APLS 110 Sample Research Paper:

Party Identification and Voting Choice in 1996

I. Problem Statement


One often hears people complain about political parties. Some say that parties really do not offer choices. One of the most important choices citizens have is in helping to choose the next president every four years. Do parties help in making that choice? If they do, then they must mean something to voters when they face this important decision.  What we want to see in this paper is whether parties still make a difference on how people vote in presidential elections, even when many people complain about the existence of parties. If elections are important and if parties help in making electoral choices, then parties must also be important, despite what so many people say. 

II. Theory


In the APLS110 Module IV on Voting Behavior, Bob Botsch says that "Party identification is the best single predictor we have for how people will vote."  Based on this we would expect that party identification will play a large role in who people actually vote for in any presidential election. This is in spite of the fact that much other information is available about the candidates, including all the ads and news programs we can see on tv and all the other information that is available in papers and on the internet. Botsch also points out in Module IV that party identification plays in indirect role by acting as a "psychological filter" in how people get and interpret all this other information.  If they are Democrats, they are likely to ignore things that are not good about the Democratic candidate and concentrate on the good things, but they will pay attention to and believe bad things about the Republican candidate. The opposite is true of those with Republican identification. If this is true, then people who think they are making their decisions on issues or character may really be making them on the basis of their party identification.

III. Hypothesis


Voters will tend to vote for the candidate of the party with which they identify. This means that in the 1996 election, Democrats will vote for Clinton and Republicans will vote for Dole.  Perot, the most important third party candidate in 1996, will do relatively best among independents, that is those having no identification with either of the two major parties. In arrow diagram form this hypothesis appears as follows:

              Party Identification ---------------------------( 1996 Presidential Vote

IV. Operationalization


We measured party identification with the following public opinion question: "What is your political preference?  1) Democrats   2) independents   3) Republicans."


The 1996 Presidential vote was measured with the following public opinion question: "Who did you vote for? (Asked post-election)  1) Clinton    2) Dole   3) Perot."


Both of these questions are standard questions used in public opinion polling, so they should be reliable and valid. That is, they should be clear so that they yield consistent answers and they should also measure what they are supposed to measure.

V. Data Gathering 


Rather than gather data ourselves, we used the data from the 1996 National Election Study, which is performed by the Institute for Social research at the University of Michigan and distributed by the Inter-university Consortium for Political and Social Research. This provides us with a large sample that is representative of all voters in the nation. At USCA these data were made available through the MicroCase statistical package.

VI. Analysis


The table below crosstabluates party identification with 1996 Presidential voting choice.

	Vote     Pty  ID
	Democrats 
	Independents 
	Republicans
	Totals

	Clinton
	88%   (510)
	39%   (22)
	14%     (67)
	54% (599)

	Perot
	  7%     (39)
	20%   (11)
	  7%     (32)
	  7%   (82)

	Dole
	  5%     (31)
	41%   (23)
	79%   (380)
	39% (434)

	Totals
	100% (580)
	100% (56)
	100% (479)
	       (1115)



The table can be interpreted as follows. As we move across the first row from Democrats to independents to Republicans, the percentage for Clinton drops dramatically. Almost 90% of the Democrats voted for their party's nominee, while his vote among independents was at 39%. Among Republicans, Clinton only garnered 14% of the vote. 


Looking at the second row, the pattern is different. Perot only got 7% of the votes from Democratic identifiers and 7% from Republican identifiers. He did best among independents, those in the middle column, with 20%.


Looking across the last row, the percentage for Dole as we move from Democrats through independents to Republicans, we see nearly the mirror reflection of what we saw in the first row.  Dole did poorly among Democrats and quite well among Republicans. He only won 5% of the vote among those identifying as Democrats, 41% of the independent voters, nearly identical to the percentage that Clinton won, and won 79% of those identifying as Republicans.

VII. Theory Reformulation


The data in the table above table clearly support the hypothesis that party identification has a strong relationship to voting choice in the 1996 Presidential election. Party identifiers in each party were clearly more inclined to have voted for the candidates in their respective parties.  It seems clear that the voter's party identification had a great deal to do with the choice that they made, just as the existing theory predicted it would. Therefore, even if people complain about parties not offering much choice, at least in the 1996 election the choice satisfied most voters to the extent that they voted for the nominee that their party put forward. 

Moreover, it would seem that in this election at least, Democratic voters were relatively more satisfied than Republican voters. Democrats remained more loyal to their party nominee than did Republican voters. A lower percentage of them defected to the other side.  Independents split about evenly. But even among independents, one of the two major party nominees was more popular than the independent candidate, Perot. This suggests that even independents were relatively satisfied with the major party nominees. So perhaps a key to winning any Presidential election for a party is to provide a choice that satisfies party members as much as possible. 

These relationships need to be studied over time and over many elections. We will know that parties are not giving meaningful choices when more people defect to another party's nominee and when independents do not choose one of the two major party nominees. Research should continue.

