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Abstract
Prominent accounts of public opinion argue that citizens’ preferences are 
unstable, with stated desires on policies varying wildly from survey to survey, 
and ideologically incoherent, with preferences on multiple policies evidencing 
little or no structure. In the aggregate, these findings suggest that many 
voters are not capable of fulfilling their normative role in the democratic 
system. In this article, we challenge this conventional view and argue that the 
apparent instability and incoherence among the public are both overstated 
and outdated. Using panel surveys from the 1970s, 1990s, and 2010s, we 
conduct a multi-trait multi-method (MTMM) confirmatory factor analysis of 
citizen preferences in multiple issue areas. Our results reveal a surprising 
degree of preference stability in all three time periods across many policy 
domains. Furthermore, our results reveal increasing levels of ideological 
thinking over time and that these patterns of stability and coherence hold 
across subpopulations defined by levels of sophistication.
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Introduction

Traditional theories of democracy argue that voters should hold elected 
officials accountable for the policies they advocate during elections and the 
laws they enact while in office. This concept of accountability undergirds 
more than a century of democratic theory and is a central tenant of spatial 
models of elections. Underlying both normative and positive theories of 
politics, therefore, lies the assumption that voters have meaningful prefer-
ences about the kinds of policies they want enacted by officeholders and 
advocated by candidates. Can voters—or at least some voters—meet this 
requirement?

In reviewing decades of survey research on the American electorate, the 
answer to this question remains uncertain. The literature is littered with find-
ings that citizens’ policy beliefs are less stable preferences and more tempo-
rally unstable and ideologically incoherent attitudes. These findings, dating 
back at least to Converse (1964), remain the canonical textbook vision of 
American public opinion (see Ansolabehere, Rodden, & Snyder, 2008, for 
additional discussion). That is, there still exists a general consensus that vot-
ers’ policy beliefs are unstable and unstructured—particularly among unso-
phisticated voters—and that many, or even most, voters are unable to fulfill 
their theorized role in democratic politics.

In this article, we build upon a contrasting body of research, dating back 
at least to Achen (1975). Like other scholars in this tradition, we argue that 
the case for the public’s incompetence is overstated due to a failure to prop-
erly account for measurement error inherent in the survey process and the 
political context in which voters are imbedded. First, applying a multi-trait 
multi-method (MTMM) confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), we show that, 
contrary to conventional wisdom, the preferences of citizens are stable from 
survey to survey in multiple domains. Indeed, in some instances, preference 
stability approaches and even surpasses the stability of party identification—
the “unmoved mover” of public opinion.

Second, we show that what incoherence existed in policy preferences has 
declined markedly from the 1970s to the present as political elites in each 
party have themselves become increasingly coherent and polarized. It is true 
that preferences in policy areas such as abortion and the role of women in 
society were relatively independent of ideology and party affiliation in the 
1970s. However, we show that over the past four decades, preferences in 
almost all domains have become increasingly interrelated. That is, in the 
intervening decades, changes in the political environment have led to prefer-
ences that are increasingly structured by broad ideological commitments 
such that voters’ opinions in one area of public policy are increasingly 
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predictive of all their opinions across issues domains. Thus, knowing that a 
voter is a conservative Republican today allows us to make strong inferences 
about their preference on abortion and health care policies while that was 
much less true in the 1970s or even the 1990s.

Finally, some theories of public opinion have attempted to resuscitate the 
functional competence of the public at large by arguing that while unsophis-
ticated voters may not have structured and stable preferences, there exist a 
sub-population—political sophisticates—who are sufficiently engaged and 
informed to develop stable and coherent preferences (MacKuen, Erikson, & 
Stimson, 1992; Zaller, 1992). We argue that while sophisticates tend to have 
more ideologically structured preferences, policy beliefs are actually stable 
across subgroups. That is, once we have accounted for random error and 
measurement error, preferences in specific issue areas tend to be stable from 
survey to survey at roughly the same rates among sophisticates and non-
sophisticates alike.

In all, our findings suggest that the textbook vision of U.S. public opinion 
as unstable, unorganized, and non-ideological is (in part) an artifact of the 
statistical tools and political context of the middle decades of the 20th cen-
tury. When analyzed using modern methods, survey responses appear to be 
highly correlated with stable underlying preferences. Moreover, early studies 
of voter preferences based on surveys from the 1950s to 1980s took place in 
a context of weak parties with minimal ideological commitments. Indeed, the 
two major parties in this era were not clearly distinguishable and highly 
unstable in many issue areas (i.e., abortion and race). This confusion at the 
elite level was reflected in the instability and incoherence of citizen prefer-
ences at the time. However, much like the “textbook congress” of strong 
committees and weak party hierarchies, this understanding of public opinion 
is now an anachronism. Today, citizens are imbedded within a political con-
text of two strong parties articulating ideologically coherent and distinct 
policy agendas, and voter preferences have accordingly become increasingly 
coherent and stable.

This article proceeds as follows. After reviewing the debate regarding pref-
erence stability and coherence and specifying our empirical expectations, we 
provide the details of our measurement model and discuss its advantages for 
simultaneously evaluating preference stability and preference coherence in 
the context of potentially correlated measurement error resulting from panel-
wave or time-period effects. We then analyze the 1970s and 1990s American 
National Election Studies (ANES) panels and the 2010-2014 waves from The 
American Panel Survey (TAPS). First, we show that preferences appear to be 
quite stable once responses are cleaned of random error and time-specific cor-
related errors. Second, we show that preference constraint has increased 
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markedly from the 1970s to the present. Third, we show that while political 
sophisticates have more ideologically structured beliefs, preference stability 
holds among both sophisticated and unsophisticated voters alike.

Instability or Error?

Ever since Converse (1964) launched the controversy about preference sta-
bility and constraint, a steady stream of research has explored the issues sur-
rounding citizen competence.1 A great deal of this debate has centered on 
explaining the seeming contradiction between the levels of stability and 
coherence of public opinion at the micro and macro levels (e.g., Erikson, 
MacKuen, & Stimson, 2002; Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002; Lupia & 
McCubbins, 1998; Zaller, 1992). At the level of the individual survey respon-
dent, scholars have shown again and again that opinions are volatile, incon-
sistent, and unstructured. Individuals’ preferences on policy proposals appear 
to change rapidly over time, can be significantly shifted by arbitrary differ-
ences in question wording and ordering, and do not reflect broader ideologi-
cal tendencies. However, aggregate public opinion seems to be relatively 
stable and coherent (MacKuen et al., 1992; Stimson, 2004), and it responds 
in predictable ways to events as well as the actions and statements of elites 
(Erikson et al., 2002; Zaller, 1992).

One explanation for the seemingly contradictory findings at the micro 
and macro level is that the public consists of distinct subgroups with differ-
ing degrees of preference stability and consistency. In brief, this theory 
conceptualizes “elite” individuals with stable, organized beliefs, some of 
whom respond in a reasoned manner to public events, candidate statements, 
and shifts in public policy (Converse, 1964; Converse & Markus, 1979). 
Non-elite public opinion, however, is less stable, less coherent, and more 
random. Converse’s so-called “black-white model,” refined and advanced 
by others (cf. Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1993; Feldman, 1988; Goren, 2004; 
Luskin, 1987; Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1991; Zaller, 1992; Zaller & 
Feldman, 1992), suggests that overtime preference stability and inter-
preference constraint exist only (or at least to a much greater extent) among 
sophisticated members of the public. Low sophisticates, on the contrary, 
rely more heavily on non-ideological heuristics. Under this conceptualiza-
tion, large portions of the electorate are conceived as having little in the 
way of a stable preferences, much less a coherently organized set of ideo-
logical beliefs and priorities. Instead, the seemingly reasonable responses 
of macro-level public opinion are a function of the more reasoned response 
of elites and, perhaps, cue-taking from less informed segments of the popu-
lation (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998).
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A second explanation is that survey responses are rife with error that mask 
true preferences. The contradictory findings at the micro and macro level “are 
easily reconciled with a model in which there is a high degree of measurement 
error and a high degree of stability in preferences” (Ansolabehere et al., 2008, 
p. 216). One of the earliest proponents of this idea was Achen (1975, 1983), 
who argued that Converse’s conclusions about the instability and inconsistency 
of mass public opinion were driven by un-modeled measurement error. 
Subsequent work has echoed this finding (e.g., Erikson, 1979; Heath, Evans, & 
Martin, 1994; Jackson, 1983; Jennings, 1992; Judd & Milburn, 1980; Krosnick, 
1991; Norpoth & Lodge, 1985), although it is still far from the dominant view.

A third account suggests that neither of these views is by itself complete 
(Zaller, 1992; Zaller & Feldman, 1992). Survey responses do not reveal one 
stable preference. Rather, survey questions prompt respondents to sample 
from multiple considerations and to then construct their responses online. 
Micro-level responses for any one individual may be quite unstable as the 
specific set of attitudes involved in forming the online response can vary 
based on idiosyncratic factors such as question ordering. Yet, macro-level 
trends will seem reasonable as the set of considerations that individuals asso-
ciate with a given policy will respond to discussions and actions taken by the 
media, campaigns, and elected officials. Importantly, however, the level of 
coherence and consistency in this theory is expected to be strongly condi-
tioned by individuals’ levels of political sophistication; sophisticates are 
theorized to receive and accept sufficiently coherent information to engage 
fully in the democratic process.2

In this article, we offer an account of mass public preferences that, while 
firmly in the “measurement error” camp, seeks to extend past finding in three 
important ways. First, we present evidence that issue-specific preferences are 
far more stable across time than previous accounts suggest. Second, we argue 
that preferences have become significantly more ideologically structured 
over the past four decades such that the observed incoherence in voter beliefs 
should rightly be viewed (in part) as a consequence of the unusual political 
context of the mid-20th century rather than a durable feature of mass public 
preferences. Finally, we show that these patterns—issue-specific stability and 
increasing ideological coherence—are observable in sophisticates and non-
sophisticates alike.

More formally, our first claim is that, once appropriately modeled to 
remove error,3 preferences across panel waves will appear far more stable 
than past research suggests.

Hypothesis 1: Individual issue preferences will be stable when systematic 
and random measurement error is removed.
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While research in this vein dates back to at least Achen (1975), the results 
below are among the most comprehensive to date in directly challenging the 
textbook vision of American public opinion. We use contemporary confirma-
tory factor analytic methods to show that preferences—even preferences 
measured by a single survey item—are highly stable in almost every domain 
of public opinion (social issues, economic issues, etc.). Indeed, in some cases, 
preferences are as stable as party identification.

Second, between the 1970s and 2010s, partisans at the elite level (e.g., 
Congress) exhibited a dramatic increase in ideological polarization. 
Ideologically, Democrats and Republicans became more homogeneous 
within party and differentiated from the opposing party (Aldrich, 2011; 
Theriault, 2008). This elite polarization instigated a substantial amount of 
research examining its consequences for mass public opinion. The bulk of the 
debate examines how the distributional and directional aspect of public opin-
ion has responded to elite polarization (e.g., Abramowitz, Alexander, & 
Gunning, 2008; Fiorina, Abrams, & Pope, 2008).

However, there is a smaller set of findings suggesting polarization has led 
policy preferences to become more coherent over time as liberal and conser-
vative citizens sort into Democratic and Republican parties and adopt more 
of their specific policy positions (Hetherington, 2001; Levendusky, 2009). 
That is, more ideologically coherent messaging at the elite level has led vot-
ers themselves to become more ideologically coherent either as a conse-
quence of altering their policy positions on specific issues, their party 
identification, or some combination thereof. Building on this perspective, we 
expect one of the consequences of elite polarization will be a significant 
increase in ideological coherence in policy preferences.

Hypothesis 2: There will be increased preference constraint from the 
1970s to the 2010s period.

Third, research shows citizens with higher levels of political sophistica-
tion tend to exhibit issue positions with more temporal stability and greater 
coherence between issue attitudes and their general political predisposition 
(Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Sniderman et al., 1991; Zaller, 1992). Armed 
with a greater store of information relevant to politics, political sophisticates 
are able to accurately interpret the meaning of issue questions, connect their 
values to concrete policy matters, and provide consistent responses (Delli 
Carpini & Keeter, 1996). Furthermore, because political sophisticates are 
more informed and attentive to the flow of elite communication, political 
sophisticates use elite issue positions as patterns by which to organize their 
own issue positions into ideological coherent bundles (Zaller, 1992).
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However, when political sophisticates’ distinctiveness is considered in 
conjunction with our expectations of random and systematic error, more 
nuanced expectations of attitude instability and coherence emerges. Our con-
ception of a uniformly coherent public opinion leads us to expect that while 
political sophisticates should exhibit more ideological constraint and stability 
than low sophisticates, the distinction between the two groups is likely to be 
exaggerated due to asymmetric measurement error. Specifically, we expect 
low sophisticates’ survey responses to be contaminated more by measure-
ment error (Bishop, Oldendick, & Tuchfarber, 1982). Removing this error 
allows us to show that sophisticated and unsophisticated populations are 
more similar in terms of stability and constraint than we would normally 
expect. Indeed, we show that in terms of stability, there appears to be almost 
no difference at all.

Hypothesis 3: Individuals with low levels of political sophistication will 
exhibit significant levels of preference stability and constraint.

Data and Model

To test these claims, we first analyze the 1972-1974-1976 and 1992-1994-1996 
panels of the ANES. We chose these surveys partly due to the presence of iden-
tically worded policy questions both within each panel and, in many cases, 
across the two panels.4 We selected a set of six distinct, but potentially related, 
preferences that were measured in multiple waves on both panel studies. The 
question wording for these six preferences is shown in Figure 1. Note that we 
included items spanning multiple domains, including preferences about the 
degree of government involvement in job creation, government health insur-
ance, aid to minorities, abortion, the place of women in society, and ideology.5 
In addition, we include the traditional 7-point measure of party identification.6

Unfortunately, similar batteries are not available for more recent ANES 
panel studies. To better understand how preference structures work in the con-
temporary era, we turn to The American Panel Survey (TAPS), a multi-year 
panel studying being conducted by the Weidenbaum Center for Public Policy 
and Economics at Washington University in St. Louis. TAPS is a monthly 
online panel survey of more than 2,100 people. Panelists were recruited as a 
national probability sample with an addressed-based sampling frame in the fall 
of 2011 by Knowledge Networks (now GfK Knowledge Networks). Individuals 
without Internet access were provided a laptop and Internet service. In a typical 
month, about 1,700 of the panelists complete the online survey. Note that it is 
possible for panelists to miss some months and subsequently re-enter the panel. 
More technical information about the survey is available at taps.wustl.edu.
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For our analyses below, we identified five policy-specific questions asked 
to TAPS panelists that were as similar as possible to the items from the ANES. 
The relevant items are shown in Figure 2. The issue-specific questions are 
part of a broader battery on policy preferences that were asked simultane-
ously across multiple waves. Questions on basic ideological orientation and 
party identification, however, were also asked frequently but not always as 
part of the same wave. Additional details about sample sizes and the ques-
tions included on each wave are shown in Online Appendix Table SI-1. Basic 
descriptive statistics for all issue-specific questions, ideology, and party iden-
tification are shown in Online Appendix Tables SI-10, SI-11, and SI-12.

Methodological Concerns

A great deal of the debate surrounding preference stability and coherence has 
focused on difficult methodological questions about the appropriate way to 

Figure 1.  Issue preference question wording on the ANES.
Note. ANES = American National Election Studies.
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model survey responses. The core controversy is how to empirically distin-
guish between “error”—variations in survey response not related to underly-
ing preferences—and preference instability. Early researchers focused 
primarily on correlation coefficients between individuals’ responses to the 
same questions asked at different times (a measure of stability) and correla-
tions between responses to multiple survey items (a measure of constraint). 
Indeed, Converse’s initial finding was largely based on the very modest lev-
els of correlation revealed in such analyses.

As an example, Table 1 shows estimated rank-order correlations between 
responses in the 1972-1974-1976 ANES panel study for the question items 
shown in Figure 1 as well as party identification. The table shows that 
responses to the same question over time are only modestly correlated, with 
only party identification crossing the 0.60 threshold. In several cases, correla-
tions are below .4, which is a very modest level of correlation indeed. For 
instance, of those who responded in category “1” (government should help 
minority groups) on the question about aid to minority groups in 1972, over 
25% of respondents answered in the “4” category or above in 1976 and over 
10% answered “7” (minority groups should help themselves).

Likewise, Table 2 shows the rank correlations between the five policy 
preferences as measured in the 1972 wave alone. Here, we see quite modest 
levels of correlations between preferences across domains, with only 1 coef-
ficient even crossing the 0.30 threshold and 5 out of 10 being less than 0.10.

Figure 2.  Issue preference question wording on TAPS.
Note. TAPS = The American Panel Survey.
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Faced with evidence such as this, Converse (1964) concluded that “these 
. . . data offer eloquent proof that signs of low constraint among belief ele-
ments in the mass public are not products of well knit but highly idiosyncratic 
belief systems, for these beliefs are extremely liable for individuals over 
time” (p. 47). However, other scholars were quick to point out that this 
approach—using raw correlation statistics—fails to isolate instability in the 
survey response from the instability in the underlying preferences. Subsequent 
work aimed to calculate “adjusted” correlations that distinguished between 
preference instability and more mundane measurement error associated with 
the survey process (e.g., Achen, 1975; Erikson, 1979). These models—
largely variants of Wiley and Wiley (1970) estimators—test how much sur-
vey responses to a single item (e.g., party ID) correlate across panel waves 

Table 1.  Kendall’s Rank Correlations (τ) of Preferences Across Survey Waves in 
the 1972-1974-1976 ANES Panel.

Observed τ

  1-2 2-3 1-3

Party ID .65 .69 .65
Ideology .51 .55 .48
Health care — — .42
Minority aid .41 .46 .38
Jobs .39 .41 .36
Abortion — — .56
Women’s place .42 .50 .43

Note. All parameters are estimated using pairwise complete observations. ANES = American 
National Election Studies.

Table 2.  Kendall’s Rank Correlations (τ) Between Preferences in the 1972 Wave 
of the ANES 1972-1974-1976 Panel.

Health 
care

Minority 
aid Jobs Abortion

Women’s 
place

Health care —  
Minority aid .18 —  
Jobs .27 .31 —  
Abortion .05 .09 −.02 —  
Women’s place .07 .14 .03 .20 —

Note. All parameters are estimated using pairwise complete observations. The abortion item 
was reverse-coded. ANES = American National Election Studies.
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and divide any instability into either meaningful changes (i.e., instability) or 
meaningless error.

Other scholars have addressed this same question by using multiple sur-
vey items to measure an underlying preference, which again is designed to 
help researchers distinguish between instability in the true underlying prefer-
ences and measurement error. A recent demonstration is Ansolabehere et al. 
(2008), which takes multiple question items from the ANES to estimate broad 
latent dimensions such as “moral issues,” “economic issues,” and “racial 
issues.” They show that these broader constructs are stable over time.

CFA of multiple item scales has also been used to gain at least some trac-
tion regarding measurement error caused by the survey process or question 
item wording. Perez (2011), for instance, proposes a multiple indicators mul-
tiple cause (MIMIC) model to account for measurement error and survey-
level language effects on survey responses. After the variance of multiple 
item scales has been accounted for by a basic CFA measurement model, 
MIMIC incorporates individual-level covariates (e.g., the language in which 
a survey is conducted) to model measurement error in responses. That is, in 
this approach, the researcher aims to detect whether specific items contain 
more error as a function of known covariates, even if the underlying measure-
ment model itself remains constant.

A related approach, and one which we extend in our final section below in 
our study of political sophistication, is to imagine that the underlying mea-
surement model may be entirely distinct across known groupings in the popu-
lations (e.g., individuals who took a survey in English vs. those who took it 
in Spanish). Scholars such as Perez and Hetherington (2014) and Davidov 
(2009) use multi-group confirmatory factory analysis (MGCFA) to examine 
survey scale validity. By comparing the structure of loading for multi-item 
scale structures across subgroups that should be theoretically similar, concep-
tualization distinctions and potential measurement problems in scales can be 
tentatively identified.

We deviate from past studies in three important ways. First, in many cases 
(e.g., party identification), scholars only have a single indicator or are uncom-
fortable with the assumption that multiple indicators necessarily load on a 
single latent dimension. Thus, while it is possible to combine multiple indica-
tors to measure broader policy preferences, we wish to show that responses 
to single-item questions are themselves stable and increasingly coherent. 
Second, the methods described above have almost exclusively focused on the 
degree to which preferences change over time. In contrast, we aim to also 
explore the degree to which distinct preferences are correlated. Third, 
approaches such as the MIMIC or MGCFA models mentioned above model 
how specific items may relate differently to the underlying trait as a function 
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of individual-level (i.e., respondent) factors. Although closely related, the 
approach we take below instead models how the same item behaves differ-
ently as a function of time—an item-level characteristic. Specifically, by fit-
ting this same measurement model in three distinct time periods, our approach 
demonstrates considerable change in the structure and consistency of public 
opinion from the 1970s to the present. Indeed, the results below show there 
has been an increase in preference consistency over this time period.7

MTMM CFA

Model basics.  MTMM models provide an intuitive and flexible approach to 
simultaneously evaluating preference stability and constraint in the presence 
of potentially correlated measurement error introduced in panel surveys.8 
Although MTMM analysis is more common in psychology (e.g., Krosnick, 
Boninger, Chuang, Berent, & Carnot, 1993), sociology (e.g., Bollen & Pax-
ton, 1998), and education (e.g., Wu & Chen, 2010), it is relatively rare in 
published political science research and may be unfamiliar to many readers 
(but see Andrews, 1984; Bakker, 2009; Saris & Sniderman, 2004; Sullivan & 
Feldman, 1979).9

For survey respondent i  answering question j  asked at time t , we 
assume that the survey response can be modeled as a linear function:

	 xijt ij ijt= +βξ ε , 	 (1)

where ξij  is the true value of the underlying preference of respondent i  and 
ε δijt jtN (0, )  is the “error” in the survey response.

Intuitively, β  represents the degree to which answers across waves covary 
with a single stable preference.10 That is, low values of β  indicate that survey 
responses are not highly correlated to any fundamental and stable preferences 
( ξij ). Furthermore, δ jt  is an estimate of the level of “error” that is associated 
neither with respondent’s true preferences nor with time/wave specific fac-
tors. Higher values of δ jt  indicate that the survey response exhibits signifi-
cant residual variation that cannot be attributed to stable preferences.

Thus, ξ j  is the measure of respondents’ “true” underlying traits on issue 
j.  Therefore, Ξ = , , ,1 2( )ξ ξ ξ J  is the matrix of all respondents’ prefer-

ences on all J  issue areas, and Cov( )Ξ  provides estimates of the degree to 
which preference are coherently organized. That is, higher levels of covari-
ance indicate higher levels of constraint.11

A final consideration is that there may exist “method effects” associated 
with a specific panel wave or time period. There are many reasons why sur-
vey responses might be systematically biased in different waves of a panel. 
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For instance, changes in social and political contexts may alter what consid-
erations are salient and available to individuals when they provide responses 
to survey questions. Thus, saliency effects resulting from idiosyncratic cur-
rent events may systematically shape survey responses (Zaller, 1992).

The presence of panel effects suggest that, for instance, Cov( , ) 0ε εjt kt ≠ , 
for some survey question j  and k  as measured on panel wave t. 12 In 
words, survey responses across preference domains may be correlated 
because survey responses across issue areas are affected in the same way by 
the survey process itself. Failing to account for this so-called “correlated 
uniqueness” may result in biased estimates of β  and Cov( )Ξ  (Kenny, 1979; 
Marsh, 1989).

To handle these issues, we implement an MTMM model commonly 
referred to as the correlated traits correlated uniqueness (CTCU) model 
(Kenny, 1979; Marsh, 1989).13 The advantage of CTCU variant of MTMM is 
that it makes no assumptions about the relationship between various panel-
wave effects nor does it assume that the panel waves have an identical effect 
across all items and traits. In addition, the CTCU model has been shown to be 
far less likely to converge on an improper solution with more limited data 
than its alternatives.14

A graphical depiction of the model for the 1970s is shown in Figure 3. In 
this model, we allow items repeated over waves to load on a single underly-
ing factor (e.g., abortion). The standardized trait-factor loadings indicate the 
degree of temporal stability associated with each trait with complete stability 
represented by numbers approaching unity. We also allowed each of the 
seven latent traits to be correlated, with larger numbers indicating greater 
constraint. Finally, the residuals for all items within a panel wave were 
allowed to correlate to account for potential measurement error associated 
with each panel wave.

Discussion.  The panel design, which measures the same trait on several panel 
waves, provides the leverage needed to generate estimates of all of the param-
eters in Figure 3. Indeed, panel surveys are an ideal setting for applying 
MTMM models. One reason MTMM analyses are rare is that they require 
more observations,15 more methods of measurement, and more traits per 
method than are available in, for example, standard political psychology 
datasets. Public opinion researchers, however, have relatively large sample 
sizes, and surveys often include more latent concepts in any given instrument 
than is the case in other settings such as expert codings (e.g., Bakker, 2009).

Our empirical approach improves upon past research in three important 
ways. First, it does not require the use of multiple question items measuring 
a broader latent preference. The wider literature seems to place a heavy 
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emphasis on combining multiple questions to create broader scales. 
Ansolabehere et  al. (2008), for instance, stated that conclusions about the 
instability of preferences are “driven largely by measurement error 

Figure 3.  MTMM model of stability and constraint for the 1970-1972-1974 ANES 
panel.
Note. MTMM = multi-trait multi-method; ANES = American National Election Studies; PID = Party 
ID.
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associated with the analysis of individual survey items” (p. 215). Likewise, 
Judd and Milburn (1980) evaluated preference constraint by estimating how 
issues load onto a single ideological dimension.

In contrast, we argue that the conclusion of instability and non-constraint 
is incorrect even when only looking at a single item. That is, imposing a spe-
cific ideological structure onto voters is not necessary as we are able to show 
that responses to individual questions are themselves constrained and stable 
over time. Indeed, we impose no structure at all on the data other than to 
allow that responses to the same question across time periods may be corre-
lated and, where they are not, that errors across survey items on the same 
panel wave may be correlated.

Second, the MTMM modeling approach provides simultaneous esti-
mates of the overtime stability and interrelationships of multiple prefer-
ences across domains. We do not simply focus on how preferences are 
correlated with broader issue domains such as ideology and partisan identi-
fication but also explore the degree of ideological consistency across 
domains such as abortion policy and government-backed health insurance. 
We believe that this allows us to speak more strongly to the degree of ideo-
logical thinking in the public where issues in nearly all domains are 
expected to be correlated.

More practically, we are able to use several options available in modern 
statistical packages unavailable to previous generations of scholars who 
examined these questions. Specifically, we make appropriate corrections for 
survey weights, missing data, and the ordinal nature of the responses. This 
contrasts, for instance, with the model estimated by Judd and Milburn (1980) 
which uses only the 1970s ANES panel respondents who provided answers to 
all of the questions, approximately 35% of the sample. Indeed, in that study, 
the sample is further broken into elite (n = 143) and non-elite (n = 203) sub-
samples for actual parameter estimation, leading the authors themselves to 
note that “generalizations from our results should be tentative” (Judd & 
Milburn, 1980, p. 632).

Results

We fit the CTCM MTMM model shown in Figure 3 for the 1970s ANES 
panel (n = 1,290) and 1990s ANES panel (n = 1,301), and 2011-2014 TAPS 
panel (n = 2,126) separately. Because of the categorical nature of the vari-
ables used in our analyses, all of the models are estimated using robust 
weighted least squares means and variances adjusted estimator (WLSMV) in 
MPLUS (version 6.12). All of the models converged with acceptable good-
ness-of-fit measures, which are reported in Online Appendix Table SI-6.
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Overtime Preference Stability

We begin by exploring preference stability over the course of the panels. If 
preferences are stable, responses to an issue question asked in different 
years will all load strongly on the underlying issue latent trait. We interpret 
any standardized factor loadings of 0.6 or above as sufficiently strong to 
support our hypothesis, which is a standard minimal threshold (standard-
ized scores range from 0 to 1).16 To provide a baseline for comparison, we 
also include the standard measure of party identification, which is widely 
viewed as being among the most stable attitudes (Green et  al., 2002). 
Figure 4 provides the trait-factor loadings and 95% confidence intervals for 
all three panels.17

The results in Figure 4 show clearly that stable preferences do exist, 
strongly supporting Hypothesis 1. Even when asked their opinion years apart, 
responses tend to load strongly on each preferences’ specific trait factor. This 
suggests that the underlying preferences—independent of measurement 
error—are stable. All factor loadings are statistically distinguishable from the 
0.6 threshold. Indeed, for all but two cases (Jobs in 1974 and Insurance in 
1972), the factor loadings are greater than 0.7. The average point estimate for 
the loadings (excluding party identification) is 0.772 for the 1970s panel, 
0.802 for the 1990s panel, and 0.897 for the TAPS panel. This compares with 
average loadings of 0.910, 0.915, and 0.958 for the Party ID questions on the 
corresponding panels, indicating that while Party ID is quite stable, it is not 
unique in this respect.

The stability of preferences does vary by issue-domain. For instance, load-
ings in the 1970s range from 0.893 to 0.911 for partisan identification and 
from 0.668 to 0.747 for the beliefs about the government’s role in creating 
jobs. However, it is notable that some issue positions are nearly as stable as 
partisanship. For instance, in the 1990s panel, the factor loadings for the 
abortion issue range from 0.896 to 0.919, and the loadings for preferences on 
gay marriage in the 2011-2014 panel ranges from 0.894 to 0.967.

Consistency and Constraint

To test Hypothesis 2, preference constraint will be examined through two 
routes. First, if preferences are constrained, error-cleaned factors derived 
from the MTMM model for individual issue preferences are expected to be 
moderately (above 0.3) or strongly correlated (above 0.6) with each other. 
Second, if constraint is present, individual issue preference factors will be 
strongly correlated with the more abstract and organizing preferences of 
party identification and liberal-conservative ideology.
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The correlations among partisanship, ideology, and issue positions are 
shown in Table 3. If preferences are consistent, we would expect moderate to 
high correlation among the partisanship, ideology, and issue-position traits. In 
general, this is precisely what we find, although there are some important 
caveats. For all respondents, irrespective of time period, the correlation 
between party identification, ideology, jobs/minimum wage, and health insur-
ance/health care are moderately to highly correlated ( r > .36  in all cases).

Figure 4.  Preference stability: Factor loadings by wave.
Note. Point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for factor loadings. All parameter 
estimates, standard errors, and model fit statistics are supplied in the online appendix. The 
dashed line shows the 0.6 cutoff typically recommended for “strong” factor loadings.  
ANES = American National Election Studies; TAPS = The American Panel Survey.
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Notably, this consistency is not constant across preference domains. For 
instance, preferences about abortion and women’s role in society are almost 
entirely uncorrelated with the other traits in the 1972-1974-1976 panel. The 
1972-1974-1976 correlations in Table 3 show abortion is only weakly related 
to ideology (0.207), and it appears to have an incorrectly signed relationship 
with partisanship (−0.120). This corresponds to what we know about the abor-
tion issue, which was not heavily partisan during this period (Adams, 1997).

Critically, however, Table 3 shows that consistency has increased substan-
tially since the 1970s according to our expectations, strongly supporting 
Hypothesis 2. Comparing the inter-trait correlations between the 1970s 
ANES panel, the 1990s ANES panel, and the 2011-2014 TAPS panel, we see 
that there has been substantial increased level of constraint in nearly every 
domain. For instance, the correlation between party identification and ideol-
ogy jumps from r = .525  in the 1970s to r = .756  in the 1990s and r = .795  
in the 2010s. This sharp increase in consistency is particularly evident in the 
area of abortion. In the 1972-1974-1976 panel, abortion correlates with ideol-
ogy at r = .218 , but in the 1992-1994-1996 panel, the correlation between 
abortion and ideology increases to r = .555 . Furthermore, while we must be 
cautious due to changes in the question wording in the TAPS panel, abortion 
preferences appear to correlate with ideology in the 2011-2014 period even 
more highly at r = .687 .

Differences Across Levels of Sophistication

The previous results have shown that public preferences are far more stable 
and constrained than the textbook vision of public opinion would suggest. 
The next question, however, is whether these results are largely or even 
mostly the result of political sophisticates. To test whether preference struc-
tures are stable and constrained across levels of political sophistication, we 
estimate a series of nested models to test whether the structure and stability 
of preferences differ by level of sophistication.

Numerous measures of sophistication exist in the literature, but we follow 
Luskin (1987) and use the external interviewer’s evaluation of the respon-
dent’s level of political information.18 Respondents who were rated by the 
interviewer in 1976 or 1996 as having a fairly high or very high level of 
information about politics and public affairs are coded as political sophisti-
cates, while all other respondents are placed in the low-sophistication group. 
If no rating was provided in the 1976 or 1996 wave, we used the most recent 
rating. Unfortunately, no similar measure exists on the TAPS panel. Here, we 
instead use respondent’s answers to 10 political knowledge variables.19 The 
top 40% of the population was identified as sophisticates in our analysis 
below, which corresponds to the proportions in the ANES panels.20

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


433

T
ab

le
 3

. 
Be

tw
ee

n-
Fa

ct
or

 L
oa

di
ng

s 
fo

r 
th

e 
19

72
-1

97
4-

19
76

 A
N

ES
 P

an
el

, t
he

 1
99

2-
19

94
-1

99
6 

A
N

ES
 P

an
el

, a
nd

 t
he

 2
01

1-
20

14
 

T
A

PS
 P

an
el

.

Pa
rt

y 
ID

Id
eo

lo
gy

Jo
bs

In
su

ra
nc

e
M

in
or

ity
 a

id
A

bo
rt

io
n

W
om

en

19
72

-1
97

4-
19

76
 A

N
ES

 
Pa

rt
y 

ID
1.

00
 

 
Id

eo
lo

gy
.5

19
1.

00
 

 
Jo

bs
.3

62
.6

24
1.

00
 

 
In

su
ra

nc
e

.3
74

.5
44

.6
14

1.
00

 
 

M
in

or
ity

 a
id

.2
33

.5
80

.7
25

.4
63

1.
00

 
 

A
bo

rt
io

n
−

.1
20

.2
07

−
.0

43
†

.0
48

†
.1

11
1.

00
 

 
W

om
en

.0
58

.4
25

.1
25

.1
54

.3
6

.4
61

1.
00

19
92

-1
99

4-
19

96
 A

N
ES

 
Pa

rt
y 

ID
1.

00
 

 
Id

eo
lo

gy
.6

77
1.

00
 

 
Jo

bs
.5

64
.5

16
1.

00
 

 
In

su
ra

nc
e

.5
60

.5
67

.7
48

1.
00

 
 

M
in

or
ity

 a
id

.4
08

.5
02

.6
53

.4
66

1.
00

 
 

A
bo

rt
io

n
.1

96
.5

38
.0

76
.2

06
.1

39
1.

00
 

 
W

om
en

.2
07

.5
36

.2
12

.2
76

.2
23

.5
80

1.
00

 
Pa

rt
y 

ID
Id

eo
lo

gy
M

in
im

um
 w

ag
e

H
ea

lth
 c

ar
e

A
ffi

rm
at

iv
e 

ac
tio

n
A

bo
rt

io
n

G
ay

 m
ar

ri
ag

e

20
11

-2
01

4 
T

A
PS

 
Pa

rt
y 

ID
1.

00
 

 
Id

eo
lo

gy
.7

95
1.

00
 

 
M

in
im

um
 w

ag
e

.6
33

.6
11

1.
00

 
 

H
ea

lth
 c

ar
e

.7
65

.7
80

.6
20

1.
00

 
 

A
ffi

rm
at

iv
e 

ac
tio

n
.5

96
.5

46
.6

84
.5

74
1.

00
 

 
A

bo
rt

io
n

.5
22

.6
87

.4
36

.6
29

.3
32

1.
00

 
 

G
ay

 m
ar

ri
ag

e
.5

05
.7

08
.4

08
.6

15
.3

38
.7

43
1.

00

N
ot

e.
 A

N
ES

 =
 A

m
er

ic
an

 N
at

io
na

l E
le

ct
io

n 
St

ud
ie

s;
 T

A
PS

 =
 T

he
 A

m
er

ic
an

 P
an

el
 S

ur
ve

y.
† In

di
ca

te
s 

co
rr

el
at

io
n 

pa
ra

m
et

er
s 

ar
e 

in
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 (
p 

>
 .1

0)
.

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


434	 American Politics Research 44(3)

To compare the structure of preferences across groups, we first estimate a 
combined (what we term fully constrained) model in which all estimated 
parameters are constrained to be equal across sophistication groups.21 So, for 
instance, this model assumes that the relationship between party identifica-
tion and ideology will be identical for both high- and low-sophistication sub-
groups. Next, we allow correlated uniquenesses to vary across the two groups. 
That is, the sophisticated and unsophisticated elements of the population are 
allowed to have different within-panel correlated errors in their preferences.22 
Third, inter-trait correlations across sophistication groups are allowed to 
vary, which indicates different degrees of preference constraint across the 
two groups. Finally, in the fully unconstrained model, the factor loadings for 
the underlying traits are allowed to differ across groups, which suggest differ-
ing levels of preference stability.

As these are each nested models, we can perform a χ2  test to see whether 
model fit is improved by adding constraints. The model fit comparison test 
results are shown in Online Appendix SI-3. In every case, the least constrained 
model provides a better fit to the data. That is, political sophisticates do indeed 
appear to differ in the degree of preference stability and consistency.23

These results, however, only indicate that the various factor loadings and 
inter-trait correlations are statistically distinct for high sophisticates and low 
sophisticates. This, however, is not the relevant question. Rather, we are inter-
ested in understanding whether the level of stability and constraint is unusu-
ally high (low) for sophisticated (non-sophisticated) respondents. To answer 
this, we first look at the factor loadings estimated for each group in all three 
surveys. Standardized factor loadings for both groups are shown in Figure 5. 
The inter-trait correlations for the sophistication subpopulations are displayed 
in Table 4 (1970s panel), Table 5 (1990s panel), and Table 6 (2010s panel).

The results in Figure 5 indicate that while respondents who are politically 
unsophisticated do on average have less stable preferences—indicated by 
lower factor loadings—this difference is neither uniform nor dramatic. First, 
and most critically, at an absolute level, these factor loadings are relatively 
strong, with only one parameter estimate (insurance in 1992) falling below 
the 0.6 threshold. More commonly, factor loadings for the non-sophisticated 
group are in the 0.70 to 0.90 range. (Full tables for these results are shown in 
Online Appendix Tables SI-4 and SI-5.)

Second, the factor loadings are not even uniformly greater for sophisti-
cates than non-sophisticates in the ANES panels, although this is more gener-
ally true in the TAPS survey. Although the factor loadings differ across 
groups, there is no pervasive pattern of greater stability among sophisticates. 
High sophisticates have more stable responses to questions about partisan-
ship and ideology, but this pattern does not hold for questions about specific 
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policy areas. For example, preference stability about government aid to 
minorities is almost indistinguishable between levels of sophistication. 
Indeed, almost all of the differences are small relative to the measures of 
uncertainty, as shown by the error bars associated with each estimate. We are 
left to conclude that while there are some differences in preference stability 
across groups, the evidence suggests that these differences are substantively 
inconsequential once we have accounted appropriately for measurement 
error (see also Goren, 2004).

Figure 5.  Preference stability: Factor loadings by level of sophistication and wave.
Note. Point estimates and 95% confidence intervals for factor loadings. All parameter 
estimates, standard errors, and model fit statistics are supplied in the online appendix. The 
dashed line shows the 0.6 cutoff typically recommended for “strong” factor loadings. ANES = 
American National Election Studies; TAPS = The American Panel Survey.
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However, Tables 4 to 6 show that there are systematic differences in pref-
erence consistency between groups. The inter-trait correlations are, with only 
a few exceptions, higher for the high-sophisticated group. For instance, the 
correlation between partisanship and ideology in the 1990s was only 0.524 
for low sophisticates, while it is 0.790 for politically sophisticated respon-
dents. Although not all of these differences are individually statistically sig-
nificant, the model comparison tests in the online appendix show that, in 
combination, there are important and statistically significant differences 
between the structure of preferences of these groups. That is, a joint test indi-
cates that these factor loadings are distinguishable across groups.

Note, however, that the patterns of correlations do not suggest that indi-
viduals in the low-sophistication group have no consistency in their prefer-
ences, but rather that consistency operates differently. For instance, the 
association between issue positions and party identification is dramatically 
lower among low sophisticates in the 1970s panel. On the contrary, the evi-
dent consistency between individual issues (e.g., jobs and minority aid, or 
abortion and women’s role) is nearly equivalent across sophistication groups.

With that said, for our purposes, the most relevant feature of Tables 4 to 6 
is the increase in constraint across time periods.24 For instance, the correla-
tion between preferences on ideology and abortion policy among low sophis-
ticates was r = .167  in the 1970s, r = .529  in the 1990s, and r = .590  in the 
2010s. In general, the correlation of preferences in diverse areas can be char-
acterized as “moderate to strong” by the 2010s among both sophisticates 
(minimum = 0.525, maximum = 0.875) and non-sophisticates alike (mini-
mum = 0.205, maximum = 0.721), although clearly the level of constraint is 
much higher in the former group. This represents a significant increase from 
the 1970s when correlations were mostly modest among non-sophisticates 
(minimum = −0.138, maximum = 0.531), and still modest in many cases 
among high sophisticates (minimum = −0.058, maximum = 0.716).

Notably, a number of issues that were once less associated with ideology 
and partisanship have become associated over time—especially among 
highly sophisticated voters. We have already noted the changing position of 
abortion preferences in the constellation of public preferences. Another 
example, however, is preferences toward the government’s role in aiding 
minority groups. In the 1970s panel, these preferences were correlated with 
partisanship at r = .337  among high sophisticates and r = .170  among low 
sophisticates. By the 1990s, however, the correlation between partisanship 
and preferences toward programs that aid minorities was r = .318  for low 
sophisticates and r = .518  for high sophisticates. By the 2010s, now using a 
question measuring preferences toward affirmative action, the correlation 
was r = .532  for low sophisticates and r = .693  for high sophisticates.
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Altogether, these findings speak to the literature on the changing levels of 
polarization and constraint in the mass electorate (Abramowitz & Saunders, 
1998; Fiorina, 2005; Levendusky, 2009). Specifically, while our results cannot 
speak to whether the level of polarization in public preferences has increased, 
they do provide a stark demonstration of the degree to which ideological 
thinking has spread in both its scope and significance. This suggests that the 
findings of low levels of ideological thinking in the textbook model of public 
opinion may in part reflect the political environment of the middle decades of 
the 20th century rather than a durable feature mass public attitudes.

Conclusion

At the heart of democratic governance lies the assumption of a public with 
issue preferences that are relatively stable and organized. Preferences serve 
as a basis for the public’s evaluations of candidates and elected officials, and 
they structure elite competition, debate, and discourse. Without issue prefer-
ence stability and constraint, electoral and political institutions that purport to 
link the public with elite actions have little or no substance. For representa-
tion and accountability to exist, a degree of systematic organization and per-
sistence is required of mass preferences.

Perhaps it is for this reason the vigorous debate regarding the existence 
and degree of preference stability and constraint continues to draw scholarly 
attention. Despite decades of research, the conventional wisdom about the 
structure and dynamics of mass preferences continues to be refined and 
reframed. In this article, we contributed to this debate by providing additional 
evidence that the caricature of randomly fluctuating public opinion is out-
dated and incorrect. Using a MTMM CFA model, we examined the broad 
structure of issue preferences while simultaneously accounting for many 
forms of measurement error. When random and systematic errors are removed 
from measures of issue preferences, we showed that preferences are stable—
at times comparable with the stability of party identifications. Furthermore, 
the public’s preferences are clearly organized in a meaningful fashion, and 
this level of coherence has increased significantly over time. Finally, this pat-
tern of stable preferences paired with increasing levels of constraint exists for 
both sophisticated and non-sophisticated voters alike.

Methodologically, our use of a MTMM model to examine preference sta-
bility and constraint has two clear advantages over previous methods. First, 
when applied to panel data, it is extremely flexible, as it can account for both 
random error and correlated time-dependent errors—even when a trait is 
measured by a single item. Second, the MTMM models allow for simultane-
ous unbiased estimates of correlated error within a panel wave, stability over 
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time, and item-level random error in one model. This coherent method allows 
us to understand the overall temporal and spatial nature of items with greater 
clarity and ease.

By applying MTMM methods to panel survey data, our overall results 
provide evidence against the received wisdom that mass preferences are cha-
otic and unorganized. When preferences are estimated using an appropriate 
measurement model, order and stability emerge. Moreover, this order is not 
caused by a small contingent of informed and sophisticated citizens. Instead, 
people who are both low and high on levels of information about politics and 
public affairs maintain relatively similar levels of preference stability. 
Furthermore, we find that both subpopulations maintain consistently related 
preferences, although the nature of the consistency differs across the two 
subgroups. In addition, we showed that, over time, the preferences of indi-
viduals at all levels of sophistication, but especially low-sophisticate levels, 
have become more consistently structured. In total, therefore, we found clear 
evidence that the general public does hold preferences that are sufficiently 
structured and stable enough to provide a meaningful foundation for democ-
racy and accountability.
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Notes

  1.	 In addition to those discussed in the main text, an incomplete list of works rel-
evant to the study of issue stability and constraint would include the follow-
ing: Stimson (1975); Converse (1976); Sullivan, Piereson, and Marcus (1978); 
Erikson (1979); Markus and Converse (1979); Green and Citrin (1994); Green 
and Palmquist (1990, 1994); Erikson and Tedin (2005); and Carsey and Layman 
(2006).

  2.	 Political sophistication is defined as possessing a political belief system that is 
composed of numerous elements that cover a wide range of political concepts 
and are connected in a constrained and organized manner (Luskin, 1987).
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  3.	 For the sake of exposition, we use the term error in references to any variation 
in survey response not related to the stable underlying preferences. We return to 
this point below.

  4.	 Our focus on items asked consistently across the two panels results in a set of 
issue preferences that are relatively central to political party platforms and the 
general public discourse. This may somewhat limit the generalizability of our 
findings. However, if all citizens’ preferences are truly unstable and uncon-
strained as the Converse (1964) contingent implies, even preferences regarding 
salient and core issues should be unstable and unconstrained.

  5.	 While our variable set is not exactly comparable with prior studies (e.g., Achen, 
1975; Ansolabehere, Rodden, & Snyder, 2008; Converse, 1964; Judd & Milburn, 
1980; Zaller, 1992) because we selected variables that were included on both 
the 1970s and 1990s American National Election Studies (ANES) panel, our 
study still maintains a high degree of overlap in terms of variable selection. For 
example, using ANES panel data, Achen (1975) and Converse (1964) exam-
ined minority aid, school integration, isolationism, foreign aid, maintain army 
overseas, federal aid to education, guaranteed jobs, government intervention in 
housing and electricity, party identification, and church attendance (Achen only). 
Also using ANES panel data, Judd and Milburn (1980) selected the variables of 
busing, rights of accused, minority aid, jobs, and ideology. Zaller (1992b) exam-
ined jobs, minority aid, and government services in ANES data as well.

  6.	 We also estimated several of the results using the three-item party ID measure. 
These results are shown in Online Appendix Table SI-8 and are largely consistent 
with our main results.

  7.	 This is particularly relevant as the study most similar to our own (Judd & 
Milburn, 1980) necessarily relied on only data from the 1970s panel.

  8.	 See van der Veld and Saris (2005) for a similar argument.
  9.	 We certainly are not the first to suggest using multi-trait multi-method (MTMM) 

techniques on survey data (e.g., Andrews, 1984; Saris & Van Meurs, 1990). For a 
recent review of MTMM techniques on public opinion surveys, see Scherpenzeel 
and Saris (2007).

10.	 We assume here that preferences are stable across waves. It is, of course, possible that 
preferences may themselves change. However, we make the more stringent assump-
tion that systematic changes in survey response are due to error, which should tend to 
underestimate preference stability and work against our stated hypotheses.

11.	 We identify our models by specifying that Var( ) = 1ξ j , which sets the scale for 
the latent trait. Thus, the elements of the covariance matrix, Cov( )Ξ , can be 
interpreted as the correlation between true preferences.

12.	 More formally, we let δ ε εjk t j t k t, = ( , )Cov , ,′ ′ , where ′ε  is error in the survey 
process unrelated either to the true preference or with the method effect. Using 
this notation, δ δjt k

K
jk t k J= 1, ,,∑ ∀ ∈[ ]

.
13.	 For excellent overviews of MTMM models, see Kenny and Kashy (1992) and 

Marsh and Grayson (1995).
14.	 In Online Appendix Table SI-9, we show that our results do not differ signifi-

cantly when specified using an alternative MTMM framework.
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15.	 Some suggest a minimum of four traits and three methods and a sample size 
greater than 250 (Marsh & Grayson, 1995; Nussbeck, Eid, & Lischetzke, 2006).

16.	 While 0.6 is a somewhat arbitrary cutoff, we also attempt to define stability in 
more relative terms by comparing all issue factor loadings to the loadings of 
party identification, an attitude that has been conclusively acknowledged as 
highly stable (Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002). If issue factor loadings are 
similar in magnitude as party identification, we can claim with more certainty 
that they are stable.

17.	 Full results for factor loadings are provided in Online Appendix SI-2.
18.	 Among other advantages, this measure is included for both ANES panels.
19.	 The questions ask which party holds a majority in the U.S. House (POLKNOW1); 

how many votes are required to override a veto (POLKNOW2); the name or pro-
cedure whereby a minority of senators can prevent a vote on a bill (POLKNOW5); 
the name of the vice president (POLKNOW6); the maximum length of a presi-
dential term (POLKNOW7); the length of tenure of U.S. Supreme Court Justices 
(POLKNOW12); the name of the chief justice of the U.S. Supreme Court 
(POLKNOW13); the function of the social security program (POLKNOW17); 
and the relative size of four federal programs (POLKNOW18). Full question 
wordings are available in the The American Panel Survey (TAPS) documenta-
tion at http://taps.wustl.edu/files/taps/imce/taps2012byvariable.pdf.

20.	 1970s Panel: Number of sophisticated = 510, Number of unsophisticated = 
780; 1990s Panel: Number of sophisticated = 551, Number of unsophisticated 
= 750; 2010s Panel: Number of sophisticated = 841, Number of unsophisticated 
= 1,285. Note that if a respondent did not respond to the question the first time 
the question was asked, the response to that factual question on the next available 
wave was used instead.

21.	 For recent work using multiple group analysis, see Carsey and Layman (2006), 
Perez (2009), and DeSante and Smith (2012).

22.	 The correlated errors matrices are available from the authors upon request.
23.	 It would also be possible to allow the threshold parameters needed to cor-

rectly handle the ordered categorical indicators to vary between groups. 
However, we had no theoretical expectations for allowing these parameters 
to differ, and we do not believe that such differences would have any inter-
pretable meaning.

24.	 Caution is needed in comparing the specific coefficients in these tables. To iden-
tify these models, we set the trait variance to unity. Thus, the parameter estimates 
in the two models are not strictly comparable as they were not set to the same 
scale. The coefficients can be interpreted as the level of correlation between pref-
erences; however, the underlying level of variation on these preferences may 
differ across populations and samples.

Supplementary Material

Online appendices are available on the American Politics Research website at  
http://apr.sagepub.com/supplemental.

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://taps.wustl.edu/files/taps/imce/taps2012byvariable.pdf
http://apr.sagepub.com/


444	 American Politics Research 44(3)

References

Abramowitz, A. I., Alexander, B., & Gunning, M. (2008). Incumbency, redistricting, 
and the decline of competition in U.S. House elections. Journal of Politics, 68, 
75-88.

Abramowitz, A. I., & Saunders, K. L. (1998). Ideological realignment in the U.S. 
electorate. Journal of Politics, 60, 634-652.

Achen, C. H. (1975). Mass political attitudes and the survey response. American 
Political Science Review, 69, 1218-1231.

Achen, C. H. (1983). Toward theories of data: The state of political methodology. 
In A. W. Finifter (Ed.), Political science: The state of the discipline (pp. 69-93). 
Washington, DC: American Political Science Association.

Adams, G. D. (1997). Abortion: Evidence of issue evolution. American Journal of 
Political Science, 41, 718-737.

Aldrich, J. H. (2011). Why parties? A second look. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press.

Andrews, F. M. (1984). Construct validity and error of survey measures: A structural 
modeling approach. Public Opinion Quarterly, 48, 409-442.

Ansolabehere, S., Rodden, J., & Snyder, J. M. (2008). The strength of issues: Using 
multiple measures to gauge preference stability, ideological constraint, and issue 
voting. American Political Science Review, 102, 215-232.

Bakker, R. (2009). Re-measuring left–right: A comparison of SEM and Bayesian mea-
surement models for extracting left–right party placements. Electoral Studies, 28, 
413-421.

Bishop, G., Oldendick, R., & Tuchfarber, A. (1982). Political information processing: 
Question order and context effects. Political Behavior, 4, 177-200.

Bollen, K. A., & Paxton, P. (1998). Detection and determinants of bias in subjective 
measures. American Sociological Review, 63, 465-478.

Carsey, T. M., & Layman, G. C. (2006). Changing sides or changing minds? Party 
conversion, issue conversion, and partisan change on the abortion issue. American 
Journal of Political Science, 50, 464-477.

Converse, P. E. (1964). The nature of belief systems in mass publics. In D. E. Apter 
(Ed.), Ideology and discontent (pp. 206-261). New York, NY: Free Press.

Converse, P. E. (1976). The dynamics of party support: Cohort-analyzing party iden-
tification. Beverly Hills, CA: SAGE.

Converse, P. E., & Markus, G. B. (1979). Plus ça change . . .: The new CPS election 
study panel. American Political Science Review, 73, 32-49.

Davidov, E. (2009). Measurement equivalence of nationalism and constructive patrio-
tism in the ISSP: 34 countries in a comparative perspective. Political Analysis, 
17, 64-82.

Delli Carpini, M. X., & Keeter, S. (1993). Measuring political knowledge: Putting 
first things first. American Journal of Political Science, 37, 1179-1206.

Delli Carpini, M. X., & Keeter, S. (1996). What Americans know about politics and 
why it matters. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

DeSante, C. D., & Smith, C. W. (2012, April). New attitudes or old measures? 
Determining the level, structure and role of racial attitudes among the millennial 

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


Freeze and Montgomery	 445

generation. Presented at the annual meeting of the Midwest Political Science 
Association, Chicago, IL.

Erikson, R. S. (1979). The SRC panel data and mass political attitudes. British Journal 
of Political Science, 9, 89-114.

Erikson, R. S., MacKuen, M. B., & Stimson, J. A. (2002). The macro polity. New 
York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Erikson, R. S., & Tedin, K. L. (2005). American public opinion: Its origins, content, 
and impact (7th ed.). New York, NY: Pearson.

Feldman, S. (1988). Structure and consistency in public opinion: The role of core 
beliefs and values. American Journal of Political Science, 32, 416-440.

Fiorina, M. P. (2005). Culture war? The myth of a polarized America. New York, 
NY: Pearson.

Fiorina, M. P., Abrams, S. A., & Pope, J. C. (2008). Polarization in the American 
public: Misconceptions and misreadings. Journal of Politics, 70, 556-560.

Goren, P. (2004). Political sophistication and policy reasoning: A reconsideration. 
American Journal of Political Science, 48, 462-478.

Green, D. P., & Citrin, J. (1994). Measurement error and the structure of attitudes: 
Are positive and negative judgments opposite? American Journal of Political 
Science, 38, 256-281.

Green, D. P., & Palmquist, B. (1990). Of artifacts and partisan instability. American 
Journal of Political Science, 34, 872-902.

Green, D. P., & Palmquist, B. (1994). How stable is party identification? Political 
Behavior, 16, 437-466.

Green, D. P., Palmquist, B., & Schickler, E. (2002). Partisan hearts and minds. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Heath, A., Evans, G., & Martin, J. (1994). The measurement of core beliefs and val-
ues: The development of balanced socialist/laissez faire and libertarian/authori-
tarian scales. British Journal of Political Science, 24, 115-132.

Hetherington, M. J. (2001). Resurgent mass partisanship: The role of elite polariza-
tion. American Political Science Review, 95, 619-631.

Jackson, J. E. (1983). The systematic beliefs of the mass public: Estimating policy 
preferences with survey data. Journal of Politics, 45, 840-865.

Jennings, M. K. (1992). Ideological thinking among mass publics and political elites. 
Public Opinion Quarterly, 56, 419-441.

Judd, C., & Milburn, M. A. (1980). The structure of attitude systems in the gen-
eral public: Comparisons of a structural equation model. American Sociological 
Review, 45, 627-643.

Kenny, D. A. (1979). Correlation and causality. New York, NY: Wiley.
Kenny, D. A., & Kashy, D. A. (1992). Analysis of the multitrait-multimethod matrix 

by confirmatory factor analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 112, 165-172.
Krosnick, J. A. (1991). The stability of political preferences: Comparisons of sym-

bolic and nonsymbolic attitudes. American Journal of Political Science, 35, 
547-576.

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


446	 American Politics Research 44(3)

Krosnick, J. A., Boninger, D. S., Chuang, Y. C., Berent, M. K., & Carnot, C. G. 
(1993). Attitude strength: One construct or many related constructs? Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 65, 1132-1151.

Levendusky, M. (2009). The partisan sort: How liberals became democrats and con-
servatives became republicans. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Lupia, A., & McCubbins, M. D. (1998). The democratic dilemma: Can citizens learn 
what they need to know? New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Luskin, R. C. (1987). Measuring political sophistication. American Journal of 
Political Science, 31, 856-899.

MacKuen, M. B., Erikson, R. S., & Stimson, J. A. (1992). Peasants or bankers: The 
American electorate and the U.S. economy. American Political Science Review, 
86, 597-611.

Markus, G. B., & Converse, P. E. (1979). A dynamic simultaneous equation model of 
electoral choice. American Political Science Review, 73, 1055-1070.

Marsh, H. W. (1989). Confirmatory factor analyses of multitrait-multimethod data: 
Many problems and a few solutions. Applied Psychological Measurement, 13, 
335-361.

Marsh, H. W., & Grayson, D. (1995). Latent variable models of multitrait-mul-
timethod data. In R. H. Hoyle (Ed.), Structural equation modeling: Concepts, 
issues, and applications (pp. 177-198). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Norpoth, H., & Lodge, M. (1985). The difference between attitudes and nonattitudes 
in the mass public: Just measurements. American Journal of Political Science, 
29, 291-307.

Nussbeck, F. W., Eid, M., & Lischetzke, T. (2006). Analysing multitrait-multimethod 
data with structural equation models for ordinal variables applying the WLSMV 
estimator: What sample size is needed for valid results? British Journal of 
Mathematical and Statistical Psychology, 59, 195-213.

Perez, E. O. (2009). Lost in translation? Item validity in bilingual political surveys. 
Journal of Politics, 71, 1530-1548.

Perez, E. O. (2011). The origins and implications of language effects in multilin-
gual surveys: A mimic approach with application to Latino political attitudes. 
Political Analysis, 19, 434-454.

Perez, E. O., & Hetherington, M. J. (2014). Authoritarianism in black and white: 
Testing the cross-racial validity of the child rearing scale. Political Analysis, 22, 
398-412.

Saris, W. E., & Sniderman, P. M. (2004). Studies in public opinion: Attitudes, non-
attitudes, measurement error, and change. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press.

Saris, W. E., & Van Meurs, A. (1990). Evaluation of measurement instruments by 
meta-analysis of multitrait multimethod studies. Budapest, Hungary: Eotvos 
University Press.

Scherpenzeel, A., & Saris, W. E. (2007). Longitudinal models in the behavioral and 
related sciences. In K. van Montfort, J. Oud, & A. Satorra (Eds.), Multitrait-
multimethod models for longitudinal research (pp. 381-402). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum.

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/


Freeze and Montgomery	 447

Sniderman, P. M., Brody, R. A., & Tetlock, P. E. (1991). Reasoning and choice: 
Explorations in political psychology. New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press.

Stimson, J. A. (1975). Belief systems: Constraint, complexity, and the 1972 election. 
American Journal of Political Science, 19, 393-417.

Stimson, J. A. (2004). Tides of consent: How public opinion shapes American poli-
tics. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Sullivan, J. L., & Feldman, S. (1979). Multiple indicators: An introduction. Beverly 
Hills, CA: SAGE.

Sullivan, J. L., Piereson, J., & Marcus, G. E. (1978). Ideological constraint in the mass 
public: A methodological critique and some new findings. American Journal of 
Political Science, 22, 223-249.

Theriault, S. M. (2008). Party polarization in congress. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press.

van der Veld, W. M., & Saris, W. E. (2005, July). A unified model for the survey 
response process. Paper presented at the European Association for Survey 
Research, Barcelona, Spain.

Wiley, D. E., & Wiley, J. A. (1970). The estimation of error in panel data. American 
Sociological Review, 35, 112-117.

Wu, C.-H., & Chen, L. H. (2010). Examining dual meanings of items in 2 × 2 
achievement goal questionnaires through MTMM modeling and MDS approach. 
Educational and Psychological Measurement, 70, 305-322.

Zaller, J. R. (1992). The nature and origins of mass opinion. New York, NY: 
Cambridge University Press.

Zaller, J. R., & Feldman, S. (1992). A simple theory of the survey response: Answering 
questions and revealing preferences. American Journal of Political Science, 36, 
579-616.

Author Biographies

Melanie Freeze received her PhD (2012) in political science at Duke Univeristy and 
taught as a visiting assistant professor of Government at Wesleyan University for the 
2012-2013 academic year. Her research focuses on political psychology and political 
behavior.

Jacob M. Montgomery is an assistant professor of political science at Washington 
University in St. Louis. His research in political methodology and American politics 
has been published in journals including the American Journal of Political Science, 
Political Analysis, and Political Behavior.

 at WASHINGTON UNIV SCHL OF MED on May 17, 2016apr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://apr.sagepub.com/

