VALUES AND THE VOTE: LINKING ISSUE
INTERPRETATIONS TO THE PROCESS
OF CANDIDATE CHOICE

By Dhavan V. Shah, David Dombke, and Daniel B. Wackman

| This study explores how “moral” issues interact with individuals’ core ’
values to influence the mental processes involved in choosing among
candidates. Drawing upon three major domains of research — (1) con-
\ struct activation and framing; (2) values and the self; and (3) decision
making — we examine how individuals interpret electoral issues and the
influence of these evaluations on the process of electoral choice. The same
research design was used with three subpopulations —military reservists,
ROTC student members, and undergraduate students — expected to be
differentially involved with two issues in the study, abortion and gays in
the military. Subjects were presented simulated newspaper articles
| about an election contest and asked to make a candidate choice. Findings
indicate that an individual’s interpretation of issues —as either ethical or
material in nature — is strongly related to differences in the type of
decision-making strategy used, cven after accounting for a variety of
demographic, orientational, and issue importance variables.

While many have speculated about the role of “moral” issues — for
example, abortion, school prayer, and gay rights - in electoral contests, few
scholars have adequately considered how such issues interact with individu-
als’ core values to influence the mental processes involved in choosing
among candidates.! As Price and Tewksbury argue, “particularly important,
but rarely examined, is the prospect that people have chronically accessible
goals, values, and motivations that help structure their thinking and inform
their evaluations across numerous topical domains and situations.”? In this
article we explore how the process of candidate selection is influenced by
individuals’ appraisals of a political information environment — that is, we
examine how cognitive and motivational factors work together to shape
individuals’ evaluations of political issues and, in turn, how these evalua-
tions foster particular patterns of electoral decision making.

These relationships particularly need examination due to the devel-
opment of “public journalism” projects, which often provide “issue-ori-
ented” electoral coverage.’ A central expectation of these efforts is that a
citizenry informed by media focus on issues will be more likely to make
voting decisions based on campaign positions.* If so, research on thelinkages
among media coverage of issues, individuals’ evaluations of issues, and
voters’ decision-making strategies becomes more important. In thisresearch,
we argue that individuals who interpret an issue in ethical terms focus
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attention centrally on this issue, due to the issue’s close relation to their core
values. As aresult, they are motivated to achieve a match between their own
position and the candidates’ stated positions on that issue, leading to a
decision-making strategy in which the ethically interpreted issue serves as
the over-riding criterion of choice. To test this theory, we systematically
altered a single issue — which varied in the ethical dimensions emphasized in
media coverage — across two otherwise constant political information envi-
ronments to create parallel examinations of how voters process, interpret,
and use issue information in choosing among candidates. In addition, to
increase confidence in the study of individuals’ cognitive activities, we used
two different measures to examine voters’ decision-making processes.

For this study, three differing subpopulations were used — military
reservists, ROTC student members, and university undergraduate students.
These groups were selected for three reasons: (1) they were expected to vary
in the degree of involvement with two key issues included in this study’s
design, abortion and gays in the military; (2) they were expected to differ in
their ideological orientation towards these issues; (3) when pooled, they
increased variation on several potentially confounding factors suggested by
previous rescarch in political communication. Using the same research
design with these three populations, then, provides a thorough examination
of the linkages between individual evaluations of issues and the process of
decision making as subjects “vote” for candidates in a simulated election.

.| T rrTTrrrrT T e
Literature

. During the past three decades, political communication research has
Review

undergone a “cognitive revolution” as scholars increasingly examine how
people perceive, store, process, recall, and use political information.® Much
of this research reflects a grounding in schema theory, which posits that
based on experience, people organize their perceptions of the environment
into cognitive knowledge structures — that is, mental compartments of
information. Once activated, schemata facilitate and shape the processing of
information, thereby providing the raw materials upon which individuals
form evaluations and come to understand their social environments.®

Drawing from this perspective, insight into the relations between
cognition, motivation, and voters’ evaluations of issues and decision making
may be gained from three domains of research: (a) scholarship on construct
activation and framing; (b) social psychological research on the role of values
and the self in evaluation and judgment; and (c) research on choice processes.

Construct Activation and Framing. Research suggests a number of
factors influence which schema is used to guide information processing and
decision making - frequency and recency of schema use, information pro-
cessing objectives, and prior knowledge and expectations.” According to this
perspective, individuals donotdraw uponall applicable cognitive constructs
to guide information processing; rather, people tend to over-sample “acces-
sible” schema. For familiar objects, the relevant schema are highly, some-
times even chronically, accessible.  When objects are more ambiguous,
however, no schema are readily activated, forcing a search for relevant
Cognitions.’s In such instances, context may help identify relevant cognitive
structures to guide information processing and judgment.” Using somewhat
different terminology, Zaller and Feldman argue that textual cues may
activate certain “considerations,” which interact with a person’s political
predispositions to guide the construction of attitudes.!
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Similarly, scholars concerned with the sociology of news construction
assert that media framing ~by organizing and ordering audience perceptions
through inclusion and exclusion of certain messages - is crucial to establish-
ing the range of criteria for understanding, debating, and resolving social
issues.'" For example, in research on “value-choice” frames, Ball-Rokeach
and colleagues assert that emphasis on particular values in media coverage
shapes policy debates about social issues as political groups attempt “to
legitimate to themselves and to communicate to others why their choice is
more moral or competent than their opponents’.”'? Media constructions, in
turn, serve as a heuristic for members of the broader public, who often
understand issues in terms of the values presented. Together, these psycho-
logical and sociological perspectives suggest that media messages are often
constructed in ways that may activate particular cognitive structures and
associated values, which then become more likely to serve as the basis for
processing and evaluating encountered information.

Neuman, Just, and Crigler contend, however, thatindividuals “do not
slavishly follow the framing of issues presented in the mass media”; rather,
people “actively filter, sort, and reorganize information in personally mean-
ingful ways in constructing an understanding of public issues.”"* This
perspective is supported by scholars examining the relationship between
framing and individual cognitions within the context of decision making.'*
For example, Shah, Domke, and Wackman, working from a motivational
perspective, examined linkages between media messages and voting behav-
ior; they conclude that the influence of frames is mediated by which aspect of
an individual’s self-concept is activated during information processing.'®

These perspectives, then, suggest that values and the self-concept
should receive greater consideration when examining the linkages between
media coverage of political issues, individual cognitions, and decision-
making processes.

Values and the Self. Recently, some political communication scholars
have called for a re-emphasis on functional or motivational perspectives,
which posit that certain cognitions “allow individuals to successfully execute
specific plans and achieve particular goals.”'® In recognizing the re-emer-
gence of motivational approaches, Fiske and Taylor describe individuals as
“motivated tacticians” with “multiple cognitive strategies available”; that s,
an individual may choose strategies in the interests of accuracy, speed, social
adaptability, ego defense, or value expression.'”

Particularly relevant may be perspectives exploring psychological
phenomena that function to demonstrate, maintain, and express individuals’
underlying morals, ethics, and values. Research suggests that individuals’
understanding of political issues is formed by the values they are trying to
express with regard to particular policies.'® For example, a number of
scholars contend thatissues viewed in “moral” terms, such as abortion, have
symbolic importance for individuals who wish to declare their values to the
broader community.!” Similarly, Domke and Shah contend that voters form
different psychological linkages with issues based upon their core values; in
turn, these “issue interpretations” influence how much, as well as what,
information is processed in reaching a decision.?

These insights, then, suggest that the expression of values in voting
may be a means for individuals to verify and affirm their self-conception.”
As Tetlock argues, “people find it dissonant and threatening to their self-
esteem to acknowledge that they are capable of cold-blooded trade-off
decisions that require compromising basic values.”?* Little research, how-
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ever, examines these issues in political contexts, particularly the impact of
core values, ethics, and morals in shaping the process by which voters make
decisions.

Choice Processes. A great deal of research examines the process of
decision making from a cognitive perspective.”* Researchers concerned with
choice processes commonly assume that decisions are based upon the will-
ingness to “trade off more of one valued attribute against less of another
valued attribute” to determine which alternative has the greatest overall
worth?* In this compensatory model, positive and negative evaluations on
multiple criteria can balance or offset one another. With its weighting and
summing of attributes, the compensatory model shares some theoretical
commonality with the spatial theory of voting, a central model of electoral
choice for the past four decades.”

Both the compensatory model and spatial theory have been criticized,
in part because of their assumptions of highly calculative decision makers.?
Hence, noncompensatory strategies, in which a positive evaluation on one
attribute cannot offset a negative evaluation on another, have also been
theorized.?” In a noncompensatory strategy, “trade-offs may not be made
explicitly in many cases” because a single over-riding criterion may serve as
the basis for choice® In sum, a number of decision-making strategies have
been identified, most of which fall under the broad rubrics of either compen-
satory or noncompensatory processing.?

R - T T T -
Research

Hypothesis

This research explores the relationship between individuals® issue
interpretations and the process of decision making. Several scholars, includ-
ing Ball-Rokeach et al. and Zaller, suggest that voters’ decision making may
be influenced by which values are activated by the issues present in media
coverage.™ In turn, activated values seem likely to influence individual
interpretations, since values function as a heuristic device for a wide variety
of individuals - from the politically unsophisticated to the politically knowl-
edgeable.

Based upon conceptual distinctions developed by Shah, Domke, and
Wackman, we contend that voters may have distinct interpretations of issues
based on the activation of particular cognitions. Individuals who assign an
ethical interprefation to an issue form an understanding of the issue that is
grounded in concerns for human rights, civil rights, religious morals, or
personal principles. Individuals who assign a material interpretation to an
issue form an understanding of the issue that is grounded in economics,
expedience, practicality, or personal self-interest.>! As theorized by Snyder
and DeBono and Monroe, cognitive structures related to moral or ethical
values arelikely to be closely related to one’s self-conception and thus be both
highly accessible and particularly functional.*

We posit that individuals with an ethical interpretation of anissue will
place that issue in the center of their evaluation of a political environment
because their sense of ethics or morals is critical to maintaining their self-
conception. In evaluating a set of candidates, then, individuals with an
ethical interpretation of an issue will first consider each candidate’s position
onthatissue. Asaresult, these individuals are motivated to focus on an over-
riding attribute, shaping the manner in which information is processed while
they arrive ata candidate decision. Therefore, voters with anethical interpre-
tation of at least one issue seem likely to use a noncompensatory decision-
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making process: i.e., candidates who do not share a voter’s ethical position
may be eliminated or, in a more simplified approach, the vote may be
determined solely on that issue. As suggested by Swann and Tetlock, this
type of process seems particularly likely when individuals face a choice that
has implications for whether they perceive themselves as moral and prin-
cipled, or, conversely, as compromising basic values.”

On the other hand, we posit that individuals with a material interpre-
tation of an issue probably do not link the issue to their sense of self with the
same intensity as issues tied to ethics or morals, even though the issue may
have personal consequences. As a result, when candidates are evaluated on
the basis of issues interpreted in material terms, individuals are likely to
allow candidates’ stands on various issues to balance or offset one another
because these voters are not strongly motivated to achieve a match between
their position on any single issue and the candidates’ stands. Therefore, in
the absence of an issue interpreted in ethical terms, individuals will be more
likelv to use multiple criteria, resulting in more even and extensive - i.e.,
compensatory — decision making,.

Voters’ decision-making styles may be explained, however, by several
variables suggested by research in political behavior.** These variables,
primarily studied in relation to voting oufcomes, may influence the process of
decision making as well. Specifically, variables that need to be examined
include features of individuals such as age, gender, and education, and
personal orientations such as political party affiliation, public affairs media
use, issue involvement, and religiosity. The theoretical relationship also may
be attenuated by the importance attached to issues, including the number of
issues considered important. Further, scholars also have suggested that
individuals whoare more ideologically conservative may use less cognitively
complex strategies when evaluating and integrating information.” While
these factors may influence voters’ decision making, we argue thatindividu-
als on both sides of the political continuum will use a noncompensatory
decision-making approach if they form an ethical interpretation of a political
issue. Therefore, we posit that the relationship between individuals’ interpre-
tations of issues and their decision-making processes will remain robusteven
after controlling for such variables. Accordingly, we now state the rescarch
hypothesis:

RH: Individuals with an ethical interpretation of a
political environment will be highly likely to use a
nonconpensatory decision-making strategy, and individuals
with a material interpretation of a political environment will
be highly likely to use a compensatory decision-making strat-
egy, even after controlling for demographic variables, orien-
tational characteristics, and importance of the issues.

Method

This study, part of a broader research program, attempts to identify
underlying issue interpretations and decision-making strategies by examin-
ing how voters in distinctly different populations evaluate political issues. In
this study the same research design was used with three subpopulations
expected to differ on several relevant variables. Specifically, we collected
data from 191 active-duty and reserve naval military personnel in a large
midwestern cily, 65 student members of an ROTC unit at a large university
in the same city, and 156 undergraduate students at the same institution.™ Of
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the military reservists, 85% were men; ages ranged relatively evenly between
18 and 54; and 85% of subjects had attended at least some college. Of the
ROTC members, 87% were men and 92% were between the ages of 18 and 25.
Of the undergraduate students, 41% were men and 90% were between the
ages of 18 and 25.

Research Design. The core of this research strategy is the controlled
presentation of political information environments. Each environment in
this study contained the contrasting views of three candidates on four issues,
presented as newspaper articles in a format consistent with recent “issue-
oriented” electoral media coverage.¥” The study’s design allowed for concur-
rent testing of the research hypothesis across two environments. Each
environment contained an issue with ethical dimensions: one environment
contained an article on the issue of abortion, the other contained an article on
the issue of gays in the military. Both environments also contained articles on
the issues of economy, education, and health care. Thus, each political
environment, by containing an issue that was expected to be interpreted in
ethical terms by some subjects, allowed for replication of tests of the hypoth-
esis within the study.

We expected individuals would ascribe ethical interpretations to
abortion and gays in the military because both have been publicly debated as
issues of rights and morals and were framed in a similar manner in this study.
Abortion was expected to be a particularly powerful social-moral issue, for
two reasons: (1) its duration as an important issue in American politics for
more than twenty years; (2) the divisiveness of its value conflict, since
abortion is generally viewed as a clash between the sanctity of life and per-
sonal liberty, in this case the freedom of individuals to control their bodies
and to make self-relevant decisions. For this study, we purposefully selected
a second issue, gays in the military, that differed from abortion on these two
important dimensions: (1) it is a more recent social-moral issue, having
emerged in American politics only within the past few years; (2) it provides
a fundamentally different and potentially less-powerful value conflict, with
a clash between viewing homosexuality as an objectionable and deviant
lifestyle and viewing homosexuals as a social group deserving of equality
and freedom from discrimination. That these two issues differ substantially
regarding their duration in American politics and the ethical dimensions in
conflict provides a broader test of the potential generalizability of our theory.

A particular advantage of selecting abortion and gays in the military
is that the subpopulations in the sample were expected to be ditferentially
involved with these issues. Specifically, military personnel, who were
directly affected by the change in government policy, were expected to be the
most highly involved with the issue of gays in the military, while students,
due to the higher proportion of women and the sexual activity associated
with a college setting, were expected to be the most highly involved with the
issue of abortion. ROTC members, as primarily male students not yet serving
as military personnel, were expected to be moderately involved with both
issues. Despite these differences, however, individuals’ evaluations of both
abortion and gays in the military were expected to have considerable impact
on their processing of information. Each of the three remaining issues,
economy, education, and health care, were expected to receive a material
interpretation because they have been publicly discussed in primarily eco-
nomic or pragmatic terms and were framed in a similar manner in this study.

A former professional journalist wrote articles for the political cam-
paign. In the articles, a number of possible confounding variables (e.g.
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candidates’ political party affiliation, gender, age, educational and occupa-
tional background, and subject familiarity with candidates) were controlled
and steps were taken to ensure that no candidate or issue received greater
prominence.® Thus, this research design carefully controlled a variety of
variables that may influence voters’ issue interpretations and decision mak-
ing, thereby maximizing internal validity in considering the theorized rela-
tionship.

Subjects in each subpopulation were randomly assigned to one of the
two political environments. Each subject read the newspaper articles, then
filled out the questionnaire described below. Most subjects took thirty-five
to fifty minutes to complete the materials.

Questionnaire. After reading the articles, subjects completed a ques-
tionnaire about their “voting” process. Measures were developed to identify
subjects’ use of compensatory or noncompensatory decision-making strate-
gies. A compensatory process is a multiple-criteria approach in which
individuals weigh candidates’ stands on each relevant issue to calculate
which candidate, overall, is the best choice. A noncompensatory process is
an over-riding criterion approach in which individuals initially focus on one
or two issues, which are used either to make the voting choice or to narrow
the field of candidates.

Two very different approaches were used to measure the decision-
making strategy used. The first measure was a series of open-ended ques-
tions asking subjects to describe their decision-making process in choosing a
candidate:

« Please describe, as completely as possible, how you
arrived at this candidate choice. For example, what compari-
sons, if any, did you make?

* Please explain why you did not choose the other two
candidates.

¢ How did you use the information you were provided?
What information was particularly relevant to you, and what
information did you ignore?

Research suggests that questions about cognitive activities can effec-
tively elicit a “memory dump” if asked immediately after a given task has
been carried out.* Guided by previous research on compensatory and non-
compensatory strategies, responses were content analyzed.® Fifty-three
percent of all subjects receiving the issue of abortion were coded as compen-
satory, compared to 64% of subjects receiving the issue of gays in the
military.

To illustrate the coding for this measure, we have included excerpts
from some subjects that suggested use of either a compensatory or non-
compensatory decision-making strategy:

» Compensatory: “1 agreed with Garrett on three of the
four arguments. | disagreed with his economic plan but itis a
plan I could live with. Even though I believe the economic
aspects of the government are important, 1 found Garrett's
overall stance on issues the most appealing.”
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 Compensatory: “Tused the information to get an overall
feeling for the candidates” problem solving strategies. All
information was equally important and none was ignored,
although possibly some issues were more pivotal in my deci-
sion. I mostly contrasted the opinions of all three against my

”

own.

* Noncompensatory: “Chose Garrett because of his views
of gays in the military. ... I wonder: have either of these [other]
‘gentlemen’ served on a submarine that goes out for 6 months
at a time? . . . Once [ saw the issue of gays in the military,
everything else did not exist!”

* Noncompensatory: “I can’t support any candidate who
believes he can support a law depriving a woman of her right
to religious belief (which to many covers [the right to an]
abortion). .. The information I didn’t really care as much about
was the economy and taxes. Those two situations will always
be dissatisfactory to someone.”

The next part of the questionnaire contained nine statements corre-
sponding to compensatory (four items) or noncompensatory (five items)
aspects of decision making and information processing. Subjects rated their
agreement with the statements using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Following data collection, factor analysis was performed on these
statements for each subpopulation. A confirmatory forced one-factor
solution was computed because the results of previous research
suggested a conceptualization of compensatory and noncompensatory
strategies along a one-dimensional continuum; the statements reflected the
extremes of this continuum, so this approach seemed justified.*" If so,
compensatory and noncompensatory statements should have inverse load-
ings (see Table 1).

As expected, in each population the four compensatory items loaded
strongly negatively and the five noncompensatory items loaded strongly
positively, supporting the conceptualization of decision-making strategies as
one-dimensional. Across all subjects, loadings fell in the range between .48
and .81. This solution accounted for 36.9% of variance in the items among
undergraduate students, 44.5% among ROTC members, and 44.6% among
military personnel.

The responses to the compensatory items were then reverse-coded
and used to build an additive decision-making strategy index.* Among
subjects receiving the issue of abortion, the index correlated .51 with the
open-ended decision-making measure; for individuals receiving the issue of
gays in the military, this correlation was .40.** The strength of these correla-
tions increased confidence that the two dependent measures tapped a similar
construct; conversely, that the correlations were not stronger also suggests
that the dependent measures, in part, tapped different aspects of the con-
struct.

The next measures in the questionnaire asked subjects to rate the
importance in their voting decision of each issue: abortion or gays in the
military, economy, education, and health care. Foreachissue, a 7-point scale
was used, ranging from “not at all important” to “extremely important.”
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TABLE 1
Factor Analyses of Nine Statements Corresponding to Compensatory or
Noncompensatory Decision-Making Strategies

FACTOR LOADINGS
Undergrad ROTC Military
students members personnel

(1) How the candidates stood overall on the issues -.609 -.659 -.692
was more important to me than how they stood
ona particular issue. (compensatory)
(2) T compared candidates only on the issues that 535 725 688
were important to me. (noncompensatory)
(3) I eliminated a candidate because we disagreed 542 634 634
on an issue that was important to me.
{noncompensatory)
(4) I'used all the information provided to make my -.543 -.675 -.673
choice, looking at each candidate’s stand on each
issue. (compensatory)
(5) I eliminated a candidate who did not meet 511 626 586
certain set standards on an issue that was important
to me. (noncompensatory)
(6) I looked for a candidate who agreed with me on 609 690 688
the issue I thought was most important. The candi-
date who was closest to my position on that issue
is the one I voted for. (noncompensatory)
(7) Using all the information, I weighed each candi- -.675 -.811 -.739
date’s stand on each issue before making my final
choice. The candidate who seemed the best overall
is the one I voted for. (compensatory)
(8) All the issues played a role in my decision amongst ~ -.677 -.482 -.592
the candidates; while some issues were given less
consideration than others, all the issues affected my
candidate choice. (compensatory)
(9) Not all the issues factored into my candidate choice; .729 657 705
the decision was based on one or two key issues.
(noncompensatory)

These issue-importance scales also were used to construct an index of
the number of issues considered important. The index was built in three steps.
First, frequencies were run to examine the importance ascribed by subjects to
cach issue. Next, as suggested by these frequencies, subjects reporting an
issue as at least a “6” in importance were assigned a coding of 1; subjects
reporting an issue as less than a “6” in importance were assigned a coding of
0.% These codings were then added together for each subject, producing a
possible range of 0 to 4 important issues.
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Interpretations of the political environments were measured by a pair
of open-ended questions asking subjects to explain which issues were impor-
tant and why they were of concern:

¢ For the issue(s) you regarded as most personally
important, please explain how the issue(s) impact your
life.

* For the issue(s) you regarded as most important to
society, please explain how the issue(s) would impact society.

These measures engaged subjects in a thought-listing procedure that
attempted to tap how the issues related to their personal sense of ethics, their
more broadly construed concerns about society, and their personal life-
situations. Responses were coded as having (a) an ethical interpretation if the
individual explicitly discussed the issue(s) within the framework of human
rights, civil rights, religious morals or personal principles, or (b) a material
interpretation if the individual discussed the issue(s) in terms of economics,
expedience, practicality, or personal self-interest.®® Notably, individuals
could receive a coding of either ethical or material regardless of whether they
discussed the issues in personal terms or in relation to the broader society;
what determined the coding was which concerns — ethical or material - they
emphasized. As guided by our theory, if individuals indicated that they
interpreted the issue(s) on both ethical and material concerns, they were
coded as having an ethical interpretation of the political environment.

To illustrate the coding for this measure, we have included excerpts
from some subjects that suggest either an ethical or material interpretation of
issues in the environment:

® Ethical: I consider this important to me. I have seven
children and take abortion as a direct disobedience to the
teaching of God. . . . It is murder.”

* Ethical: “The right to choose what you do with your
life/body is one of the most important parts of the American
way of life. ... Itis a fundamental right . . . if they take that right
what will stop them from taking others?”

e Ethical: “Gays/military: in my opinion this is a civil
rights issue. The main sense of our country/constitution is
‘liberty and freedom for all.” That doesn’t mean only if  agree
with you, like what I like, etc. If we don’t speak up for all when
in need — who will be there for me when I'm in need?”

e Material: “1 am totally against having gays in the
military. It would work against the morale and cohesiveness

of a unit. . . . The military has not even worked out all the
problems with women yet. How can they deal with this new
issue?”

» Material: “Unwanted pregnancies affect the personal
life economically and . . . mentally; in turn, affects taxpayers
with higher welfare costs.”
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D,
TABLE 2

Interpretations of the Abortion and Gays in the Military Environments

Population 1: Military personnel

ENVIRONMENT
Interpretation of Environment Abortion Gays in Military
Ethical 43% 35%
Material 57% 65%
Totals 100% 100%
(n=86) (n=91)
2-12,d.f=1, ns.
Population 2: ROTC members
ENVIRONMENT
Interpretation of Environment Abortion Gays in Military
Ethical 35% 19%
Material 65% 81%
Totals 100% 100%
(n=34) (n=31)
X2=2.1, d.f.=1, ns.
Population 3: Undergraduate students
ENVIRONMENT
Interpretation of Environment Abortion Gays in Military
Ethical 57% 25%
Material 43% 75%
Totals 100% 100%
(n=74) (n=71)

X2=14.7, d.f.=1, p<.001

A manipulation check examined if, as expected, the altering of
issues and media emphasis upon ethical dimensions produced differences
across the two environments. A crosstab was run between the political
environment subjects received and interpretation of the environment for
each subpopulation.

Data in Table 2 confirm thatindividuals were more likely to ascribe an
ethical interpretation to the political environment containing abortion than to
the environment containing gays in the military, although the differences
were statistically significant only among undergraduate students. In addi-
tion, even though abortion has been discussed consistently by media and
politicians as a “moral” issue and was framed similarly in this study, only
among undergraduate students did a majority of subjects interpret the
abortion environment in this manner. This figure — and the 65% to 81% of
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subjects in each subpopulation who interpreted the gays in the military
environment in primarily material terms — clearly indicate that many people,
even in a controlled research setting, do not automatically accept the media’s
framing of an issue, consistent with what several scholars have argued.*

The last portion of the questionnaire focused on demographic and
orientational variables: gender, age, education, religiosity, political party
affiliation, and public affairs media use.

To avoid omissions, subjects were asked to indicate their age by
selecting one of several standard age breaks. The level of education was
measured in a similar manner, with subjects selecting one of six categories.
Religiosity was determined by subjects” responses on a 5-point scale to the
question, “How important is your religion to you?”; responses ranged from
“not at all important” to “extremely important.” Political party affiliation
was assessed by having subjects indicate whether they considered them-
selves Democrats, independcnt/unafﬁ]iated, or Republicans. An index of
public affairs media use was additively constructed based on four questions
which asked subjects to indicate how often they used broadcast media
(two items) and print media (two items) to gain information about politics or
public affairs in the past week.*”

Finally, an additional variable was constructed to examine the poten-
tial differential involvement of the subpopulations with the issues under
consideration. The subpopulations were coded as 1=students, 2=ROTC
members, and 3=military personnel, with the expectation that students
would be the most involved with the issue of abortion and the least involved
with gays in the military; conversely, military personnel were expected to be
the mostinvolved with the issue of gays in the military and the leastinvolved
with abortion. In each political environment, ROTC members (primarily
male students notyet serving as military personnel) were expected to occupy
a middle position. This variable also allowed examination of whether the
hypothesized relationship was robust across the pooled sample or solely
within one particular subpopulation.

Results

The study’s design allowed for replication of hypothesis tests across
subjects receiving two differing political environments using two distinct
measures of the dependent variable. The hypothesis was tested first at the
zero-order level followed by tests of robustness. All analysis was performed
at the individual level within political environments *

The research hypothesis predicted that individuals with an ethical
interpretation of an environment will be highly likely to use a noncompen-
satory decision-making strategy, and individuals with a material interpreta-
tion of an environment will be highly likely to use a compensatory decision-
making strategy.

For the first test of the hypothesis, crosstabs for each research group
were run within each subpopulation. Specifically, we examined the relation-
ship between individual interpretations of the environment and the decision-
making strategy described in the open-ended measure. The results provide
strong support for the hypothesis (see Table 3).

The figures in Table 3 show a very strong relationship between issue
interpretation and subjects’ decision-making processes. Among individuals
with an ethical interpretation of the political environment, about three-
fourths or more used a noncompensatory decision-making strategy in five of
six cases across the subpopulations. Further, about three-fourths of subjects
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TABLE 3

Interpretation of Environment by Open-Ended Measure of Decision-Making Strateqy

Population 1: Military personnel

Environment 1: Abortion

Strategy Material Ethical
Used Interpretation Interpretation
Compensatory 9% 22%,
Noncompensatory 8% 78%
Totals 100% (n=49) 100% (n=37)

X2=44.0, d.f.=1, p<.001

Population 2: ROTC members

Environment 1: Abortion

Strategy Material Ethical
Used Interpretation Interpretation
Compensatory 90% 8%
Noncompensatory 10% 92%
Totals 100% (n=21) 1009 (n=12)

X?=21.6, d.f.=1, p<.001

Population 3: Undergraduate students

Environment 1: Abortion

Strategy Material Ethical
Used Interpretation Interpretation
Compensatory 61% 26%
Noncompensatory 39% 749
Totals 100% (1=33) 1009, (n=42)

X?=9.0, d.f.=1, p<.01

Environment 2: Gays/military

Material Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation
77% 25%

23Y% 75%

100% (n=57) 100% (n=32)

X?=23.0, d.f.=1, p<.001

Environment 2: Gays/military

Material Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation
60% 17%

407, 83%

100% (n=25) 100% (1=6)

X*=3.6, d.f.=1, p=.056

Environment 2: Gays/military

Material Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation
83% 53%

17% 47%

100% (n=52) 100% (1=17)

X?=6.1, d.f.=1, p<.03

with a material interpretation used a compensatory decision-making strategy

in four of six cases.

For a second test of the hypothesis, t-tests were run with the decision-
making strategy index as the dependent variable. Within each subpopula-
tion, means of subjects with an ethical interpretation of the political environ-
ment were compared to subjects with a material interpretation of the same

environment (see Table 4).

The pattern of results across the subpopulations again provides
support for the hypothesis: the mean index scores indicate individuals with
an ethical interpretation of the political environment were more likely to use
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TABLE 4
Interpretation of Environment by Mean Decision-Making Strategy Index Scores

Population 1: Military personnel

Environment 1: Abortion Environment 2: Gays/military
Material Ethical Material Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
Index mean 20.3 28.1 21.6 25.9
Totls (49 ) =) ()
1=5.06, p<.001 t=2.83, p<.01

Population 2: ROTC members

Environment 1: Abortion Environment 2: Gays/military
Material Ethical Material Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
Index mean 18.4 28.3 21.3 252
Towls =2 =) =29 (e
t=4.54, p<.001 t=1.20, p=.12

Population 3: Undergraduate students

Environment 1: Abortion Environment 2: Gays/military
Material Ethical Material Ethical
Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation Interpretation
Index mean 208 27.0 23.7 25.8
Tows @) e ey 1)
=4.64, p<.001 +=1.30, p=.10

a noncompensatory strategy, while individuals with a material interpretation
of the environment were more likely to use a compensatory strategy (although
differences were not statistically significant in all cases).

Results in Tables 2, 3, and 4 also shed light on the differential roles of
abortion and gays in the military in individuals’ issue interpretations and
decision making. As stated earlier, we expected abortion to be a more
powerful social-moral issue than gays in the military. Two components
reflected in the tables support this perspective. First, as revealed by the
manipulation check, a greater percentage of subjects formed an ethical
interpretation of the abortion environment than of the gays in the military
environment. The difference was greatest among undergraduate students:
57% formed an ethical interpretation in the abortion environment, compared
to 25% in the gays in the military environment; comparable figures for
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R
TABLE 5
Difference in Use of a Noncompensatory Decision-Making Strategy
between Ethical Interpreters and Material Interpreters for Each Environment

Open-Ended Measure Strategy Index
Abortion Gays/Military Abortion Gays/Military
Subpopulation Environment Environment Environment Environment
Military personnel 70% 52% 7.8 43
(n=86) (n=89) (n=86) (n=91)
ROTC members 82% 43% 9.9 3.9
(n=33) (n=31) (n=34) (n=30)
Undergrad students 35% 30% 6.2 21
(n=75) (n=69) (n=74) (n=71)

ROTC members were 35% (abortion) and 19% (gays in the military). Notably,
the gap in an ethical issue interpretation was smallest among military
personnel —43% in the abortion environment compared to 35% in the gays in
the military.

Secondly, the difference between ethical interpreters and material
interpreters in their use of a noncompensatory decision-making strategy was
consistently greater in the abortion environment than in the gays in the
military environment. The pattern of differences can be determined by
performing the following calculation: subtract the percentage of material
interpreters using a noncompensatory strategy from the percentage of
ethical interpreters using a noncompensatory strategy in each subtable of
Table 3. For example, among military personnel in the abortion environ-
ment, 8% of material interpreters used a noncompensatory strategy com-
pared to 78% of ethical interpreters, a difference of 70%. A similar
subtractive process was performed with the mean index scores in Table 4.
Figures were calculated for each subpopulation in the two political environ-
ments.

In all comparisons, differences in the abortion environment between
ethical interpreters and material interpreters in use of a noncompensatory
strategy were greater than differences in the gays in the military environment
and, in most instances, substantially greater (see Table 5).

Despite the differing impact of these issues, though, the relationship
between issue interpretation and voters’ decision-making strategies was
consistently supported across the three subpopulations, thereby providing
strong support for our theory. To assess whether these findings were
nonetheless a result of common association with other factors considered
likely to influence the voting process, we performed tests of robustness that
controlled for a host of demographic, orientational, and issue importance
factors.

For tests of robustness, the three subpopulations were pooled. This
was done for three reasons: (1) to increase variance on potentially confound-
ing variables that were homogeneous within specific subpopulations; (2)
consistently similar results were found across all three subpopulations at the
zero-order level; (3) the small sample size would not have allowed regression
analysis of the ROTC members. Thirteen independent variables were then
grouped in four conceptually distinct blocks: block one consisted of demo-
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TABLE 6
Regression of the Decision-Making Strateqy Measures on Relevant Variables
for Subjects in the Environment with Abortion

Open-Ended? Strategy Index?
Final Beta® Change in R? Final Beta© Change in R?
Demographics 08** 06*
Age 11 25%
Gender -.02 .02
Education -.10 =11
Orientational .03 .03
Religiosity .05 -.03
Political party aftil. -.02 .08
Group involvement  -.12 -03
Public affairs media  -.07 -.10
Issue importance A7 a1
Abortion 16 -.05
Economy -.03 -11
Education -.01 -14
Health care -12 -14
Number impt. issues .01 13
Issue interpretation 16 16"
Environment Interp. 47" 48**
Total R? 44r 360
(n=172) (n=171)
Notes:

2 Coded as O=compensatory, 1=noncompensatory.
® Compensatorv=low, noncompensatory=high.
¢ Beta weights from final regression equation with all blocks of variables included.

* p<.05
= p<01
** p<.001

graphic characteristics (gender, age, education); block two consisted of
personal orientation variables (religiosity, subject group involvement, politi-
cal party affiliation, public affairs media use); block three consisted of issue
importance variables (importance ascribed to each issue, number of issues
considered important); and block four consisted solely of issue interpretation
(coded as O=material, 1=ethical).

For subjects in each environment, these blocks were entered in se-
quential multiple regressions with the open-ended decision-making strategy
measure and decision-making strategy index alternately serving as the
dependent variables.*” Withinblocks, variables were entered simultaneously.
Analysis was performed in this manner for two reasons: (1) to examine
whether the hypothesized relationship remained robust when simulta-
neously controlling for a variety of variables which may provide possible
alternative explanations; (2) to examine if issue interpretation explained
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additional varignce in decision making beyond that accounted for by variables
conventionally found to influence voting behavior.

For the first test of robustness, regressions were run with each deci-
sion-making measure for individuals receiving the political environment
with abortion. Aspredicted, an ethical interpretation of the environment was
related to use of a noncompensatory strategy and a material interpretation of
the environment was linked to use of a compensatory strategy even after
accounting for the influence of demographic, orientational, and issue impor-
tance variables (see Table 6).

The data in Table 6 reveal that the traditional variables did account for
a substantial amount of variance in the decision-making measures: variables
included in the first three blocks explained a combined 28% of variance in the
open-ended measure and 20% in the strategy index. Consistent with the
perspective offered by many researchers, a particularly significant variable
block was issue importance, although its contribution diminished substan-
tially once issue interpretation was added to the equation.

Three points should be noted about the relationship between issue
interpretation and decision making in the abortion environment. First, as
indicated by the change in R-square, issue interpretation explained a large
amount of additional variance in subjects’ decision-making strategies — 16%
in each dependent measure — beyond that accounted for by the three previ-
ously entered variable blocks. Second, the robustness of this relationship is
further supported by the standardized betas of .47 and .48 for the interpreta-
tion variable, indicating that when simultaneously controlling for all other
independent variables, interpretation of the political environment remained
a powerful predictor of an individual’s decision-making strategy. Third,
interpretation of the environment was the only variable significantly related
to decision making across both dependent measures. In short, itis clear that
in a political environment with a powerful social-moral issue, such as
abortion, an individual’s interpretation of the issues in either ethical or
material terms exerts a major influence on the voting process.

In contrast, gays in the military appears to be a less powerful social-
moral issue, as suggested earlier and supported by tests of the hypothesis at
the zero order. However, if the relationship between issue interpretation and
decision making remains robust with an issue of much shorter duration in
American politicsand involving considerably different values in conflict, this
would lend substantial support to our theory. For asecond test of robustness,
then, regressions with each decision-making measure were run among
subjects receiving the political environment with gays in the military. As
predicted, the relationship between issue interpretation and decision making
endured even after accounting for the influence of demographic, orienta-
tional, and issue importance variables (see Table 7).

Again, as shown in Table 7, the conventional variables did
account for a substantial amount of variance in the decision-making
measures: the variables included in the first three blocks explained a
combined 30% of variance in the open-ended measure and 22% of variance
in the strategy index. Consistent with results among subjects receiving the
abortion environment, a particularly important variable block was issue
importance.

Several points are noteworthy regarding the relationship between
issue interpretation and decision making in the gays in the military environ-
ment. First, the amount of additional variance in the decision-making
measures explained by interpretation of the political environment (5% and
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TABLE 7
Regression of the Decision-Making Strateqy Measures on Relevant Variables
for Subjects in the Environment with Gays in the Military

Open-Ended? Strategy Index®
Final Beta® Change in R? Final Beta® Change in R?
Demographics .00 .03
Age -09 02
Gender .05 .02
Education -01 - 17
Qrientational .09** .02
Religiosity -.16* -12
Political party affil. .06 01
Group involvement 22* 01
Public affairs media .10 02
Issue importance 21 17
Gays in military 19 05
Economy =12 -.07
Education -.03 -15
Health care -24* -19
Number impt. issues .00 -10
Issue interpretation 05** 02*
Environment [nterp.  .24™ 17
Total R? .35%** 25%**
(n=175) (n=178)

Notes:

2 Coded as 0=compensatory, 1=noncompensatory.

b Compensatory=low, noncompensatory=high.

¢ Beta weights from final regression equation with all blocks of variables included.

* p<.05
*k p<.01
** p<.001

2%) was much less than among subjects receiving the issue of abortion (16%
in each measure). Second, the standardized betas indicating the strength of
the relationship between subjects’ interpretations of the political milieu and
the decision-making strategy (.24 and .17) were substantially smaller than the
corresponding betas (.47 and .48) among subjects receiving the environment
with abortion. Nevertheless, for individuals receiving the less-powerful
social-moral issue of gays in the military, the relation between issue interpre-
tation and decision making meets the test of statistical significance across both
dependent measures even after controlling a host of alternative explanatory
variables. This provides considerable support for the underlying theoretical
relationship.

Finally, we conducted some additional analysis to examine the popu-
lar wisdom that voting based heavily upon one or two issues - i.e.,
noncompensatory decision making —is not widespread but rather is concen-
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T T T T T
TABLE 8
Difference in Use of a Noncompensatory Decision-Making Strategy
between Ethical Interpreters and Material Interpreters
for Individuals Varying in Religiosity and Political Party Affiliation

Open-Ended Measure Strategy Index
Low High Low High
Party Affiliation Religiosity Religiosity Religiosity Religiosity
Democrat 51% 42% 5.4 35
(n=62) (n=43) (n=62) (n=42)
Unaffil. / 59% 63% 6.7 9.0
independent (n=87) (n=51) (n=88) (n=51)
Republican 33% 52% 34 5.2
(n=44) (n=67) (n=45) (n=68)

trated primarily among conservatives, particularly religious conservatives.
To examine this question, we constructed a typology based upon subjects’
religiosity and political party affiliation. The typology was constructed in
three steps. First, subjects reporting their religious faith as at least a 4"
(“substantially important”) on the five-point religiosity scale were coded as
“high religiosity,” while subjects reporting their religious faith as a “3”
(“moderately important”) or lower were coded as “low religiosity.” Next,
these codings were combined with subjects’ reported political party affilia-
tion (Democrat, independent/ unaffiliated, or Republican) to create a six-cell
typology. Subjects in the two political environments were then pooled to
achieve reasonable cell sizes.

Two points should be made about the typology. First, subjects in the
two political environments were distributed relatively evenly across the
cells. Second, the percentage of subjects with an ethical interpretation of an
environment was fairly consistent across the different types of people,
ranging from 30% among both highly religious Democrats and low-religios-
ity Republicans to 45% among low-religiosity Democrats.

We then examined the difference between ethical interpreters and
material interpreters in their use of a noncompensatory decision-making
strategy separately for each type of person. Similar to our treatment of the
data in Table 5, the pattern of differences was determined by subtracting the
percentage of material interpreters using a noncompensatory strategy from
the percentage of ethical interpreters using anoncompensatory strategy. The
results generated from this analysis are displayed in Table 8.

If popular wisdom is correct, the difference in noncompensatory
decision making should be greatest among highly religious Republicans and
least among low-religiosity individuals, regardless of political party affilia-
tion. Conversely, our theory suggests that large differences in
noncompensatory decision making should not be confined to just one type
of person. Indeed, the results show that differences between ethicalinterpret-
ersand material interpreters in their use of anoncompensatory strategy were
consistently large for each type of person. In fact, the relationship between
issue interpretation and decision making was statistically significant across
both dependent measures for all individuals — highly religious and non-
religious, Democrat, Republican, and independent. Regardless of typology
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condition, subjects with an ethical interpretation of the political environment
were highly likely to use a noncompensatory strategy, while subjects with a
material interpretation of the political environment were highly likely to use
a compensatory strategy. Clearly, noncompensatory decision making is not
restricted to a small group of people. This additional analysis provides strong
support for the potential generalizability of the theory.

EES———— C T T T S —
Discussion

The results of zero-order tests of the hypothesis clearly indicate that
individual interpretations of political issues play a significant role in voters’
decision making, while the tests of robustness demonstrate that this relation-
ship is substantial even when simultaneously accounting for a variety of
demographic, orientational, and issue importance variables. Differences
between ethical interpreters and material interpreters in the decision-making
strategy they used were substantial and consistent. The magnitude of these
differences was large in both political environments and for a variety of types
of people, for example, Democrats who indicated religion was not very
important in their lives as well as highly religious Republicans.

These findings suggest that voters proceed through a series of stages
when they evaluate issue coverage in media and make electoral decisions. To
begin, they interpret the issue information based upon their activated schema.
For some voters, issues may be interpreted as closely tied to personal
principles, especially when “moral” issues are involved, such as abortion,
euthanasia, pornography, school prayer, and gay rights. These issues often
are framed to emphasize their ethical dimensions, which may provide
contextual cues for the activation of particular values. Due to the strong
linkage of moral and ethical values to individuals’ self-conceptions, voters
who form an ethical interpretation of an issue are motivated to place that
issue at the center of their evaluation of the environment and to use their own
stand on thatissue as a filter through which candidate judgments are initially
processed. A candidate who does not share the voter’s position on the
ethically interpreted issue is in conflict with the voter’s self-identity, and
therefore is removed from consideration via a noncompensatory decision-
making process.

The results of the study also indicate that for individuals who do not
form an ethical interpretation of an issue, there is less of a filtering process.
Instead, materially interpreted issues are considered in a relatively equal
manner since none of the issues are deeply tied to an individual’s self-
conception. These voters are not strongly motivated to achieve a match
between their position on any single issue and the candidates’ stands; rather,
they are likely to allow candidates” stands on various issues to offset one
another. Consequently, voters who do not interpret an issue in ethical terms
become more likely to use multiple criteria to arrive at a decision, resulting
in more a more balanced and comprehensive choice process.

Confidence in this theory is particularly strengthened because find-
ings supporting it were obtained in research conducted with three different
sub-populations — military reservists, ROTC members, and undergraduate
students — and replicated using two different measures of the decision-
making strategy. Further, the results were consistent across subjects encoun-
tering two political environments containing issues differing considerably in
the ethical dimensions involved and in their duration as issues in American
politics. In sum, then, the findings provide strong support for the theoretical
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perspective that an individual’s interpretation of a political environment as
either ethical or material significantly shapes the mental processes involved
in voting.

We recognize that there is a degree of artificiality in this study’s
research design. Subjects were presented with relatively limited information
about candidate positions on only four issues. Little information was
provided about personal characteristics of the candidates; indeed, we mini-
mized differentiation among candidates by making them similar in charac-
teristics such as educational and occupational background, age, gender, and
party affiliation. The strength of the research design, however, jsin maximiz-
inginternal validity by (a) carefully controlling a variety of variables thatmay
influence individuals’ decision making, and (b) measuring and then statisti-
cally controlling other potentially confounding variables. What is most
difficult in studying underlying decision-making processes — as opposed to
examining factors that influence a specific vote choice — is being able to
ascertain the information available to voters and then determining how they
use thatinformation in arriving ata decision. Research designs which control
available information and carefully measure the ways subjects process the
information, utilizing several approaches to measure decision making, are
more effective than questionnaire-based field studies for close examination
of the mental processes used by voters.

Generalizability of the findings of this study is another matter, of
course. It is nearly impossible to conduct the same kind of carefully con-
trolled study with random assignment to different political environments
using a random sample of voters. Nevertheless, several steps can be — and
have been - taken in our research program to broaden generalizability.

First, we have tested several populations of adults besides college
students, selecting subpopulations that vary considerably in a number of
important respects: education level, age, gender, occupation, religiosity,
party affiliation, and ideological orientations toward relevant issues. Con-
current examination of several groups, as we have done here with military
reservists, ROTC members, and undergraduate students, enables replication
of hypothesis tests across differing populations. Second, we have varied the
ethically framed issue included in the environments, creating a variety of
different value conflicts. In this study, the use of two ethically framed issues,
abortion and gays in the military, enabled examination of the theorized
relationship across issues that differ in several basic characteristics. Third, we
have used several different approaches to measure the key dependent
variable, type of decision-making process. Consistency in results across the
differing dependent measures, as in this study, increases confidence in both
individuals” ability to self-report their cognitive activities and in our ability
to tap those processes. To the extent that the pattern of findings across the
research program consistently supports the basic hypothesis, as occurs here,
confidence in the generalizability of the theory is increased.

Additional support for generalizability can be found outside the
laboratory. Data from national polls conducted at about the same time as this
study buttress our basic argument. For example, when randomly sampled
adults were asked how they would react if they found a candidate whose
views they agreed with on most issues, but who “took a position on abortion
that [they] disagreed with completely,” 47% of respondents indicated that
they “probably” or “certainly” would not vote for that candidate.”® In a
different survey, 24% of the public said that regardless of a candidate’s
position on other issues, they would “never vote” for a candidate “who
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favors abortion,” while 34% said they would “never vote” for a candidate
“who would restrict a woman'’s rights to have an abortion.””!

Further, when a national sample of registered voters was asked what
might be the consequences of knowing that a candidate favored a “proposal
to allow gays in the military,” 46% of respondents indicated that it would
make them “much more” or “much less” likely to support that candidate.>
For a corresponding question on abortion in another poll, 50% of respondents
indicated that it would make them “much more” or “much less” likely to
support that candidate.>?

This poll data, then, in combination with the steps we have taken in
executing this study, lend support to the generalizability of our basic argu-
ment. Nonetheless, examination of the linkages between issue interpretation
and decision making should be pursued in an actual electoral setting to
further test the external validity of the theoretical relationship explored here.
Future survey research on election contests should use thought-listing pro-
cedures more extensively toallow respondents’ interpretations of issues tobe
coded. The contribution of voters’ issue interpretations to the electoral
decision-making process could then be compared with other factors thought
to influence voting behavior, namely individual perceptions of candidates’
character, image, and party affiliation. This type of analysis could be
combined with content analysis of the news media to determine if individual
issue interpretations parallel the framing of these issues in press coverage. In
this way, laboratory-based research could be complemented with field-based
research to more comprehensively consider how media coverage of “moral”
issues such as abortion, school prayer, and gay rights interact with individu-
als’ values to influence the mental processes involved in voting.
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