we can then rewrite the ideological voting condition for choosing Republican to be: 

�𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

= �𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖ℓ𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ

5

ℓ

≥ 0                                                             (2) 

 
5 Strictly speaking, the reported ideological positions in surveys and experiments are ordinal.  They only allow 
us to compute the relative distance between the voter and the candidates in a linearly transformed cardinal 
distance with measurement error.  Fully engaging these concerns complicates our subsequent analysis 
significantly.  While it warrants further research, we leave it as how current literature defines it in the present 
paper.  Classical measurement errors attenuate the estimates.  Therefore, our results are more conservative. 
6 Implicitly, we assume the relative issue proximities of all issues to be on the same scale.  If one issue has a 
larger scale than another, it implies that it is more important.  Its importance subsumes in the weight. 
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And analogously, an ideological voter chooses Democrat if and only if ∑ 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖ℓ𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ5
ℓ ≤ 0.  Recall 

that 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖 are positive if voters are closer to the Republican candidate and negative if they are closer to 

the Democratic candidate. Therefore, the variable 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ has the same directional interpretation.  Using 

the results from Law (2016), we can state our tests for ideological voting as follows: 

(1) For a Republican vote to be ideological, we need 

� 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

> 0 

For some ℓ ∈ {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}.7 

(2) Likewise, for a Democratic vote to be ideological, we need  

� 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

< 0 

For some ℓ ∈ {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}. 

The logic can be understood as follows.  Suppose a voter chooses the Republican candidate.  If 

𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 > 0, we always find a 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5 large enough (and other weights small enough) that the condition in 

Equation 2 satisfies.  If 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 ≤ 0, we need a sufficient number of less important issues to be closer to 

the Republican.  Since 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖4 < 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5 , for 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖4𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖4 + 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 ≥ 0, we need 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖4 > −𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 ⇒ 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖4 + 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 > 0. 

When such a condition is met, we can always find the weights of less important issues to be small 

enough to satisfy Equation 2.  We can apply the same logic to the condition when 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖4 + 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 ≤ 0, and 

so on until we have exhausted all the conditions.  If none of the five conditions can be satisfied, we 

cannot justify the voting as ideological.  Using an analogous procedure, we can identify individuals 

and thus the proportion of the sample who vote ideologically for the Democratic candidates as well.  

We conduct a more thorough discussion of the test in the Appendix. 

 
7  If we allow 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖1 ≤ 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖2 ≤ ⋯ ≤ 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5 , can weaken the conditions to ∑ 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ ≥ 0  and likewise for the 
Democratic vote.  We return to this discussion when we consider the conditions for near ideological voting. 
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For those who are not voting ideologically according to our narrow definition, we may wonder 

how far are they from ideological voting.  In other words, how much do we need from Δ𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖 to satisfy 

the ideological voting conditions such that: 

For Republican Vote,     𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖 + � 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

> 0  for some ℓ 

For Democratic Vote, −𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖 + � 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

< 0  for some ℓ. 

The term 𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖 has several interpretations.  In the ANES, respondents may have policy preferences that 

are not included in the surveys or take cues from candidate’s party positions.  In the survey 

experiment, the hypothetical candidates have no other policy positions.  Subjects can only infer their 

positions from candidates’ parties and other non-policy characteristics (e.g., the candidate’s gender, 

race, religion, education, etc.).  The larger is the 𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖 required to satisfy the condition above, the less 

likely the voting behavior is ideological.  We define 𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖∗ as the minimum amount of unobserved 

ideology required to justify the voting decision as ideological: 

𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖∗ = min
ℓ
�� 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

�. 

To aid our subsequent discussion, we call 𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖∗ the ideological threshold.  For example, if a respondent 

chooses the Republican candidate, but ∑ 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
5
𝑖𝑖=ℓ ≤ 0 for all ℓ.  The vote choice is then not strictly 

ideological.  Suppose 𝑞𝑞4𝑖𝑖 + 𝑞𝑞5𝑖𝑖 = −0.01 is the closest condition to rationalize ideological voting, 

then 𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖 only needs to be slightly larger than the ideological threshold 𝜃𝜃𝑖𝑖∗ = 0.01 to justify the vote 

choice.  In the results section, we report the distribution of the ideological threshold when the 

behavior is deemed not ideological. 
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1.2 Issue Importance 

Recall the proximity voting model with city block norm in Equation 1.  Using voters’ demographic 

characteristics, party identification, and election fixed effects (𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖) to approximate the difference in 

candidate preference and net benefit of voting (Δ𝜌𝜌𝑖𝑖), we have:  

𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 𝛼𝛼′𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖 + �𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

                                                                                       (3) 

where 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  denotes the true weight 𝑖𝑖  puts on policy 𝑗𝑗 , and 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  is the relative proximity between 

respondents and candidates’ positions.  The individual characteristics control for other unobserved 

policy positions and provide a frame of reference to interpret the coefficients of the issue proximity. 

We further assume the error terms to be independently and identically distributed Type I extreme 

value random variables resulting in a familiar logit model. 

In a typical election survey, we only observe an individual’s voting decision once. Therefore, we 

cannot recover 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖  from data because everyone most likely has different weights for different 

policies.  However, given self-reported issue importance levels, we can recover the averages of the 

weights for each reported level of importance in the surveys: 𝛿𝛿ℓ ≡ 𝐸𝐸�𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = ℓ�, where ℓ =

1, 2, … , 𝐿𝐿 is the importance level reported in the surveys.  In our data set, 𝐿𝐿 =  5. We can rewrite 

Equation 3 to be: 

𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 𝛿𝛿1 � 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗
𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗=1

+ ⋯+ 𝛿𝛿5 � 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗
𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗=5

+ 𝛼𝛼′𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖 

where 𝛿𝛿’s can be estimated from data.8  One advantage of this estimation approach is that we do not 

impose any restriction on the policy weights other than that they are consistent with reported 

 
8 More precisely, each 𝛿𝛿ℓ represents both the scale and weight of the policies in the voting decision. Let 𝛿𝛿ℓ =
𝜑𝜑𝜔𝜔ℓ, where  𝜑𝜑 > 0  is the scale and 𝜔𝜔ℓ is the weight with the restrictions that 𝜔𝜔ℓ >  0,∀ℓ  and ∑ 𝜔𝜔ℓℓ = 1. We 
can obtain the scale  𝜑𝜑 =  ∑ 𝛿𝛿ℓ ℓ  and 𝜔𝜔ℓ = 𝛿𝛿ℓ

𝜑𝜑
.  With sufficient data, we can further estimate the average weight 

by policy where 𝛿𝛿𝑖𝑖ℓ ≡ 𝐸𝐸�𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = ℓ�. 
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importance across policies within an individual.  We effectively recover the average weights people 

use in vote choice for each stated level of issue importance.  Studies that interact reported importance 

(𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖) with policy proximities (e.g., Krosnick, 1988b; Leeper and Robison, 2020) implicitly assume 

that the marginal effect is linear in weights.9  Our empirical results suggest that the true weights are 

unlikely to be linear in reported importance.  Another advantage of this model is that we can 

aggregate multiple years of survey data in a single estimation to obtain more precise estimates. When 

we aggregate multiple years of data, we need to standardize our distances so that they are comparable 

between years.  We rescale 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 to be between -1 and 1 first because each year and each policy can 

have different scales.   Formally, we compute the relative proximity as 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = ��𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� −

�𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��/𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 where 𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is 𝑖𝑖’s position on policy 𝑗𝑗, 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is the policy position of candidate 𝑘𝑘 = 𝐷𝐷,𝑅𝑅 

as perceived by 𝑖𝑖, and 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 is the scale of the policy question. We then normalize the sum of distances 

by the corresponding total number of policy questions: 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ𝑡𝑡 = 1
𝑄𝑄𝑡𝑡
∑ 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑡𝑡  𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗𝑡𝑡=ℓ  where 𝑄𝑄𝑡𝑡  is the 

number of policy questions asked in year 𝑡𝑡.  To improve the readability, we omit the 𝑡𝑡 subscript in 

the subsequent discussion. The normalized 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ ∈ [−1, 1] is the aggregated relative proximity of the 

respondents to the candidates with importance level ℓ.  When 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ < 0, the respondent is closer to the 

Democratic candidate in the issues of importance level ℓ overall.  Likewise, when 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖ℓ > 0, the 

respondent is closer to the Republican candidate.  The choice model to be estimated becomes:10 

 
9 If we interact the reported policy weight and relative proximities, the probability of voting for a Republican 
in the logit model becomes:  

ℙ(𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 = 𝑅𝑅) =
1

1 + 𝑒𝑒−𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖
, 

where 𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 𝛼𝛼′𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖 + ∑ 𝛽𝛽1𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑃𝑃
𝑖𝑖=1 + 𝛽𝛽2𝑖𝑖𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽3𝑖𝑖𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 .  The marginal effect on choice probability given a 

change in policy position is:  
𝜕𝜕ℙ(𝑐𝑐𝑖𝑖 = 𝑅𝑅)

𝜕𝜕𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
= �

1
1 + 𝑒𝑒−𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖

�
2

𝑒𝑒−𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖�𝛽𝛽1𝑖𝑖 + 𝛽𝛽3𝑖𝑖𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�, 

which assumes the issue importance is linear in stated policy weights holding other variables constant.   
10 When the data set is small, we can simplify the model to have only two levels: 

𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 𝛿𝛿𝐿𝐿 � 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗<𝜓𝜓

+ 𝛿𝛿𝐻𝐻 � 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗≥𝜓𝜓

+ 𝛼𝛼′𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖 

With 𝜓𝜓 being some cutoff level to separate the more important issues from the less important issues: 𝛿𝛿𝐿𝐿 =
𝐸𝐸�𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 < 𝜓𝜓�  and 𝛿𝛿𝐻𝐻 = 𝐸𝐸�𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 ≥ 𝜓𝜓�. To normalize the aggregated relative proximities, we apply the 
same procedures above to create: 
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𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖  =  𝛿𝛿1𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖1 + 𝛿𝛿2𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖2 + 𝛿𝛿3𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖3 + 𝛿𝛿4𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖4 + 𝛿𝛿5𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 + 𝛼𝛼′𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖. 

The estimates of 𝛿𝛿’s inform us the relative importance of policy positions to other factors such as 

party identification. 

2. DATA 

We investigate the extent of ideological voting and estimate the importance of policy positions to 

voters using two data sets: survey data from the American National Election Studies (ANES) and 

replication data from Leeper and Robison’s (2020) survey experiment. 

The ANES surveyed nationally representative samples of citizens during presidential elections. 

One concern from using the ANES data is the potential endogeneity between candidate preference 

and perceived positions.  That is, some voters may choose candidates for reasons not related to 

policies.  For instance, these voters may report their positions to be closer to the candidate they favor 

(Converse and Markus, 1979; Page and Jones, 1979) rather than choosing their favored candidate 

based on ideological positions.11 Relatedly, voters may project their ideological positions onto their 

favored candidate such that their subjective placement markedly differs from a more objective or 

expert placement of that candidate (Wilson and Gronke, 2000; Ansolabehere and Jones, 2010). The 

 
𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝐿𝐿 =

1
𝑄𝑄𝑡𝑡

� 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗<𝜓𝜓

, 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝐻𝐻 =
1
𝑄𝑄𝑡𝑡

� 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖
𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑗𝑗≥𝜓𝜓

 

before estimating the parameters with the following choice utility: 
𝑣𝑣𝑖𝑖 = 𝛿𝛿𝐿𝐿𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝐿𝐿 + 𝛿𝛿𝐻𝐻𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝐻𝐻 + 𝛼𝛼′𝒛𝒛𝑖𝑖. 

 
11 One common solution to this problem is to use Relative Issue Distance (e.g., Krosnick, 1988b; Visser, 
Krosnick and Simmons, 2003; Leeper and Robison, 2020) by taking the average of all the respondents’ 
perceived candidate positions and computing the distances between the respondents’ positions and the 
average positions. This method implicitly assumes that there is a fixed location for each candidate for all 
respondents. If true, the averaging procedure might reduce the measurement error and move closer to an 
accurate distance. However, the respondents need to respond to this true location, which is unknown to them. 
Therefore, Merrill (1995) and Grynaviski and Corrigan (2006) think the voting behavior should depend on 
voters’ self-placement and own placement of the candidates. If candidates present different positions to 
different groups of voters, or different voters receive different messages, the candidate placement will differ 
by respondents. The averaging procedure will introduce measurement error and bias the estimates downward 
(Lewis and King, 1999; Tomz and Van Houweling, 2008). 
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implication is that voters may appear to be more ideological than they are, and the estimates of issue 

importance can be potentially biased upward.   

Notably, in the ANES data, about half of the respondents have at least one issue closer to the 

candidate they did not choose to vote for. This evidence suggests that a significant number of voters 

are conflicted, and their positions are not entirely a projection of their vote choices. In fact, these 

conflicted voters help identify the weights of the issues. Moreover, there is little reason to expect that 

citizens are more likely to project their preferences onto candidates for issues they deem more 

important. For example, Krosnick (1988a; 1990) finds that issues that are important to citizens are 

highly resistant to change and highly stable over time. If citizens are persuaded by their preferred 

candidates, it is most likely for unimportant issues.  In our empirical analysis, we include party 

identification and a common set of demographic characteristics as controls.  In the subsequent 

analysis, we show that party identification significantly influences vote choices, and we believe it 

also absorbs a significant amount of projection.  In the end, we believe the estimates from the survey 

data represent the upper bounds of ideological voting and issue importance. 

Importantly, Leeper and Robison’s survey experiment avoids the projection of candidate 

preference on policy positions by presenting the candidates’ ideological positions to the subjects.  

Voters may still infer some policy positions through the candidates’ demographics or party 

affiliations.  Therefore, we expect the estimates from the survey experiment to represent the lower 

bounds of ideological voting and issue importance.  By using both data sets, we seek to paint a more 

complete picture of voting behavior.  A nationally representative sample voting on real candidates 

gives us strong external validity.  An experimental sample voting on randomized candidates has 

credible internal validity.   
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The ANES data are for presidential election years for 1996-2008.12 We limit our sample to those 

who planned to vote for the two major-party candidates in the presidential elections. The summary 

statistics of the vote choices, party identification, and demographic characteristics are reported in the 

Appendix. In the surveys, individuals were asked to report their positions in different policies and 

those of the presidential candidates in mostly seven-point ordinal values.13 In addition to policy 

positions, respondents report each issue’s level of importance to them on a five-point scale ranging 

from “not important at all” to “extremely important.” 

To investigate the relationship between policy positions and vote choices, we compute the 

relative proximities by taking the differences between the absolute ideological distances between the 

candidates and the respondents and rescale them to be -1 to 1.  Negative values indicate that a 

respondent is closer to the Democratic candidate than the Republican. The value -1 indicates that the 

respondent has the same position as the Democratic candidate and perceives the Democrat and the 

Republican at the most extreme opposite positions. Analogously, positive values indicate that the 

respondents are closer to the Republican candidates than the Democratic candidates. If individuals 

are not sure about their positions or that of the candidates, we assume they are indifferent because 

respondents cannot determine which candidate is closer in that particular policy.  Figure 1 presents 

the distributions of the relative proximities of a representative policy question: government spending 

and services.  The top panel plots the distribution of all voters.  It shows that a little more than 30% 

of the voters are indifferent between the two candidates in the issue.  The bottom panels break down 

the distribution by vote choices and reveal that most respondents plan to vote for the candidate closer 

to their policy position.  The distributions are similar in other policy questions.  For those who plan 

to vote for the candidates who are further away from them in this policy, they likely have other 

 
12 We omit data from 1980 and 1984 because some policy position questions were asked in the pre-election 
surveys and some in the post-election surveys. As perceptions of policy positions likely change as campaign 
progresses, we find it inappropriate to combine the two sets of questions. Also, in the 1980 and 1984 surveys, 
the scale of issue importance items is different than those in the later years which makes it difficult to 
incorporate them in the same study. 

13 The Appendix lists the policy questions asked in each election year. 
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policies, possibly more important ones, that are closer to their preferred candidates.  This trade-off is 

the main interest of our empirical analysis. 

[Figure 1 approximately here] 

After we compute the relative proximities, we sum and normalize the differences by levels of 

importance as we described it in the model section.  We normalize the sums by the number of policy 

positions in each survey year so that they are comparable between years.  Figure 2 presents two 

distributions of these sums (conditional on having an issue rated at the level of importance)14, and 

Table 1 reports the summary statistics. As expected, respondents are more likely to vote for the 

candidate closer to their position.  One noticeable feature is that the proportion of indifferent voters 

increases with the decreasing level of importance.  In other words, respondents are, as expected, less 

likely to be indifferent in the policies they deem more important than those they consider less 

important.  Similarly, Table 1 shows us the variation in ideological distances between respondent 

and candidate is larger with more important issues.  This feature is important when we compute the 

impact of policy on vote choices in the result section.  One additional feature of the data we need to 

point out is that not all respondents assign an issue to every importance level.  In Table 2, we can see 

that about 82% of the respondents do not have an issue that is Not Important At All to them, and 

about 64% do not have a Slightly Important issue.  The implication is that the more people who rated 

an issue with a level of importance, the better we can estimate the average weight people use in their 

vote choice. 

[Figure 2, Table 1, and Table 2 approximately here] 

The experimental data come from Leeper and Robison’s (2020) candidate choice study, which 

is the most recent and most relevant experiment that we are aware of.  Leeper and Robison recruited 

a pool of nationally representative subjects to choose between two candidates with five policies. The 

vote choice, party identification, and demographic characteristics are reported in the Appendix. The 

 
14 The distributions of all importance levels are in the Appendix. 
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subjects’ characteristics largely resemble those who participated in the ANES surveys except that the 

experimental subjects are younger, more likely to be male, and more educated.  The subjects are 

presented with one candidate from the Democratic Party and another from the Republican Party. For 

each candidate, they randomize uniformly the age, gender, race, religion, occupation, military 

service, education, and most importantly, the positions of five issues.  The five issues are the Trans-

Pacific Partnership Agreement, deploying ground troops to combat ISIS, a cap and trade system for 

greenhouse gases, raising taxes on the rich, and a path to citizenship for immigrants.  Since policy 

positions and candidates’ characteristics are entirely independent, we can identify voters’ preferences 

on candidates’ characteristics and policy positions without worrying about other factors confounding 

with the variables of interest.  One concern with the design is that it introduces some highly unrealistic 

choices.  For example, one may have to choose between a Hispanic Muslim Republican candidate 

who supports taxing the rich and an Asian American Catholic Democrat who opposes a path to 

citizenship.  We expect most respondents will choose candidates based on their most salient and most 

important features.  Given the time constraint and the unusual candidate choice in the experiment, 

subjects might focus on a smaller set of criteria that are important to them.  For those who might find 

the choices confusing, they might not have strong preferences. 

Table 3 reports the summary statistics of the sum of the relative proximities by the level of 

importance.  The sums are normalized to be in the range of -1 to 1 to match the ANES data.  The 

relative proximities are less extreme than the ANES, likely because the experimenters supply the 

candidates’ positions rather than soliciting them from the subjects.  Consequently, the standard 

deviations are smaller than those in the ANES as well.  However, the more important issues still have 

larger variations than the less important issues, as is the case in the ANES data.  Like the ANES data, 

most people (74%) do not have an issue that is Not Important At All to them.  Table 4 presents the 

summary for each level of importance. 

[Table 3 and Table 4 approximately here] 
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3. RESULTS 

Applying the criteria for ideological voting on our two data sets produces the results in Table 5.  In 

the ANES surveys from 1996 to 2008, about 80% of the respondents’ vote choices are consistent 

with their reported ideological proximities and issue importance.  We refer to this group of 

respondents as ideological voters.   How far is the rest of the sample from being considered 

ideological?  In the model section above, we define ideological threshold as a measure of how much 

outside policy preferences are needed to justify the vote choices.  The smaller the threshold required 

to justify the vote choices, the more likely the choices are ideological.  Table 5 reports the numbers 

and percentages of decisions that can be rationalized at different levels of ideological threshold.  

About 16% of the respondents require just a little more than zero in latent utility to reach the 

ideological threshold.  More than 99% of the sample only needed less than 0.1 to justify their choices.  

Recall that the latent utility from ideological proximities is from -1 to 1, and the standard deviations 

of the sum of relative proximities of extremely important issues are between 0.09 and 0.15. 15  

Therefore, decisions that require more than 0.1 to be rationalized are very unlikely to be ideological.  

Graphically, Figure 3 plots the distributions of the threshold that is required to justify the vote choices 

to be ideological. 

However, one concern about the survey data is that some respondents potentially consider their 

favored candidates to be closer to their own positions, especially when they do not know the precise 

positions of the candidates.  This potential endogeneity can artificially increase the proportion of 

ideological voters.  Using a randomized controlled experiment mitigates the projection effect.  With 

Leeper and Robison’s experimental data, we find that about 64% of the voting decisions can be 

considered ideological.  If we consider the knife-edge cases where the ideological threshold is zero, 

more than 86% of the decisions are ideological.  These numbers are significantly lower than those 

 
15 Recall that the sum of all weights is one and the aggregated relative proximities are normalized to be from -
1 to 1.  If respondents put all the weights on the most important issues (𝛿𝛿5 = 1), the distribution of the latent 
utility will resemble the distributions in Table 1 and Table 3.  The means will be close to zero with a standard 
deviation of 0.15 in the ANES data, and 0.09 in Leeper and Robison’s experimental data. 
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from the ANES, likely due to the absence of the projection effect.  About 8% of the decisions are 

very unlikely to be ideological because the ideological threshold of 0.1 is about one standard 

deviation in the distribution of aggregated relative proximity.  To summarize these findings, we can 

infer that most people are likely voting ideologically.  A small proportion of voters put more weight 

on party identity and other candidate characteristics (e.g., their religion, education, military 

experience, etc.). 

[Table 5 and Figure 3 approximately here] 

Next, we investigate how much policy preferences affect vote choices.  We estimate the logit 

model described above between two major-party candidates using the ANES aggregated data (1996-

2008) and the replication data from Leeper and Robison (2020).  For each data set, we estimate the 

model with the full sample and again with a subset of respondents who voted nearly ideological, 

which we will define shortly.  All models include party identification and demographic 

characteristics so we can compare substantive effects.  Since we aggregate multiple election surveys 

in the ANES data, we include election year fixed effects to account for the party advantages over 

time.  Table 6 presents our main results.16  The first column presents the results from the full sample 

of ANES data.  The coefficients of the relative proximities represent the weights respondents 

effectively use in vote choices by the issues’ levels of importance.  The coefficients are positive at 

all levels.  They are statistically significant at any conventional level (p-value<0.01), and the 

magnitude is large relative to the party identification.  Put differently, voters’ policy preferences are 

predictive of their vote choice above and beyond the influence of party identification.  In general, the 

magnitude of policy weights increases with the level of importance.  One curious finding is that the 

coefficient of issues not important at all is greater than expected.  A possible explanation is that voters 

are more likely to project their positions onto their preferred candidate because voters are likely not 

informed on the issues not important to them (Krosnick, 1990).  However, we do not believe 

 
16 The estimates of the demographic characteristics and year fixed effects are reported in the Appendix. 
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projection is the primary driver because this pattern is also present in the experimental data, which 

we will further discuss below.  We think it represents the weights of a small subset of sampled 

respondents.  Recall that we do not place any functional restrictions on the estimates.  They recover 

the average weights respondents use in vote choices by the level of their reported importance if they 

have policies at that level.  Also recall in Table 2 that we show only about 18% of the respondents 

have at least a single issue that is not at all important to them.  Among these respondents, nearly half 

of them are indifferent between the candidates in these issues.  The average weight is then based on 

an even smaller fraction of the respondents.  There is also more uncertainty in the estimate, judging 

from its considerably larger standard error.   

Most vote choices in the ANES are consistent with ideological voting.  However, about 200 

voters (out of 6273) chose candidates whose policy positions were further away from them.  We 

cannot independently estimate their policy weights because their positions in the Extremely 

Important issues perfectly predict their vote choices: they always choose the candidates who are 

further away than the opponents in their most important issues.  In the less important issues, they are 

not sufficiently close to their chosen candidates to justify their choices without violating their stated 

level of importance.  In column two, we remove these non-ideological voters from our analysis.  The 

rest of the respondents are what we identify as ideological voters, and all the knife-edge respondents 

with ideological thresholds equal to zero.  We refer to them as near ideological voters.  In this 

analysis, the average weight of the extremely important issues is an order of magnitude larger than 

other levels of importance.  Table 7 reports the pairwise statistical tests between the five coefficients 

of issue importance.  In general, coefficients of more important issues are statistically larger than 

those of the less important issues except the issues reported to be Not Important At All.  What we 

learn from these two analyses is that voters’ preferences are significantly heterogeneous.  A small 

number of inconsistent voters poses an outsized influence on the estimates of issue importance.  

Secondly, we learn that voters, in general, put more weight on an issue they deem more important.  
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But, for issues they consider extremely important, the effect is several times larger.  We find similar 

results in the experimental data as well. 

In the third column of Table 6, we present the estimates from the complete set of experimental 

data.  The subjects continue to choose more ideological proximate candidates on average.  The policy 

weight of the extremely important issues is noticeably smaller.  Like the ANES data, a small number 

of non-ideological voters chose the candidates whose positions are further away than the opponents 

in the issues the voters deem extremely important.  The relative proximities in extremely important 

issues perfectly predict their vote choices.  These respondents either inconsistently stated their 

importance or put more weight on candidates’ characteristics such as party identity, religion, race, 

education, or military service.  Candidates’ characteristics can be more influential than in the ANES 

data because the randomization produces a wide range of hypothetical candidates whose positions 

may not match up with the two parties’ traditional liberal or conservative political positions.  For 

example, subjects may choose between a Democrat who strongly opposes taxing the rich and a female 

Muslim Republican who strongly favors increasing government spending and services.  This research 

design forces the respondents to choose what is important to them and thus disentangles the 

candidates’ characteristics and their policy positions.  Issues that are Not Important At All continue 

to have a stronger influence than expected.  We cannot attribute this phenomenon to projection 

because, in the experiment, subjects chose their positions before seeing the fictitious candidates and 

their randomized positions.  What it represents is the preferences of a small group of respondents.  

Only about a quarter of the respondents reported having any issues that are not important at all, and 

half of them are indifferent between the two candidates in those issues. It is not surprising that policy 

importance from this group has a different distribution than the rest of the sample. 

In the last column, we remove the choices that are inconsistent with ideological voting (about 

14% of the data).  The coefficients are recovered from the near ideological voters, which includes 

those with ideological threshold equals zero.  The policy weights follow similar patterns as those 

from the ANES data.  The extremely important issues’ coefficient is four times as large as coefficients 
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of less important issues.  Table 8 presents the pairwise statistical tests between the five issue 

importance estimates.  The weights generally increase with importance.  As in the ANES, a small 

group of inconsistent vote choices is influential in estimating the policy weights. 

Considering all the evidence, we find that voters’ preferences are heterogeneous.  Most vote 

choices are consistent with respondents’ stated policy preferences even after accounting for the 

impact of political partisanship.  Among those who are ideological, issues that are extremely 

important to them carry a significantly heavier weight in their vote choices.  Estimating the model 

with two sets of data potentially gives us bounds on shares of ideological voting among voters.  The 

estimates from the ANES data likely give us an upper bound of ideological voting because 

respondents might project their candidate preferences on their policy positions.  In the experimental 

data, subjects have no information about the candidates’ positions beyond the five presented issues 

and do not choose the candidate’s positions.  However, subjects may infer some policy positions 

from the candidates’ parties.  Therefore, the shares of ideological voting from the experimental might 

be a lower bound of ideological voting. 

Another advantage of our study is that we do not impose linearity in the stated issue importance.  

If we have interacted the stated issue importance and the relative policy proximities, we effectively 

assume that the policy weight is a linear function in reported importance category values.  Our 

analysis above shows that the revealed policy weights are not linear in the reported importance level.  

Compounded by the heterogeneity in voters’ preferences, incomplete responses in importance levels, 

our analysis might explain why previous studies have not found issue importance levels reported by 

respondents to have a bearing on their vote choices (e.g., Niemi and Bartels, 1985; Grynaviski and 

Corrigan, 2006; Leeper and Robison, 2020).17 

 
17 The lack of an effect of issue importance on proximity voting in previous studies is surprising for several 
reasons. First, citizens are more likely to frequently think of issues that are important to them, less likely to 
oscillate in their opinions on those issues over time, and more likely to form presidential candidate preferences 
based on those opinions (Krosnick, 1990; Lavine, Borgida and Sullivan, 2000; Lecheler, de Vreese and 
Slothuus, 2009). Second, citizens are more likely to seek out additional information about political issues they 
deem important and are more likely to learn where candidates stand on those issues (Holbrook et al., 2005; 
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[Table 6, Table 7, and Table 8 approximately here] 

Finally, we turn to an appraisal of the relative importance of policy in vote choices compared to 

other common predictors, with perhaps the most helpful comparison being party identification.  In 

all analyses, the coefficients of the party identification are all very precisely estimated and point in 

the expected directions for strong partisans such that stronger party identification increases the 

likelihood of voting for the respective party’s candidate.  Table 9 reports the marginal effects at the 

mean of the data.  All marginal effects of policy proximities are precisely estimated.  Since a unit 

change in relative proximities is from indifferent between two candidates (0) to being closest to either 

candidate (-1 or 1), a more realistic counterfactual exercise is to evaluate a one standard deviation 

change which is about 0.1.  Effectively, we mentally divide the marginal effects of relative 

proximities by ten and compare them against the marginal effects of party identification.  We find 

that a 0.1 change in relative proximity in the extremely important issue is associated with a 15 

percentage point change in voting for a Republican candidate in the ANES data.  The size of this 

effect is about the same as that from identifying as a Not Very Strong Republican or Not Very Strong 

Democrat in the ANES data (relative to the reference category of independent for partisanship).  In 

the experimental data, the exact change is associated with an increase of 32 percentage points which 

is more than double that of strong party identification.  For less important issues, the magnitudes are 

still sizable relative to the party identification.  In short, the substantive effect of ideological 

proximity on vote choice is large relative to partisan identification.18 

 [Table 9 approximately here] 

 
Iyengar et al., 2008; Bolsen and Leeper, 2013; Henderson, 2014). Third, citizens are more likely to engage in 
political participation when issues that are important to them are at stake (Price et al., 2006; Holbrook et al., 
2016). In short, strong theoretical and empirical support from related studies leads us to expect that issue 
importance should be incorporated into an evaluation of proximity voting. 
18 Our estimates remain the same if we use Euclidean distance, another common metric, to measure policy 
proximities.  The results are presented in the Appendix. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

Citizens can encourage greater congruence between public opinion and the policy decisions made by 

elected officials by forming their own opinion on a political issue, comparing that opinion to the 

positions of the candidates in a campaign on that issue, and then voting for the candidate who is most 

proximate to their position. While this process of (spatial or proximity) issue voting has theoretical 

appeal (Hotelling, 1929; Black, 1948; Downs, 1957; Davis, Hinich, and Ordeshook, 1970) and would 

promote greater political responsiveness, “democratic realists” might rightfully contend that citizens 

cannot possibly come to informed judgments about the ideological placement of themselves and 

candidates for the dozens of issues at play in any given election (e.g., Carpini and Keeter, 1996; 

Achen and Bartels, 2017). To date, the empirical literature on the question of ideological voting is 

decidedly mixed, with some studies emphasizing the importance of partisanship and social identity 

(and not issue positions) in shaping voting behavior (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler, 2002; Iyengar, 

Sood, and Lelkes, 2012; Lenz, 2013; Barber and Pope, 2019) while others show that the ideological 

proximity in issue positions between citizen and candidate does seem to have an independent effect 

on vote choice (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder, 2008; Jessee, 2009; Ansolabehere and  Jones, 

2010; Shor and Rogowski, 2018).  

One potential way to bridge these two disparate streams of literature, and our original 

contribution in this study, is to recognize that voters rely on different factors to decide their vote 

choices.  In the first part of this paper, we describe a new method that uses respondents’ reported 

issue importance, ideological distance between respondent and candidates, and vote choices to 

evaluate what proportion of citizens are making decisions consistent with the spatial/proximity voting 

model. Using this new method, we find evidence that 80% of the ANES survey respondents and 64% 

of the choices in a survey experiment can be classified as ideological. If we include the knife-edge 

cases where the ideological threshold is zero, more than 96% of the ANES and 86% of the choices 

in Leeper and Robison’s (2020) experiments can be considered as ideological.  We then show strong 

statistical evidence that the magnitude of the effect of issue importance on vote choice rivals that of 
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partisan identification. These findings can help to reconcile the conflicting conclusions to date about 

whether citizens vote ideologically. More broadly, these findings contribute to our understanding of 

citizens’ levels of democratic competence, suggest a more prominent role for policy positions in 

explaining voting behavior, and ultimately underscore the important role that American elections 

play in promoting democratic responsiveness and accountability.  
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Table 1: Summary Statistics of the Sums of Relative Proximities by Level of Importance (ANES) 

 Mean Std Dev -1: Closest to Dem 1: Closest to Rep 
5-Extremely Important -0.02 0.15 -1.00 0.93 
4-Very Important -0.01 0.14 -1.00 0.83 
3-Moderately Important -0.01 0.10 -0.64 0.75 
2-Slightly Important -0.00 0.05 -0.46 0.42 
1-Not Important At All  0.00 0.03 -0.44 0.67 
Observations 6273    

 
 

 

Table 2: Number of Issues by Importance Level (ANES) 

 % None Mean Std Dev Min Max 
Extremely Important 41.40 1.38 1.72 0 9 
Very Important 19.07 1.94 1.55 0 8 
Moderately Important 24.29 1.77 1.58 0 9 
Slightly Important 63.53 0.61 1.06 0 8 
Not Important At All 82.31 0.27 0.75 0 9 
Observations 6273     

 
 
 

Table 3: Summary Statistics of the Sums of Relative Proximities by Level of Importance      
(Leeper & Robison’s Experiment) 

 Mean Std Dev -1: Closest to Dem 1: Closest to Rep 
5-Extremely Important 0.00 0.09 -0.53 0.50 
4-Very Important 0.00 0.08 -0.40 0.47 
3-Moderately Important 0.00 0.08 -0.33 0.37 
2-Slightly Important 0.00 0.06 -0.30 0.30 
1-Not Important At All 0.00 0.04 -0.30 0.40 
Observations 3429    

 
 

 

Table 4: Number of Issues by Importance Level (Leeper & Robison’s Experiment) 

 % None Mean Std Dev Min Max 
Extremely Important 48.56 1.06 1.36 0 5 
Very Important 41.53 1.01 1.13 0 5 
Moderately Important 24.35 1.56 1.31 0 5 
Slightly Important 43.04 0.95 1.04 0 5 
Not Important At All 74.37 0.41 0.82 0 4 
Observations 3429     
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Table 5: Rationalizing Vote Choices by Ideological Threshold 

  ANES  Leeper & Robison’s Experiment 
 Count Percentage Cumulative Count Percentage Cumulative 
Ideological 5044 80.41 80.41 2183 63.66 63.66 
Threshold = 0 1016 16.20 96.60 777 22.66 86.32 
0 < Threshold < 0.1 154 2.45 99.06 217 6.33 92.65 
0.1 ≤ Threshold < 0.2 38 0.61 99.67 187 5.45 98.10 
0.2 ≤ Threshold < 0.4 21 0.33 100.00 57 1.66 99.77 
Threshold ≥ 0.4 0 0.00 100.00 8 0.23 100.00 
Total 6273 100.00  3429 100.00  
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Table 6: Issue Importance Estimates 

 Dependent Variable: Vote Republican 
 ANES Leeper & Robison’s Experiment 

Variables Full Data Near Ideological Full Data Near Ideological 
     

Relative Proximities of Policies    
   Extremely important (𝛿𝛿5) 9.656*** 28.27*** 1.788*** 16.88*** 
 (0.699) (1.823) (0.447) (1.058) 
   Very important (𝛿𝛿4) 8.108*** 9.783*** 2.119*** 4.144*** 
 (0.569) (0.674) (0.492) (0.618) 
   Moderately important (𝛿𝛿3) 7.511*** 7.871*** 1.987*** 3.677*** 
 (0.710) (0.779) (0.441) (0.534) 
   Slightly important (𝛿𝛿2) 4.413*** 5.711*** 1.432*** 2.529*** 
 (1.208) (1.393) (0.535) (0.640) 
   Not important at all (𝛿𝛿1) 6.915*** 8.102*** 2.652*** 4.314*** 
 (2.271) (2.624) (0.842) (1.043) 
     
Party Identification     
   Strong Democrat -2.566*** -2.620*** -0.480*** -0.552*** 
 (0.210) (0.240) (0.125) (0.143) 
   Not very strong Democrat -1.472*** -1.606*** -0.288** -0.385** 
 (0.163) (0.188) (0.139) (0.162) 
   Leaning Democrat -1.580*** -1.761*** -0.330** -0.457** 
 (0.178) (0.206) (0.158) (0.181) 
   Leaning Republican 1.234*** 1.216*** 0.336** 0.115 
 (0.177) (0.202) (0.144) (0.171) 
   Not very strong Republican 1.504*** 1.583*** 0.344** 0.302* 
 (0.170) (0.192) (0.138) (0.160) 
   Strong Republican 2.631*** 2.845*** 0.724*** 0.723*** 
 (0.237) (0.289) (0.139) (0.159) 
     
Demographics Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Election Fixed Effects Yes Yes No No 
Observations 6,273 6,060 3,429 2,960 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

Table 7: Tests of the Importance Weights (ANES, Near Ideological Voters) 

 p-values of 𝐻𝐻0:𝛿𝛿𝑖𝑖 ≤ 𝛿𝛿ℓ  
 ≤ 𝛿𝛿4 ≤ 𝛿𝛿3 ≤ 𝛿𝛿2 ≤ 𝛿𝛿1 

Extremely important (𝛿𝛿5) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Very important (𝛿𝛿4)  0.003 0.005 0.267 

Moderately important (𝛿𝛿3)   0.091 0.533 

Slightly important (𝛿𝛿2)    0.789 
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Table 8: Tests of the Importance Weights (Leeper & Robison’s Experiment, Near Ideological) 

 

 

Table 9: Marginal Effects of Near Ideological Voters 

 Vote Republican 
Variable ANES Leeper & Robison 
   
Relative Proximities of Policies  
  Extremely important 1.466*** 3.252*** 
 (0.0869) (0.172) 
  Very important 0.507*** 0.799*** 
 (0.0322) (0.116) 
  Moderately important 0.408*** 0.709*** 
 (0.0390) (0.0997) 
  Slightly important 0.296*** 0.487*** 
 (0.0718) (0.122) 
  Not important at all 0.420*** 0.831*** 
 (0.136) (0.199) 
   
Party Identification   
  Strong Democrat -0.219*** -0.109*** 
 (0.0190) (0.0280) 
  Not very strong Democrat -0.148*** -0.0765** 
 (0.0175) (0.0319) 
  Leaning Democrat -0.160*** -0.0905** 
 (0.0185) (0.0354) 
  Leaning Republican 0.122*** 0.0229 
 (0.0202) (0.0340) 
  Not very strong Republican 0.157*** 0.0598* 
 (0.0190) (0.0316) 
  Strong Republican 0.262*** 0.140*** 
 (0.0239) (0.0302) 
   

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

  

 p-values of 𝐻𝐻0:𝛿𝛿𝑖𝑖 ≤ 𝛿𝛿ℓ  
 ≤ 𝛿𝛿4 ≤ 𝛿𝛿3 ≤ 𝛿𝛿2 ≤ 𝛿𝛿1 

Extremely important (𝛿𝛿5) 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Very important (𝛿𝛿4)  0.283 0.037 0.556 

Moderately important (𝛿𝛿3)   0.076 0.711 

Slightly important (𝛿𝛿2)    0.931 
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Figure 1: Distributions of Relative Proximity and Vote Choice (ANES) 

Note: Relative proximities are computed as 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = ��𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖� − �𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖��/𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 where 𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is 𝑖𝑖’s 
position on policy 𝑗𝑗, 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 is the policy position of candidate 𝑘𝑘 = 𝐷𝐷,𝑅𝑅 as perceived by 𝑖𝑖, and 𝑠𝑠𝑖𝑖 is 
the scale of the policy question. The relative proximities are bounded by -1 and 1. 
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Figure 2: Distributions of the Sums of Relative Proximities by Vote Choice (ANES) 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 3: Distribution of Ideological Threshold to Justify Ideological Voting 
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APPENDIX 
 

A. Ideological Voting 
 

Before we state the general tests for ideological voting derived from Law (2016), we illustrate the logic 

with a simpler two-level example (𝑤𝑤𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 1, 2 and 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 = 𝜆𝜆1𝑖𝑖,𝜆𝜆2𝑖𝑖).  In the following discussion, we omit the 𝑖𝑖 

subscript to improve readability as we focus on the decision of a single person.  We first aggregate all the 

relative issue proximities by their level of reported subjective importance:  

𝑞𝑞1 = ∑ 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑗𝑗=1  and 𝑞𝑞2 = ∑ 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖:𝑤𝑤𝑗𝑗=2 .19  

We can then rewrite the ideological voting condition for choosing Republican to be: 

�𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖

𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

= 𝜆𝜆1𝑞𝑞1 + 𝜆𝜆2𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0. 

Recall that 𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖 are positive if voters are closer to the Republican candidate and negative if they are closer 

to the Democratic candidate. Therefore, the variable 𝑞𝑞ℓ  rises (becomes more positive) with ideological 

proximity and the number of issues proximate to the Republican candidate, and lowers (becomes more 

negative) with ideological proximity and the number of issues proximate to the Democrat candidate.  The 

importance weights are constrained to be 𝜆𝜆1,𝜆𝜆2 ≥ 0, 𝜆𝜆1 + 𝜆𝜆2 = 1, and 𝜆𝜆2 > 𝜆𝜆1.  That means 0 ≤ 𝜆𝜆1 < 1
2
 and 

𝜆𝜆1 < 𝜆𝜆2 ≤ 1.  We now consider under what conditions the respondent’s voting behavior can be considered 

ideological.  If 𝑞𝑞1,𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0, it satisfies the ideological voting condition trivially for any feasible weights. If 

𝑞𝑞1,𝑞𝑞2 < 0, the condition can never be satisfied with any weights.  It requires investigation when 𝑞𝑞1 and 𝑞𝑞2 

are of opposite signs—when voters confront with some issues closer to one candidate and others closer to 

another.  Suppose 𝑞𝑞1 < 0,𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0, we can always find sufficiently large 𝜆𝜆2 (and sufficiently small 𝜆𝜆1) to allow 

 
19 Implicitly, we assume the relative issue proximities of all issues to be on the same scale.  If one issue has a larger scale 
than another, it implies that it is more important.  Its importance subsumes in the weight. 
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𝜆𝜆1𝑞𝑞1 + 𝜆𝜆2𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0  if 𝑞𝑞2 > 0. 20   In other words, if voters are closer to the Republican candidate or even 

indifferent in the most important issues, it is ideologically consistent to vote for the Republican because they 

may care very little for the less important issues.  If 𝑞𝑞1 ≥ 0 and 𝑞𝑞2 < 0, we then require 𝑞𝑞1 ≥ − 𝜆𝜆2
𝜆𝜆1
𝑞𝑞2.  Since 

𝜆𝜆1 < 𝜆𝜆2, the minimum condition to satisfy the inequality is for 𝜆𝜆2
𝜆𝜆1

 to be as close to 1 as possible, which requires 

𝑞𝑞1 > −𝑞𝑞2  or 𝑞𝑞1 + 𝑞𝑞2 > 0 . 21   Putting it in our voting context, when a citizen votes for the Republican 

candidate but is closer to the Democratic candidate in the more important issues, there must be a higher 

number of the less important issues for which the Republican candidate is closer to justify the decision.  Table 

A1 summarizes all the conditions that justify the voting behavior as ideological.  From the table, we can derive 

two simple rules to determine if a voter’s decision is ideological.  Beginning with the most important issues, 

if 𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0, voting can be justified as ideological. If 𝑞𝑞2 < 0, then 𝑞𝑞1 + 𝑞𝑞2 > 0. 

 

Table A1: Conditions for Ideological Voting with Two Important Levels 

Voting for the Republican Candidate 

 𝑞𝑞2 < 0 𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0 

𝑞𝑞1 ≥ 0 𝑞𝑞1 + 𝑞𝑞2 > 0 Always satisfy 

𝑞𝑞1 < 0 Never satisfy Always satisfy 

Note: 𝑞𝑞1 is the aggregated proximity for less important issues, and 𝑞𝑞2 is the 
aggregated relative proximity for the more important issues. Positive values 
mean closer to the Republican candidates, and negative values mean closer to 
the Democratic candidates. 

 

 

 
20 We can rewrite the required relationship to be:  

𝑞𝑞2 ≥ −
𝜆𝜆1
𝜆𝜆2
𝑞𝑞1 ≥ 0. 

Since 0 ≤ 𝜆𝜆1
𝜆𝜆2

< 1, there is always some ratio that is sufficiently small to allow the condition to be satisfied. At the limit, 
when 𝜆𝜆1 = 0, all 𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0 will satisfy the condition. 
21 We can allow 𝑞𝑞1 + 𝑞𝑞2 ≥ 0, if we allow a weaker restriction 𝜆𝜆1 ≤ 𝜆𝜆2. 
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Following the logic in this two-level model, we can generalize our tests of ideological voting with more 

levels. Suppose we have five levels of importance and a Republican voter. If the voter is closer to the candidate 

in the most important issues (𝑞𝑞5 > 0), the decisions can always satisfy the ideological condition regardless of 

the relative proximities in other issues because we can always find a 𝜆𝜆5 that is sufficiently high to allow 

∑ 𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑥𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑃𝑃
𝑖𝑖=1 ≥ 0.  If 𝑞𝑞5 ≤ 0, we need to consider 𝑞𝑞4.  If 𝑞𝑞5 + 𝑞𝑞4 > 0, we can always find a sufficiently large 

weight for these two most important levels to satisfy the ideological voting condition.  If 𝑞𝑞5 + 𝑞𝑞4 ≤ 0, we 

need to consider 𝑞𝑞3.  If 𝑞𝑞5 + 𝑞𝑞4 + 𝑞𝑞3 > 0, the ideological voting condition can be satisfied.  If 𝑞𝑞5 + 𝑞𝑞4 +

𝑞𝑞3 ≤ 0, we need to consider 𝑞𝑞2 and so on.  Note that this process is exhaustive—we identify all the possible 

conditions for ideological voting to be consistent with the reported preferences.  To summarize, we state our 

tests for ideological voting as follows: 

(1) For a Republican vote to be ideological, we need 

� 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

> 0 

For some ℓ ∈ {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}.  In contrast to the two-level model, we require 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖5 > 0 because we cannot 

set all the less important weights to be zero and still maintain the inequalities between the weights. If 

we allow 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖1 ≤ 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖2 ≤ ⋯ ≤ 𝜆𝜆𝑖𝑖5 , can weaken the conditions to ∑ 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖5
𝑖𝑖=ℓ ≥ 0 and likewise for the 

Democratic vote below.   

(2) For a Democratic vote to be ideological, we need  

� 𝑞𝑞𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖

5

𝑖𝑖=ℓ

< 0 

For some ℓ ∈ {1, 2, 3, 4, 5}. 

 

 

 

 

 



37 
 

B. Summary Statistics 
 

Table B1: Distribution of Vote Choice and Party Identification (ANES, 1996-2008) 

Vote Choice Percent  Party Identification Percent 
Democrat 58.38  Strong Democrat 24.55 
Republican 41.62  Not very strong Democrat 17.14 
   Leaning Democrat 12.77 
   Independent   6.58 
   Leaning Republican 10.01 
   Not very strong Republican 13.22 
   Strong Republican 15.73 
Total 100.00  Total 100.00 

 

 

Table B2: Demographic Characteristics (ANES, 1996-2008) 

Variable Mean Std. Dev Min Max 

Age* 48.88 16.54 17 97  
Proportion 

  
 

Male 0.43 
   

White 0.77 
   

Some College 0.32 
   

College Graduate 0.34 
   

Low Income** 0.18 
   

High Income** 0.23 
   

Observations 6273   
  

 
Note: 
* One individual in this sample was 17 years old at the time of 

interview but would turn 18 by Election Day. 
**  Low and high income are defined as the bottom and top 

quintiles respectively in household income in the sample for 
each year. 



38 
 

Table B3: Policy Questions on ANES from 1996 to 2008 

Policy 1996 2000 2004 2008 
TS1 TS2 Panel 

Increase/decrease Spending and Services X  X X X  
Increase/decrease Defense Spending X  X X X  
Government Provision of Job/Standard of Living   X X   
Aid to Blacks/Minority Groups X  X X X  
Abortion X X     
Women’s Equal Role in Society   X X   
Protect the Environment vs. Protect Jobs X  X X   
Protect the Environment vs. Burdening Business  X     
Lower Emission Standards     X  
Gun Control  X X    
Government vs. Private Health Insurance    X   
Universal Health Care     X X 
Citizenship Process: Illegal Immigrants     X X 
Same-Sex Marriage      X 
Raising Taxes: >200,000      X 
Pay for Low-Income Seniors Prescription Drugs      X 
Habeas Corpus Rights for Terrorists      X 
Court Orders for Wiretaps      X 
3-Year Work Stay for Undocumented Immigrants      X 
Deadline for Iraq Troop Withdrawal      X 

Note: 2008 TS1 and TS2 are two sets of policy questions randomly assigned to the 2008 Time Series study. 
2008 Panel is a separate panel study. We use the survey results from October. 
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Table B4: Distribution of Vote Choice and Party Identification (Leeper and Robison) 

Vote Choice Percent  Party Identification Percent 
Democrat 49.52  Strong Democrat 23.80 
Republican 50.48  Not very strong Democrat 14.41 
   Leaning Democrat 9.36 
   Independent 14.79 
   Leaning Republican 9.24 
   Not very strong Republican 11.78 
   Strong Republican 16.62 
Total 100.00  Total 100.00 

 

 

Table B5: Demographic Characteristics (Leeper and Robison) 

Variable Mean Std. Dev Min Max 

Age* 42.55 12.93 18 73  
Proportion 

  
 

Male 0.52 
   

White 0.76 
   

Some College 0.32 
   

College Grad 0.45 
   

Low Income* 0.25 
   

High Income* 0.26 
   

Observations 3429   
  

 
Note: 
* Low and high income are defined as roughly the bottom and top quartile 

respectively in household income in the sample 
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Figure B1: Distributions of the Number of Issues in Different Levels of Importance (ANES) 
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Figure B2: Distributions of the Number of Issues in Different Levels of Importance (Leeper and Robison) 
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Figure B3: Distributions of the Sums of Relative Proximities by Level of Importance and Vote Choice (ANES) 
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C. Demographic and Fixed Effects of Primary Analysis 
 

In Table C1, we report the coefficients of the demographic characteristics and election fixed effects from our 

primary analysis. When combined with the intercept, the election fixed effects represent the average Republican 

advantage over the Democratic candidates. 

 

Table C1: Main Results – Demographics and Fixed Effects 

 Dependent Variable: Vote Republican 
 ANES Experiment 
Variables Full Data Near Ideological Full Data Near Ideological 
     

Policy weights and party identification coefficients in Table 7 of the main text. 
     
Male -0.0948 -0.0460 0.0199 0.0513 
 (0.117) (0.101) (0.0785) (0.0883) 
Age 0.00782** 0.00409 -0.00181 -0.00250 
 (0.00342) (0.00298) (0.00319) (0.00365) 
Non-White -1.013*** -1.016*** 0.0992 0.0108 
 (0.155) (0.132) (0.0930) (0.106) 
Some College 0.150 0.160 0.0770 0.190 
 (0.139) (0.120) (0.103) (0.118) 
College Grad -0.00132 0.0215 0.170 0.245** 
 (0.151) (0.132) (0.109) (0.123) 
Low Income -0.245 -0.0866 -0.165* -0.201* 
 (0.154) (0.133) (0.0975) (0.111) 
High Income 0.0429 0.0634 -0.0871 0.0213 
 (0.148) (0.128) (0.0995) (0.111) 
Constant -1.160*** -1.045*** 0.0268 0.0154 
 (0.269) (0.236) (0.174) (0.195) 
     
Election Fixed Effects (Reference Year = 1996)   
   2000 1.245*** 1.294***   
 (0.150) (0.174)   
   2004 1.374*** 1.295***   
 (0.165) (0.195)   
   2008 0.892*** 0.834***   
 (0.140) (0.165)   
     
Observations 6,060 6,273 3,429 2,960 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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D. Alternative Distance Measures 

In the main text, we adopt the city block norm, which is defined as:  

𝑑𝑑(𝒓𝒓𝒊𝒊,𝒚𝒚𝒊𝒊𝒊𝒊;𝝎𝝎𝒊𝒊) = �𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�
𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

 

where each policy is indexed by 𝑗𝑗 = 1, 2, … ,𝑃𝑃.  With Euclidean norm, the weighted distance is defined as:  

𝑑𝑑(𝒓𝒓𝑖𝑖,𝒚𝒚𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖;𝝎𝝎𝑖𝑖) = �𝜔𝜔𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖 − 𝑦𝑦𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖𝑖�
2

𝑃𝑃

𝑖𝑖=1

 

The results remain the same when using Euclidean norm to measure proximity. 

 

Table D1: Rationalizing Vote Choices (Euclidean Norm) 

  ANES  Leeper & Robison’s Experiment 
 Count Percentage Cumulative Count Percentage Cumulative 
Ideological 5047 80.46 80.46 2242 65.38 65.38 
Threshold = 0 989 15.77 96.22 644 18.78 84.16 
0 < Threshold < 0.1 171 2.73 98.95 324 9.45 93.61 
0.1 ≤ Threshold < 0.2 47 0.75 99.70 148 4.32 97.93 
0.2 ≤ Threshold < 0.4 18 0.29 99.98 63 1.84 99.77 
Threshold ≥ 0.4 1 0.02 100.00 8 0.23 100.00 
Total 6273 100.00  3429 100.00  
 
  



45 
 

Table D2: Issue Importance Estimates (Euclidean Norm) 

 Dependent Variable: Vote Republican 
 ANES Leeper & Robison’s Experiment 

Variables Full Data Near Ideological Full Data Near Ideological 
     

Relative Proximities of Policies    
   Extremely important (𝛿𝛿5) 9.681*** 33.95*** 1.712*** 21.00*** 
 (0.743) (2.153) (0.442) (1.334) 
   Very important (𝛿𝛿4) 9.040*** 11.10*** 2.285*** 4.468*** 
 (0.677) (0.794) (0.526) (0.681) 
   Moderately important (𝛿𝛿3) 7.937*** 9.010*** 2.512*** 4.682*** 
 (0.873) (0.979) (0.527) (0.667) 
   Slightly important (𝛿𝛿2) 5.991*** 8.277*** 2.133*** 3.805*** 
 (1.595) (1.874) (0.688) (0.857) 
   Not important at all (𝛿𝛿1) 8.659*** 11.80*** 3.493*** 6.750*** 
 (2.883) (3.479) (1.099) (1.540) 
     
Party Identification     
   Strong Democrat -2.615*** -2.685*** -0.478*** -0.573*** 
 (0.206) (0.236) (0.125) (0.152) 
   Not very strong Democrat -1.481*** -1.649*** -0.285** -0.374** 
 (0.160) (0.185) (0.139) (0.167) 
   Leaning Democrat -1.588*** -1.772*** -0.339** -0.496*** 
 (0.175) (0.204) (0.158) (0.183) 
   Leaning Republican 1.303*** 1.248*** 0.338** 0.103 
 (0.172) (0.198) (0.144) (0.167) 
   Not very strong Republican 1.557*** 1.570*** 0.353** 0.255 
 (0.166) (0.188) (0.138) (0.166) 
   Strong Republican 2.712*** 2.817*** 0.721*** 0.763*** 
 (0.232) (0.279) (0.139) (0.171) 
     
Demographics Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Election Fixed Effects Yes Yes No No 
Observations 6,273 6,060 3,429 2,960 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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