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Party Affiliation, Partisanship, and Political Beliefs:
A Field Experiment
ALAN S. GERBER, GREGORY A. HUBER, and
EBONYA WASHINGTON Yale University

Partisanship is strongly correlated with attitudes and behavior, but it is unclear from this pattern
whether partisan identity has a causal effect on political behavior and attitudes. We report the
results of a field experiment that investigates the causal effect of party identification. Prior to

the February 2008 Connecticut presidential primary, researchers sent a mailing to a random sample
of unaffiliated registered voters who, in a pretreatment survey, leaned toward a political party. The
mailing informed the subjects that only voters registered with a party were able to participate in the
upcoming presidential primary. Subjects were surveyed again in June 2008. Comparing posttreatment
survey responses to subjects’ baseline survey responses, we find that those reminded of the need to register
with a party were more likely to identify with a party and showed stronger partisanship. Further, we find
that the treatment group also demonstrated greater concordance than the control group between their
pretreatment latent partisanship and their posttreatment reported voting behavior and intentions and
evaluations of partisan figures. Thus, our treatment, which appears to have caused a strengthening of
partisan identity, also appears to have caused a shift in subjects’ candidate preferences and evaluations
of salient political figures. This finding is consistent with the claim that partisanship is an active force
changing how citizens behave in and perceive the political world.

Scholars from a variety of disciplines contend that
allegiances and group affiliations, from national-
ism and religious identities to ethnic and kinship

ties, powerfully affect attitudes and behavior. One such
identity is partisanship, which political scientists have
hypothesized is an active force shaping how individ-
uals evaluate and interact with the political world (in
the United States: Campbell et al. 1960; more recently,
Bartels 2002; abroad: Brader and Tucker 2001; Dancy-
gier and Saunders 2006; Whitefield and Evans 1999).
Evidence presented to support the importance of par-
tisanship includes the strong correlation between par-
tisanship and political opinions (vote choice: Bartels
2000; Campbell et al. 1960; Fiorina 1981; Miller
1991; assessments of the economy: Bartels 2002;
Erikson 2004; Wlezien, Franklin, and Twiggs 1997),
the divergence among conflicting partisans in inter-
pretations of common events (Bartels 2002; Gerber
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and Huber 2010; Lupia 1992; Rahn 1993; Zaller 1992),
preferences for biased political information (Lau and
Redlawsk 2001; Redlawsk 2002), and the persistence
over time of partisan affiliations (Alwin and Krosnick
1991; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; Jennings
and Niemi 1974; Niemi and Jennings 1991). Across ac-
counts, both political and beyond, a common thread is
the claim that affiliations and identities cause the out-
comes associated with holding a particular allegiance.

The claim that party identification is more than a
summary of political attitudes or a “standing decision”
regarding candidate choice, but instead might play a
causal role in attitude formation, is consistent with the
large body of work in social psychology demonstrating
the power of social identification to alter attitudes and
behavior. According to social identity theorists, it is
a common human tendency, perhaps evolutionary in
origin, for individuals to distinguish between in-groups,
those to which they belong, and out-groups (Sumner
1906). Belonging leads to formation of a group-based
social identity that includes emotional attachments to
the group and a tendency to favor the in-group (Tajfel
1978; Tajfel and Turner 1986). Individuals who perceive
themselves as members of a group may also internalize
the group’s norms and values and use these as a guide
for their own attitudes and behaviors (Brewer and
Brown 1998). Following Weisberg and Greene (2003),
among others, and applying this logic of social identity
formation to partisanship suggests that identifying with
a party may be akin to forming a social identity as a
member of that party and, as a consequence, may cause
the individual to adopt the party’s values and develop
more favorable attitudes toward the party’s candidates
and causes.1

1 Weisberg and Greene suggest that “simply categorizing oneself
politically as sympathetic to either party is likely enough to begin
psychological group processes” (Weisberg and Greene 2003, 90).
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There is substantial empirical support for the general
theoretical claim that group influences and group mem-
bership can cause attitudes and behavior. Numerous
studies suggest that the pressure to conform to group
norms, especially when the behavior in question may be
observed by others, can have large effects on individ-
ual behavior (e.g., Asch 1951; Cialdini 2001; Cialdini
and Goldstein 2004; Gerber, Green, and Larimer
2008). Previous research supports the specific claim
that an individual’s social identity leads to in-group bias
(Mullen, Brown, and Smith 1992). For example, exper-
imental work on social identity shows that increasing
the salience of in-group versus out-group distinctions
can increase in-group bias (see Yamagishi et al. 2008)
and, in the context of politics, discrimination along eth-
nic lines appears to increase when elections make those
ethnic ties more salient (Michelitch 2010). In this vein,
both national identities and self-categorization (e.g.,
when checking particular boxes that describe one’s
racial and ethnic identity on the census) may have a
possible role in shaping subsequent opinions.

One of the most compelling demonstrations of the
power of social identification is found in research test-
ing the “minimal-group paradigm” (Tajfel et al. 1971).
In this line of research, laboratory experiments are
performed that begin by creating groups based on the
most trivial and contrived differences, such as merely
informing subjects that they have been randomly as-
signed to a group. After establishing group identities,
researchers then observe subsequent attitudes and be-
havior. They find that, among other things, subjects give
in-group members more positive ratings than equiva-
lent out-group members (Brewer 1979; Brown, Tajfel,
and Turner 1980; Mullen, Brown, and Smith 1992) and
resource allocations are biased toward members of the
in-group (Tajfel et al. 1971).

Returning to the specific focus on partisanship, al-
though many previous studies undertake to measure
whether and to what extent partisan identities shape
political views, there are some important limitations
to existing empirical approaches. A persistent concern
regarding existing research is the possibility that the ob-
served correlation between partisanship and politically
relevant outcomes may originate in unobserved factors
that are correlated with (or cause) both partisan iden-
tities and beliefs (Bartels 2000; Fiorina 2002). Further,
causality may flow in both directions, with partisan-
ship reflecting political attitudes and events as well as
causing them (Allsop and Weisberg 1988; Beasley and
Joslyn 2001; Brody and Rothenberg 1988; Converse
1976; Fiorina 1981; Franklin and Jackson 1983; Kessel
1968; MacKuen, Erikson, and Stimson 1989; Norrander
and Wilcox 1993; Weisberg and Smith 1991). Although
scholars have implemented a variety of research ap-
proaches in an attempt to disentangle correlation from
causation (using lagged partisanship as an independent

For a discussion of social identity theory and partisanship, see the
valuable survey by Weisberg and Greene (2003), which includes a
discussion of prior applications of social identity theory to party
identification, including Abrams (1994), Greene (1999), Hogg and
Abrams (1988), and Kelly (1988, 1989).

variable: Bartels 2000; Bartels 2002; Carsey and Lay-
man 2006; Goren 2005; using state registration laws as
an exogenous factor: Burden and Greene 2000), we
identify in existing research several persistent threats
to unbiased measurement of causal effects. Thus, al-
though previous research has shown that measures of
partisanship have large and robust predictive power
in statistical models of a variety of political outcomes,
we argue that existing studies have not demonstrated
that these relationships reflect the causal influence of
these affiliations. In the next section, we review prior
contributions to the literature on the causal effect of
partisanship and describe how our approach differs
from previous efforts.

We perform an experiment to assess whether parti-
sanship has a causal effect on political attitudes. Al-
though we employ a field experiment and focus on a
different form of group identity, our design parallels
the basic approach used in the laboratory by psycholo-
gists studying the effects of group affiliation using the
minimal group approach. We employ a randomized
intervention that generates a group affiliation (in this
case, partisanship) and we then examine the effect of
this affiliation on attitudes and reported behaviors (in
this case, political attitudes and behaviors). Our experi-
ment was fielded in the state of Connecticut during the
2008 presidential primary election season. Although
all registered voters may vote in any general election,
Connecticut has a closed primary system in which only
voters affiliated with a party can vote in that party’s
primary. We performed a pretreatment survey of a
sample of registered independents (those who were
not formally registered with either the Democratic or
Republican party and who also indicated they did not
already consider themselves Democrats or Republi-
cans) and, based on their response to an item that
asked which party the respondent felt closer to, we
classified some respondents as “latent” Democrats or
Republicans (alternatively, in the language of Keith et
al. 1992, these are “closet partisans”). Treated individ-
uals received a mailing reminding them of the need to
register with a party to be permitted to participate in
that party’s upcoming presidential preference primary.
Four months after our intervention, we returned to the
field to survey subjects about their partisanship and
other attitudes. These data were supplemented with
information about party registration and turnout gath-
ered from the Connecticut voter file.

We found that treated latent partisans, who by def-
inition identified with neither party just months prior,
were more than seven percentage points more likely to
identify with their previously latent parties than those
assigned to the control group. Treatment group re-
sponses to the standard seven-point party identification
scale also became more polarized. Our intervention is
the first that we are aware of to induce partisan feelings
over long periods of time and outside of the laboratory
setting. (The intervention also increased party registra-
tion with the party of one’s latent partisanship by more
than eight percentage points and turnout in the primary
election by more than four percentage points.) We then
employ this randomly induced partisanship to test key
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theoretical arguments about the role of partisanship in
shaping political opinions and behaviors. We find that
in addition to heightened partisan identities, treatment
group members were increasingly partisan in their vot-
ing choices and evaluations of partisan figures and in-
stitutions. Thus, randomly induced variation in partisan
identities yields changes in attitudes and planned vot-
ing decisions consistent with claims that partisanship
is an active force shaping how citizens behave in the
political world. Moreover, as there are many situations
in a typical person’s daily life where the state or other
organizations ask the individual to designate or affirm a
group identity, our findings suggest that it is worth con-
sidering whether these procedures themselves might
affect people’s attitudes.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows.
First, we review the prior empirical literature and high-
light the methodological concerns motivating our ex-
perimental design, and then describe the experiment.
Next, we present results demonstrating that our treat-
ment altered partisan identity (as well as party regis-
tration and voter turnout) and partisan views. Given
the variety of behavioral and attitudinal effects arising
from our intervention, we also consider whether the
causal impact of our experimental manipulation oper-
ated through changes in party identification or through
some other mediating mechanism. Some of our treat-
ment effect estimates have large standard errors. In the
final section, we discuss some of the important limita-
tions of our analysis and conclude.

RESEARCH DESIGN, CAUSAL INFERENCE,
AND THE EFFECT OF PARTISANSHIP

In this section, we discuss the barriers to causal infer-
ence in existing research and describe an alternative
technique for measuring partisanship’s effects. The ear-
liest and most common approach to demonstrating the
effects of partisanship on political attitudes or behav-
ior relies on cross-sectional data (or a pooled series of
cross sections). Those data are then used to estimate a
regression of the following form:

Yi = α + βXi + γMi + ε, (1)

where Y is the outcome of interest for individual i (e.g.,
intended vote choice), X is partisanship, M is a vector of
measured control variables (M for measured variables),
and ε is the error term. There are many important stud-
ies that follow this estimation approach, including the
classic studies in The American Voter. However, analy-
sis employing this specification is vulnerable to biased
estimation of β, the effect of partisanship on outcome
Y, in a variety of circumstances. The most important
threats to inference originate in (a) omitted variable
bias due to unobserved differences across individu-
als (unobserved heterogeneity) and (b) endogenous
partisanship.2

2 Additional threats include measurement error in M. The effects
of measurement error are complex and depend on the covariances
among the variables and the pattern of measurement error. Mea-

Unobserved heterogeneity will bias estimates of β
if there are any factors not included in M that are
correlated with X and also affect Y. We label these
unmeasured factors U (for unmeasured variables). In
most survey settings, factors in U include variables such
as wealth, heredity, personality, educational and em-
ployment experience, and parental socialization. These
sorts of variables are both hard to measure accurately
(even when attempts are made) and likely to have
consequential effects on Y. Without including all the
factors that might plausibly affect Y and are also corre-
lated with or cause partisanship (and therefore belong
in M but are instead left in U), analysis exploiting ob-
served variation in partisanship cannot rule out the
alternative that partisanship (and therefore β) merely
proxies for correlated but unmeasured factors. Con-
sistent with this concern, analysts regularly find that
including additional variables in M reduces the esti-
mated effect of partisanship (β) on political opinions
and behaviors (e.g., Fiorina 2002).

Endogenous partisanship also poses a threat to
causal interpretation of estimates of β. Regression
analysis cannot distinguish the effect of X on Y from
the effect of Y on X. If Y is a measure of political prefer-
ences, it is reasonable to anticipate that Y might affect
another choice, partisan identity. Thus, one cannot rule
out the possibility that it is instead opinions that cause
partisanship.

Returning to omitted variable bias, one approach de-
signed to address concerns about unmeasured factors
(U) that shape both partisanship (X) and the outcome
of interest (Y) is employing panel data in which the
same respondent is interviewed multiple times (e.g.,
Bartels 2000). The relationship between changes in
partisanship and changes in Y can then be used to
estimate β without bias originating in U, but this re-
quires the restrictive assumption that the change in
the unmeasured factors is not related to the change
in partisanship.3,4 If U changes, or if the effect of U
on X or Y varies, however, then β may still be biased.
Thus, the plausibility of this research strategy hinges on
whether there are convincing explanations for why the
respondent’s partisanship changed and why the sources
of those changes would not also affect attitudes, a con-
sideration typically neglected in this research.

In practice, panel estimates of β are considered can-
didates for causal interpretation when it is reasonable
to assume that the change in X (in this case partisan-
ship) is due to changes in some factor that does not
directly affect Y. However, it is quite plausible that
observed changes in partisanship over time are due
to changes in factors that are unmeasured (U), such

surement error may generate bias in estimates of β as unobserved
heterogeneity if that measurement error is correlated with X. Cor-
related measurement error in X and Y may also generate bias in
estimates of β. We detail particular cases in which measurement
error is a salient concern below.
3 Formally, this regression is of the form Yit+1 – Yit = α + β(Xit+1 –
Xit) + γMi + ε. A related but distinct approach discussed below is
the effect of lagged partisanship on change in attitudes.
4 Additionally, as in the cross-sectional approach, measurement er-
ror may also cause estimates of β to be biased.
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as life experiences (e.g., parenthood), wealth changes,
changes in the views of close friends and relatives, or
changes in religious beliefs, and any of these might
cause changes in both partisanship (X) and Y. Alter-
natively, U may remain constant, but the nature of
political conflict might vary, thereby causing U to now
affect both X and Y differently. For example, in a polit-
ical context where issues of taxation are more salient,
wealthier individuals might hold different policy views
and feel closer to one party than when social issues are
the focus of the political agenda.5

The researcher may offer arguments as to why the
change in partisanship (or, in the cross-sectional ap-
proach, the level of partisanship) is uncorrelated with
the regression error. However, it is important to rec-
ognize that this lack of correlation is ultimately an
untested assumption. Moreover, even if this omitted
variable issue is overcome, the panel approach still
cannot resolve the uncertainty about the direction of
causality. When the dependent variable is respondent
attitudes, it may be the case that changes in Y (attitudes
toward political issues) cause variation in partisanship
rather than the other way around. This difficulty is
observed in Jacoby (1988), which examines the rela-
tionship among the perceptions of party positions on
issues, a respondent’s own issue attitudes, and strength
of partisanship. Jacoby reports that the degree to which
attitudes are predicted by the respondent’s perceptions
of a party’s candidate’s positions increases with the
respondent’s strength of party identification. This is
consistent with the idea that stronger party identifi-
cation produces stronger attitude agreement, as well
as with the alternative explanation that respondents
report being stronger partisans when they agree more
with their party’s candidates.

Two important recent papers use survey data from
multiple periods to assess the relationship between
party identification and political attitudes. In contrast
to the panel approach, which examines the effect of
change in partisanship on change in attitudes, this work
measures whether change in attitudes between two
points in time is predicted by the respondent’s par-
tisanship measured at the first point in time.6 Because
partisanship is measured prior to the attitude change,
this approach avoids the danger that an observed cor-
relation between changes in partisanship and changes
in attitudes is driven by attitude changes generating a
change in partisanship. Goren (2005) uses this design
and finds that political values (such as an index mea-
suring support for limited government) are predicted
by lagged partisanship when controlling for lagged
measures of the value, a finding that is interpreted as
evidence that partisanship causes a change in values.
Carsey and Layman (2006) employ a similar approach

5 Note also that in the absence of an explanation for observed
changes in partisanship (X), there is little reason to believe that
the changes in X cause variation in Y. Rather, changes in X may
reflect common shocks to X and Y originating in U or measurement
error in X, Y, or M.
6 Formally, this is Yit+1 – Yit = α + βXit + γMi + ε or Yit+1 = α +
δYit + βXit + γMi + ε.

but examine a different set of issue attitudes. Again,
the central idea is that if the change in values or atti-
tudes is predicted by partisanship in the first period, this
suggests that the change was caused by partisanship.

Although this strategy has appeal, it suffers from sev-
eral potential limitations. First, a correlation between
the change in the respondent’s measured attitudes and
lagged partisanship could arise due to measurement
error. Suppose the political attitude (say, support for
cutting taxes) is the product of the interaction between
some stable underlying value toward government and
measurement error due to survey design idiosyncrasies
or the particular events in the news or on the political
agenda at the time of the survey (e.g., whether the
issue of the day is a tax cut for the wealthy). Even if
the underlying value is stable, the measured attitude
at any point in time will be a noisy measure of the
underlying value and will also be correlated with the
lagged measured attitude, with each measured attitude
affected by survey design and context effects. If parti-
sanship is also (partially) a function of the respondent’s
stable underlying value (i.e., if Republicans are on av-
erage those who believe in smaller government), then
partisanship is another noisy measure of the under-
lying value. Because regression analysis will typically
minimize the prediction error in current measured at-
titudes by placing weight on both of the available noisy
measures of the underlying value (lagged measured
attitudes and lagged partisanship), a regression of the
current attitude on lagged partisanship and lagged at-
titudes will place some weight on lagged partisanship
even if partisanship does not have any effect on the
movement in the attitude over time.7

Second, the regression estimates may be spurious
due to omitted variable bias. To consider the research
design in a slightly simplified form, suppose that the
researcher performs a regression of the change in atti-
tudes on lagged partisanship. The coefficient estimate
on partisanship from this bivariate regression will cap-
ture the effect of lagged partisanship on the change
in attitudes, as well as the net effect of all omitted
variables that are correlated with partisanship and that
also predict the change in values. For example, parti-
sans tend to have discussion networks with similar par-
tisans (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987). If more Demo-
cratic (Republican) social environments tend to move
respondents in a more liberal (conservative) direction,
this will produce an upward bias in the estimated ef-
fect of partisanship if the model does not account for
these discussion patterns. Similarly, if respondents’ life
experiences during the period are correlated with their
partisanship (which is plausible given that partisans

7 Formally, suppose that the respondent’s true underlying value is
Z. Fix Z and partisanship (X) as stable. The respondent’s measured
attitudes, Yt+1 and Yt, are a mix of Z and period-specific error terms
produced by, among other things, survey artifacts and variations in
political context at times t and t + 1. Measured partisanship Xt is also
a function of Z, equal to Z plus a random error. A prediction of Yt+1
will place weight on both Yt and Xt, but this does not show that X is
causing Yt+1 (or Z). In the case of independent errors, the weight on
one of the past measures is increasing in the error in measuring the
other.
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display correlated religion, race, income, region, oc-
cupation, etc.), there will be omitted variable bias if
these changes also affect attitudes. More generally, any
omitted variable that is correlated with partisanship
and also causes changes in attitudes over time will cause
bias.

Third, this research design cannot accurately mea-
sure the short-run effects of partisanship on attitudes.
If a change in partisanship causes individuals to update
their attitudes relatively quickly, a regression of atti-
tudes at time t + 1 on attitudes and partisanship both
measured at time t will be unable to detect changes in
attitudes that occurred at the same time as the change in
partisanship because they will already be accounted for
in the measure of attitudes at time t. In this case, the es-
timated effect of lagged partisanship may substantially
understate the effects of partisanship on attitudes if
those effects occur relatively quickly.

To overcome the difficulties with observational
strategies, what is needed to estimate the effect of par-
tisan identity (X) on a political outcome of interest
(Y) is a means to create variation in partisanship (X)
that is independent of changes in opinions or those
unmeasured factors (U). The desirability of a source
of exogenous variation in partisanship was recognized
decades ago. In an innovative early study, Page and
Jones (1979) use American National Election Studies
(ANES) cross-sectional data to study the relationship
between party identification and policy preferences,
candidate evaluations, and vote choice. They focus on
the possibility that party identification may be affected
by political attitudes and candidate evaluations (see
also Jackson 1975). As Page and Jones repeatedly em-
phasize in their study, once it is recognized that par-
tisanship may be correlated with omitted variables or
measurement error (and therefore the regression dis-
turbance term), estimating the effect of partisanship
(or other potentially endogenous variables) on candi-
date evaluations requires strong assumptions.

To solve the omitted-variables problem, Page and
Jones propose using the respondent’s report of the
party of her mother and father as an instrument for
the respondent’s party identification. Although par-
ent party identification is predetermined, satisfying the
exclusion restriction requires that, conditional on the
other included variables, any differences in the out-
come variable for those with Democratic parents ver-
sus those with Republican parents stem solely from
differences in the respondent’s own party identifica-
tion. This strong requirement is unlikely to be satisfied.
For example, parental party identification is likely to be
a function of socioeconomic differences that may also
shape the respondent’s own attitudes and persistent
social influences. In addition to obvious class effects
on opinions, these social factors, including ethnic and
religious group membership, neighborhood character-
istics, and characteristics of friends and relatives, may
also have direct effects on subject attitudes. If these
variables are not perfectly controlled for, the effect of
partisanship estimated using parental partisanship will
be biased. More generally, in the absence of a convinc-
ing model of how parental partisanship is determined

and transmitted, it is difficult to evaluate whether the
instrument can be understood as perturbing only a re-
spondent’s partisanship. An additional problem arises
when the instrument is subject to measurement er-
ror. As Katz, Neimi, and Newman (1980) show in the
British case, survey respondents appear to change re-
ports of their parents’ partisanship over time to reflect
their current political leanings. This suggests that even
if parental partisanship did satisfy the exclusion restric-
tion, measured parental partisanship would be contam-
inated by the same forces that move both attitudes and
partisanship.

Our experiment instead examines the consequences
of an exogenous change in partisanship. This is distinct
from what is done in the important earlier papers that,
rather than induce variation in partisanship, interact
partisanship with experimental treatments. Examples
of this prior work include Rahn (1993) and Tomz and
Sniderman (2005), each of which investigates partisan-
ship in a laboratory or survey setting. In both studies
subjects are treated to examine whether, among other
things, partisanship affects responses to the treatment.
These studies demonstrate that those with different
partisanship exhibit different treatment effects, but this
method does not examine random variation in parti-
sanship and therefore is unable to establish that the
different treatment effects are caused by differences
in partisan identity rather than, for example, factors
correlated with partisanship, such as differences in
prior beliefs, experiences, genetics, or other omitted
variables.8

By contrast, Cowden and McDermott (2000) report
on a series of innovative laboratory experiments that
attempt to manipulate partisanship. In one experiment,
for example, undergraduates were assigned to role-
play either a pro- or an anti-Clinton position, an inter-
vention that Cowden and McDermott report failed to
move party identification. A second similar experiment
also did not alter partisanship. Because these manip-
ulations did not induce changes in partisanship, they
cannot be used to test whether changes in partisanship
affected attitudes.

We perform an experiment designed to build on
these earlier efforts. We employ an experimental treat-
ment that induces variation in partisanship, after which
we measure the effects on voter attitudes. Setting aside
for the moment the question of how one might create
such variation, suppose that a sample of “latent” parti-
sans exists, with some leaning toward the Democratic
Party (D = 1, 0 otherwise) and others leaning toward
the Republican Party (R = 1, 0 otherwise). We define
latent partisans as individuals who, when initially asked
if they identify with a party, say they are Independent,
but respond to a follow-up question by responding that
they are closer to one of the parties. For purposes of
exposition, we first consider the case where the sample

8 Briefly, the papers discussed in the text estimate Y = α + β1X +
β2T + β3X × T + γMi + ε, but if X is correlated with M or U and the
treatment effects vary with factors in M or U, then excluding terms
for T × M (and, by necessity, T × U) will generate biased estimates
of β3.
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consists only of latent Democratic partisans. Addition-
ally, for notational convenience, we scale partisanship
by setting initial partisanship (partisanship at time t,
Xit) to 0 for the latent partisans.

Next, suppose there exists some treatment (T = 1
if treated, 0 otherwise) that can be randomly applied
to these latent Democratic partisans to induce some
to more fully express or “trigger” those partisan lean-
ings. Given that Xit is normalized to 0, if individuals
in both the treatment and control groups are surveyed
pretreatment (at time t) and posttreatment (at time
t + 1), the change in partisanship for subject i is Xit+1 −
Xit = Xit+1. A consistent estimate of the average effect
of the treatment on partisanship (the intent-to-treat
effect of T on X) can then be obtained from

Xit+1 = α + β1T + γMit + ε, (2)

where β1 is the intent-to-treat effect on partisanship
for latent Democrats and M are pretreatment covari-
ates included to increase efficiency and correct for any
imbalance on observed measures that exists after ran-
domization. In the context of an experiment on attitude
change, controlling for covariates that explain initial
attitudes, which tend to be quite stable absent experi-
mental intervention, reduces sample size requirements
by making it easier to detect treatment effects (Du-
flo, Glennerster, and Kremer 2006, 3924). Note that
in this specification we also measure other covariates
(M) prior to the random assignment.9 Using the same
notation as in (2), we can estimate the intent to treat
(ITT) effect of T on Y (attitudes) using the equation

Yit+1 = α + β1T + β2Yit + γMit + ε. (3)

Here we include Yit on the right-hand side for the
same reason we include other covariates: to increase
efficiency and address any remaining imbalance on this
initial attitude that remains after randomization.

The ITT estimates provide unbiased measures of the
effect of being assigned to the treatment on both par-
tisanship (T on X) and attitudes and behavior (T on
Y). We are also interested in the effect of partisanship
on attitudes and behavior (X on Y). The experimental
treatment can be used to estimate the effect of X on Y
if some additional assumptions are made. The critical
assumption is that the treatment, T, has no direct effect
on Y, and also does not cause any other changes that
might indirectly affect Y, except through changes in X.
In this case, and if T affects X, then T may be used as an
instrumental variable for X. The assumption regarding
how T affects Y is labeled the exclusion restriction and
it implies that T can be omitted from an equation that
explains Y as a function of X. The ITT estimates the
effect of T on Y and X and does not rely on the ex-
clusion restriction. However, the interpretation of the
experimental results as the effect of X on Y requires
that the restriction holds. We discuss this assumption in

9 Alternatively, one could measure M posttreatment if one were
confident that T had no effect on M or its measurement.

greater detail below, when we consider the mechanisms
by which T might affect Y.

We assume that the exclusion restriction holds and
we estimate the effect of X on Y using the following
pair of equations:

Xit+1 = α + βT + γMit + ε, (4)

and

Yit+1 = α + β1Xit+1 + β2Yit + γMit + ε. (5)

To ease exposition, we have so far restricted our pre-
sentation to the case where the latent partisans are all
of one party. Our empirical sample, however, includes
both Democratic and Republican latent partisans. The
notation presented above can be adjusted to permit
the statistical model to include the entire sample. First,
let partisanship at time t + 1 take on the value 1 if
a respondent’s posttreatment partisanship is equal to
his or her pretreatment latent partisanship and 0 oth-
erwise. Assuming that the treatment effect is the same
for latent partisans of both parties, the ITT estimate of
T on X can be estimated by

Xit+1 = α + β1T + β2Dit + γMit + ε, (2′)

where pretreatment measures of latent partisan iden-
tity (Dit = 1 if latent Democrat, 0 otherwise) and ob-
servables (Mit) are included for efficiency. Turning next
to the ITT effect of T on Y for the pooled sample,
define Y so that it measures the degree of correspon-
dence between latent partisanship and the outcome
measure. Thus, individuals score more highly when
their expressed opinions match their partisan leanings.
For example, Y is maximized when the Democratic
subject has a positive view of the Democratic candi-
date and when the Republican subject has a negative
view of the Democratic candidate. If we assume that
the effect of the treatment on opinions is the same (in
terms of increasing the concordance between latent
partisanship and opinions) for latent Democrats and
latent Republicans, (3) can be rewritten as

Yit+1 = α + β1T + β2Yit + β3Dit + γMit + ε. (3′)

Finally, under the exclusion restriction, we estimate the
effect of X on Y using the system of equations

Yit+1 = α + β1Xit+1 + β2Yit + β3Dit + γMit + ε,
(4′)

where we instrument for X using the random assign-
ment of T:

Xit+1 = α + β1T + β2Yit + β3Dit + γMit + ε. (5′)

As previously discussed, under the assumption that T
affects Y only through its effect on X, the two-stage
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TABLE 1. Experiment Outline

Phase 1: Identification of latent partisans and
measurement of baseline opinions (survey, January
11–16, 2008)

Survey registered but unaffiliated CT voters to measure
partisan leanings and baseline opinions. See text for
additional details of sample construction.

Phase 2: Mail information about primary election voting
rules (mailed January 22, 2008)

Send randomly selected subset of surveyed voters a
letter informing them of need to register with a party if
they wished to vote in the upcoming Democratic or
Republican presidential primary.

Phase 3: Measure postprimary opinions and behaviors
(survey, June 2008 and the updated CT Voter File)

Gather survey data on postprimary opinions and
behaviors. Analyze voter file to measure changes in
party registration status and turnout in 2008
presidential primary.

least-squares estimate of β1 will then provide a consis-
tent estimate of the effect of changes in partisanship on
changes in opinions. Of course, this leaves unresolved
the question of how one might randomly induce varia-
tion in partisanship, the topic to which we now turn.

EXPERIMENTAL PROTOCOL

The basic requirements of the experiment are, first,
to randomly produce strengthened partisan identities
and, second, to measure the effect of the randomly
induced changes in partisanship on salient political at-
titudes and opinions.

There are several important hurdles to surmount in
creating random variation in partisan affiliation. First,
we must identify a pool of respondents amenable to
fuller expression of underlying partisan tendencies.
Second, and perhaps most critically, we must develop a
means of inducing changes in partisanship that can be
randomly applied to some individuals but not others.
Third, we must be able to measure changes in out-
comes associated with changes in partisanship before
other actors (e.g., candidates in political races) who
might also condition their behavior on a respondent’s
newly activated party affiliation can impose additional
treatments on those individuals.

We are able to address these concerns by exploiting
some features of the 2008 presidential primary in Con-
necticut. For ease of exposition, it is useful to divide
our experiment into three stages, outlined in Table 1.

Phase 1 of our experiment involved identifying a
pool of latent partisans. Our initial sampling frame was
all registered, but formally unaffiliated, voters listed
in the Connecticut voter file. Because we wanted to
be able to reach these individuals by both telephone
and mail, we eliminated from this list all records where
telephone or address records were invalid or incon-
sistent. We also removed records where the address or
telephone number appeared three or more times in the
voter file to make it easier to target specific individuals
and to avoid temporary housing where respondents
were more likely to have moved.10,11 To improve the

10 Further details about sample restrictions, experimental protocol,
and coding of variables appear in an online Appendix available at
http://huber.research.yale.edu
11 We also employed an outside vendor to verify the addresses listed
in the voter file for all individuals we surveyed. This validation took

efficiency of our experiment, we focused our sample
on voters we believed to be more amenable to partisan
conversion: Those who were younger (18–49, inclusive)
and had recently participated (who voted in any elec-
tion in 2006, 2004, or 2002 or were less than 21 and had
registered after 2000). In early 2008 (January 11–16),
we fielded a telephone survey to measure the latent
partisanship and pretreatment opinions of this subset
of registered voters.

Partisanship was measured using the standard
branching ANES instrument in which respondents
were initially asked “Generally speaking, do you
think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an
independent, or what?” Respondents who chose ei-
ther the Democratic or Republican Party were then
asked “Would you call yourself a strong [Democrat/
Republican] or a not very strong [Democrat/
Republican]?” All other respondents were then asked
“Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican
Party or to the Democratic Party?” We classify as latent
partisans those respondents who declined to identify
with the Democratic or Republican Party when asked
the first question, but stated that they felt closer to
either party in response to the follow-up question.12

In our random sample of unaffiliated registered Con-
necticut voters there were 975 latent Democrats and
565 latent Republicans.13 Additionally, we identified
808 independents (those who in response to the

place in June 2008 and identified 32 latent partisans (or 6.7% of the
479 latent partisans who completed both surveys) who completed all
three phases of our experiment but appeared to have moved prior
to our experiment or whose address was deemed invalid for mailing
purposes. These records are excluded from our analysis.
12 On the value of the two-part survey measure of partisanship as an
indicator of social identity, see Greene (2002). In particular, Greene
argues that the initial “Generally speaking, do you think of yourself
as a . . .” question is a direct measure of social identity. Of the 3,539
individuals who completed our survey and provided a valid measure
of partisanship, 8.9% identified as strong Democrats, 12.1% as weak
Democrats, 27.6% as closer to the Democrats, 22.8% as true inde-
pendents (responded to the second question as closer to neither),
16.0% as closer to the Republicans, 7.8% as weak Republicans, and
4.9% as strong Republicans. In response to the first part of the par-
tisanship item, approximately 34% of the sample indicated that they
were either Democrats or Republicans, whereas the remainder were
either what we term latent partisans or independents.
13 After we implement the footnote 11 restriction, there are 902
latent Democrats and 523 latent Republicans.
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second question refused to express a preference for
either major party or specified “other”).14

Phase 2 of our experiment had the effect of randomly
inducing a small subset of these unaffiliated voters
to alter their registrations to affiliate with one of the
parties. In Connecticut, unaffiliated voters cannot vote
in either the Democratic or Republican presidential
preference primary without first formally registering
with the respective party. All of the respondents in
our sample were thus initially ineligible to participate
in the February 5, 2008 primary. We sent a treatment
letter to a 50% random subset of the experimental
participants.15 We mailed letters on January 22, 2008
that reminded the recipient of the upcoming election
and explained the need to affiliate with a party in or-
der to participate in the party’s presidential primary.
Each letter, which was accompanied by a blank party
affiliation form,16 included the following text:

In 2008, the Democratic and Republican Presidential pref-
erence primaries will be held on February 5th and the
general election will be held on November 4th. Polls will
be open from 6 AM to 8 PM on both primary and election
days.

Based on the most recent voter registration records, you
are not currently affiliated with a political party. I wish to
remind you that in Connecticut, unaffiliated voters cannot
vote in primary elections. If you wish to vote in a party’s
primary, your registration records must show that you are
affiliated with that party. If you have recently amended your
registration status to affiliate with a party, please disregard
this notice.

To affiliate with a party, please fill out and return the en-
closed voter registration form to your town’s registrar of
voters.

Note that the letter provides voters with information
about their registration status, the upcoming primary,
and the need to register with a party to participate in
the primary. Our treatment, therefore, lowered the cost
of changing one’s registration, made individuals aware
of the impending primary, and provided information

14 In the remainder of our exposition here, we focus on the latent
partisans, although we also randomly treated some individuals with
all different levels of partisanship as well as individuals we never
surveyed in order to allow us to examine treatment effects for larger
populations. The treatment did not affect partisanship among those
already indicating that they considered themselves Democrats or
Republicans in the pretreatment survey. The treatment had no sta-
tistically significant effect on either partisanship or political attitudes
in this group. Results for this additional group are included in the
replication archive and results for the nonleaning independents are
discussed below.
15 A test of random assignment appears in Table A1 in the on-
line Appendix, in which we demonstrate that observable features
of respondents in the treatment and control groups cannot explain
treatment assignment.
16 Although they are frequently mentioned in the media, some citi-
zens may be unaware of legal requirements for primary participation
in closed primary states and this may present a barrier to participa-
tion. These mailings were part of a larger project investigating the
turnout effects of providing preelection information about primary
voting rules.

about a potential benefit of party affiliation. Although
the letter is nonpartisan, the letter made it easier for
those who wanted to exercise their right to vote in a
primary to do so and, as a result of receiving the letter,
a portion of treated respondents decided to affiliate
with a party.17 We detail the size of this effect in the
next section.

Phase 3 of our experiment involved measuring the
effect of the treatment on various outcomes of inter-
est, including party identification and opinions. Data
come from two sources. The first is a telephone sur-
vey we conducted in June 2008 of all respondents for
whom we initially measured pretreatment partisan-
ship in our January 2008 survey (we label this sec-
ond survey the postsurvey). Of the 1,540 latent par-
tisans we initially surveyed, we were able to obtain
a second survey measure of partisanship for approx-
imately 479, or about 31%.18 The survey took place
soon after 2008 primary turnout and changes in party
registration were added to the Connecticut voter file,
minimizing our concern about effects originating in
targeted communications in response to turnout or
changes in party registration. Measures included on the
survey are detailed in an online Appendix (available
at http://huber.research.yale.edu) and include most of
the questions asked on the baseline survey as well as
planned vote intention for the November 2008 election,
evaluations of important historical partisan figures,
measures of various forms of political behavior, and
reports of campaign contact. The second data source is
the Connecticut voter file, an updated version of which
was provided to us by state election officials on June 25,
2008. The voter file allows us to track all respondents in
our original sample and to obtain an accurate measure
of their registration and turnout behavior.19

We refer to the sample of respondents who were
latent partisans in the first survey, who completed sub-
stantial portions of both surveys, and who were deemed
to have valid addresses (see footnote 11) as our fo-
cal sample. (For this sample, means and standard de-
viations for variables used in our analysis appear in

17 In Connecticut, voters who chose to register with a party could do
so in person up to the day before the primary election, or by January
31 if doing so by mail.
18 Whenever substantial attrition occurs this is cause for major con-
cern because there is a possibility that the attrition is nonrandom
and may lead to bias. Although there is no way to eliminate entirely
the possibility that attrition patterns are related to the treatment in
some subtle way, we tested whether treatment status affected the
probability that a latent partisan completed a second interview and
found no evidence that it did. Those results appear in Table A2 in the
online Appendix. In a model in which a treatment indicator is used
to predict response to the second survey, the coefficient on treatment
is 0.008 with a p-value of .746. In a model in which we also interact
treatment status with all of the other control variables available from
the voter file and our presurvey, an F-test for the joint significance
of treatment status and those interactions has a p-value of .301.
19 Because Connecticut towns are not required to report turnout
to the Secretary of State’s office by a particular deadline, accurate
turnout records may not have been available for all towns in the
voter file. (No such concern applies to changes in registration.) We
identified seven Connecticut towns where no voters were reported
to have voted in the 2008 primary. In our turnout analysis, respon-
dents in these towns are excluded, which explains the slightly smaller
sample sizes in those specifications.
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Table A3 in the online Appendix.) There are 418 re-
spondents in this sample, approximately 65% of whom
are latent Democrats. We note that this is not a large
sample and, consequently, that detecting treatment ef-
fects, if they exist, may be difficult. Nonetheless, be-
cause our design employs a pretreatment survey of
attitudes, we can leverage those data to more readily
detect changes in attitudes, should they occur. Addi-
tionally, an important advantage of experimental inter-
ventions relative to observational research is that ran-
dom assignment substantially reduces concerns about
unobserved heterogeneity. Consequently, the standard
errors associated with estimates of treatment effects
in analysis of randomized experiments properly reflect
imprecision associated with sampling variability, rather
than concerns about model selection and omitted vari-
ables (Gerber, Green, and Kaplan 2004).

Before we proceed, it is also useful to briefly high-
light elements of the context in which our experiment
was conducted. Our data gathering and experimen-
tal intervention bracketed both the 2008 Connecticut
presidential primary and the ongoing nationwide presi-
dential nominating contests. Given the salience of these
races, this political environment may have increased
the effects of our experimental intervention relative
to what would have occurred when campaigns were
less salient or the race in question was viewed as less
important (e.g., a state legislative seat). At the same
time, such an environment may also have naturally
drawn many latent partisans to reconsider their parti-
sanship apart from our intervention, in which case the
treatment may have had smaller effects in this context.
Additionally, this environment may have had different
effects across the two parties. In particular, contrary
to initial expectations early in the 2008 primary season
that Hillary Clinton would easily win the Democratic
nomination whereas the Republicans would be fighting
into the spring, the Democratic race for the nomination
was much closer than the Republican race. In Connecti-
cut this was reflected in the greater effort by the Demo-
cratic campaigns to mobilize voters,20 higher turnout
rates in the Democratic primary (51% compared to
37% for the Republican contest), and Obama’s victory
by 4.1% over Clinton relative to McCain’s 19.1% mar-
gin over Romney.21 Again, the likely effects of these
differences on our experiment are ambiguous. On the
one hand, latent Democrats who received the mail-
ings may have seen greater reason to reflect upon their
partisanship than Republicans because the Democratic
primary appeared more consequential. On the other
hand, the Democratic candidates were already quite
active in the state, and that activity may have en-

20 See Kaplan (2008) and Layton (2008) on the greater effort put
into the Connecticut race by the Democratic candidates.
21 The results of Connecticut’s presidential preference primary,
as reported by Connecticut’s Secretary of State (http://www.ct.
gov/sots/cwp/view.asp?a=3179&Q=392194&SOTSNav_GID=1846;
accessed September 17, 2010), were as follows: In the Republican
primary, McCain (52.0%), Romney (32.9%), Huckabee (7.0%),
and all others (8.1%). In the Democratic primary, Obama (50.7%),
Clinton (46.7%), Edwards (1.0%), and all others (1.6%).

couraged persuadable latent Democrats to alter their
partisanship without our intervention. In our control
group, 9.7% of the latent Democrats registered with
the Democratic Party, whereas only 2.8% of the latent
Republicans registered with the Republican Party. De-
spite these differences, in our focal sample, we find
modest differences in interest in the primary across the
two parties—the proportion of latent Democrats who
were highly interested was 58%, whereas among latent
Republicans it was 50%.

RESULTS

In this section, our analysis proceeds in two phases.
First, we briefly examine the effect of our treatment
on party identification, party registration, and voter
turnout. Having verified that our treatment did in fact
induce changes in party identification, our second step
is to test whether those induced changes in partisan-
ship were accompanied by corresponding changes in
political attitudes.

We examine separately two sets of attitudinal out-
comes: (1) Voting decisions and evaluations of politi-
cal figures and (2) opinions on salient political issues.
To foreshadow our findings, the results show that our
treatment induced individuals to alter their reports of
future and past voting behavior as well as their evalu-
ations of the parties in a manner consistent with their
change in partisanship. However, we find little evi-
dence that changes in partisanship result in changes in
opinions on salient political issues. (We consider below
whether this last result reflects issues of timing and
issue selection.)

Treatment Effect on Party Identification,
Party Registration, and Turnout

Table 2 shows the effect of the preelection mailing on
self-reported partisanship as measured using the June
2008 survey. Overall, treated individuals were more
likely to self-identify with their latent parties than those
in the control condition. We analyze two measures of
changes in partisan identification: (1) the proportion
of those respondents who postidentify with their latent
presurvey partisanship (a binary measure that is coded
1 if a respondent now stated that “generally speak-
ing” s/he thought of her/himself as of that party and
0 otherwise) and (2) the standard seven-point party-
ID measure scaled so that it is directional relative to
a respondent’s presurvey latent partisanship (coded so
that 7 = the respondent now strongly identified with
his or her presurvey latent partisanship and 1 = the
respondent now strongly identified with the opposing
party). We present these results both for the entire
sample of latent partisans and broken down by initial
political leaning.

In columns (1) through (3) we analyze the entire
sample of latent partisans and present results from
three specifications where the dependent variable is
the binary measure of partisan affiliation (these re-
gressions follow equation (2′)). In the column (1)
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TABLE 2. Effect of Being Sent Mail on Party Identification

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10)
Postidentify With Presurvey Latent Party Postsurvey Directional Party ID Relative to Presurvey Latent

(1 = yes) Party (1 = Strongly against to 7 = Strongly with)

Latent Latent Latent Latent
Sample All Latent Partisans Democrats Republicans All Latent Partisans Democrats Republicans

Sent mail 0.081∗∗ 0.075∗ 0.073∗ 0.080 0.070 0.233∗∗ 0.225∗∗ 0.230∗∗∗ 0.256∗∗ 0.191
[0.040] [0.041] [0.040] [0.051] [0.064] [0.092] [0.093] [0.088] [0.112] [0.150]

Leaned to Dems in presurvey 0.082∗∗ 0.067 0.099 0.300∗∗∗ 0.273∗∗∗ 0.093
[0.040] [0.042] [0.076] [0.098] [0.102] [0.158]

Age, years (voter file) 0.005 0.004 0.000 −0.007 0.086 0.068 0.034 0.094
[0.022] [0.023] [0.030] [0.038] [0.065] [0.061] [0.076] [0.116]

Age squared 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 −0.001 −0.001 0.000 −0.001
[0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.002]

Year registered, missing = 2007 (voter file) 0.010∗∗ 0.009∗∗ 0.004 0.014∗∗ 0.018∗∗ 0.015 0.003 0.033∗∗

[0.004] [0.004] [0.006] [0.006] [0.009] [0.009] [0.011] [0.016]
Year registered missing −0.130 −0.140 −0.051 −0.244∗∗ −0.266 −0.329 −0.156 −0.698∗∗

[0.086] [0.090] [0.149] [0.104] [0.204] [0.211] [0.314] [0.286]
Two registered people in household (voter file) 0.041 0.041 −0.015 0.157 −0.060 −0.088 −0.153 0.123

[0.059] [0.061] [0.075] [0.104] [0.132] [0.131] [0.165] [0.230]
Female (1 = yes) VF/Survey 0.036 0.032 0.021 0.023 0.177∗ 0.163∗ 0.210∗ 0.031

[0.041] [0.041] [0.058] [0.065] [0.097] [0.092] [0.118] [0.156]
Voted in 2006 −0.074 −0.086∗ −0.080 −0.085 −0.009 −0.025 0.038 −0.071

[0.051] [0.049] [0.069] [0.071] [0.102] [0.098] [0.137] [0.152]
Voted in 2004 0.105∗∗ 0.096∗ 0.148∗∗ −0.053 0.118 0.064 0.257∗ −0.417∗∗

[0.052] [0.052] [0.071] [0.078] [0.111] [0.109] [0.142] [0.187]
Voted in 2002 −0.042 −0.034 −0.121 0.093 0.015 0.034 −0.123 0.236

[0.051] [0.052] [0.075] [0.083] [0.096] [0.094] [0.129] [0.181]
Voted in 2000 −0.043 −0.046 −0.034 −0.079 −0.045 −0.031 −0.101 0.041

[0.051] [0.052] [0.072] [0.077] [0.103] [0.100] [0.134] [0.180]
Voted in 1998 0.033 0.019 −0.065 0.133 0.019 −0.052 −0.173 0.263

[0.066] [0.069] [0.096] [0.119] [0.151] [0.152] [0.213] [0.260]
Voted in 1996 0.064 0.083 0.162 −0.014 0.140 0.159 0.220 0.105

[0.079] [0.079] [0.107] [0.124] [0.165] [0.153] [0.218] [0.263]
Presurvey Interest in Primary (2 = Very, 0.049 0.069 0.031 0.101 0.100 0.117

1 = Somewhat, 0 = Not Much) [0.033] [0.043] [0.050] [0.070] [0.089] [0.124]
Presurvey 2000 vote aligned with presurvey −0.010 −0.005 0.048 0.090 0.038 0.424∗∗

latent partisanship [0.048] [0.062] [0.083] [0.096] [0.123] [0.179]
Presurvey Unemployment performance rel. 0.005 0.023 −0.028 0.095∗ 0.124∗ 0.017

presurvey latent partisanship (−2 to 2) [0.025] [0.034] [0.040] [0.053] [0.065] [0.097]
Presurvey Economy Retrospective Judgment −0.037 −0.064 −0.009 −0.028 −0.079 0.073

rel. presurvey latent partisanship (−2 to 2) [0.029] [0.041] [0.046] [0.063] [0.080] [0.101]
Presurvey Bush Approval rel. presurvey latent 0.039∗∗ 0.022 0.050∗∗ 0.194∗∗∗ 0.136∗ 0.232∗∗∗

partisanship (−2 to 2) [0.019] [0.031] [0.023] [0.048] [0.079] [0.060]729
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specification, which in addition to the treatment assign-
ment indicator includes only an indicator for whether a
respondent was a latent Democrat (rather than Repub-
lican), we see that the estimated effect of the mailing
was to increase posttreatment identification with the
previously latent party by 8.1% (p < .05, one-tailed
test). Adding additional demographic covariates from
the voter file in the column (2) specification reduces
this estimated effect somewhat to 7.5% (p < .05, one-
tailed test).

In column (3) we include a series of pretreatment sur-
vey measures, which other than interest in the primary
are scaled to reflect the alignment of those responses
with the respondent’s pretreatment latent partisanship.
(Higher values indicate that a respondent’s presurvey
opinions coincided more with his or her latent partisan-
ship. So, for example, the variable “Presurvey 2000 vote
aligned with presurvey latent partisanship” is coded
1 for latent Democrats [Republicans] who reported
voting for Gore [Bush] in 2000, and 0 for all others.)
In this specification we find that the mailing increased
self-reported party identification by a similar estimate
of 7.3% (p < .05, one-tailed test). We note that the
three estimates are statistically indistinguishable. To
demonstrate that these results are not substantially
different across the two parties, in columns (4) and (5)
we present the column (3) specification broken down
by whether the respondent initially leaned toward the
Democrats (column 4) or Republicans (column 5). We
find that the estimated effects of the treatment on par-
tisanship are 8.0 and 7.0%, respectively, which are both
similar to one another and indistinguishable from the
results reported in column (3) (although indications of
statistical significance change with the reduced sample
sizes—p = .06 and p = .14, respectively).

Columns (6) through (10) mirror the specifications
and samples from (1) through (5), substituting as the
dependent variable the seven-point scale measured rel-
ative to presurvey latent partisanship. For the entire
focal sample (latent partisans), the coefficients range
from 0.225 to 0.233 with a maximum p-value less than
.01. Substantively, these estimates suggest that being
sent the letter moved a respondent about one-fourth
of a unit between any two of the seven categories in
the scale measure of partisanship. As before, breaking
the sample down by latent partisanship also produces
estimates that are similar across the parties and indis-
tinguishable from the pooled estimates.

To give a greater sense of the effect of the treat-
ment on reported partisanship throughout the entire
distribution of partisan leanings, we also present our
data graphically. Figure 1 displays the postsurvey party
identification scale by treatment status and presurvey
partisan leaning. Panel (A) is for latent Democrats.
The distribution of posttreatment partisan leanings for
control group members appears on the left and that for
treated individuals appears on the right. The partisan
identification scale goes from a low of strong Demo-
crat to a high of strong Republican. Note that among
latent Democrats, the treatment group has a distribu-
tion of partisan identity that is to the left (or to the
more Democratic end) of the control group. Among
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FIGURE 1. Postsurvey Party Identification by Presurvey Party Identification and Whether Sent
Mail: (A) Among Presurvey Latent Democrats; (B) Among Presurvey Latent Republicans
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Notes: Sample is respondents with measure of partisanship in both surveys, valid addresses, and who had not moved before treatment
was applied. By definition, all Latent Democrats (panel A) start at 3 in pretreatement survey, whereas all Latent Republicans (panel B)
start at 5.

latent Republicans, shown in Panel (B), the pattern is
reversed, with the treatment distribution to the right of
that of the control.

These data reveal two other interesting patterns.
First, on average, our treatment induced respondents
to become strong, rather than weak, partisans. Com-
paring differences between treatment and control on
the seven-point partisanship measure scaled relative
to pretreatment partisanship, we find that treatment
group members are about eight percentage points more
likely to identify as strong or weak partisans of the party
they previously leaned to. Of this eight–percentage
point increase in partisanship, three-fourths (6% of
the 8%) is among strong partisans. In short, when our
experiment induced partisanship, it tended to produce
strong rather than weak partisans. The second observa-
tion gleaned from patterns in the control group is that
partisanship is not entirely stable. Overall, only about
60% of the latent partisans were still latent partisans
of that party in the postsurvey. Of those 40% of re-
spondents whose partisanship changed, fully 18% had
converted to become partisan identifiers (13% weak
and 5% strong), true independents were 13% more
prevalent, and nearly all of the remaining 8% now
leaned to the other party.

In addition to affecting partisanship, our interven-
tion also increased rates of party registration and par-

ticipation in the 2008 presidential primary. These re-
sults are reported in Table 3. In column (1) we exam-
ine for the focal sample the effect of the treatment on
whether or not a respondent changed her party reg-
istration to formally affiliate with the party she previ-
ously leaned to (1 = yes, 0 = no). In column (2) we focus
on whether a respondent voted in the 2008 presidential
primary (1 = yes, 0 = no). Both outcomes are measured
using data from the June 2008 Connecticut voter file.
In columns (3) and (4) we repeat the party registra-
tion analysis, this time breaking the sample down by
the respondent’s initial latent partisanship. Similarly,
in columns (5) and (6) we examine turnout broken
down by pretreatment latent partisanship.

For this sample, we find that the mailing increased
the rate at which respondents changed their party regis-
tration to match their pretreatment latent partisanship
by about nine percentage points (p < .01, one-tailed
test). Columns (3) and (4) show that these effects are
similar across the two parties (8.1 and 9.0 percentage
points, respectively, for the latent Democrats and Re-
publicans). We also find that the treatment increased
turnout in the 2008 presidential primary by 4.6 per-
centage points (column (3), p < .05, one-tailed test),
about half the size of the effect on the increase in party
registration with the previously latent party. This in-
crease in turnout is large relative to the effects of most
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TABLE 3. Effect of Being Sent Mail on Party Registration and Primary Turnout

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Registered
with Party Voted in Registered with Party

Leaned Toward Primary Leaned Toward Voted in Primary

All Latent Latent Latent Latent Latent
Sample Partisans Democrats Republicans Democrats Republicans

Sent mail 0.089∗∗∗ 0.046∗ 0.081∗ 0.090∗∗ 0.036 0.050
[0.031] [0.025] [0.043] [0.045] [0.032] [0.043]

Leaned to Dems in presurvey 0.077∗∗ 0.008
[0.031] [0.026]

Age, years (voter file) −0.017 −0.008 −0.024 −0.004 −0.005 −0.013
[0.015] [0.011] [0.021] [0.017] [0.014] [0.015]

Age squared 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
[0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000]

Year registered, missing = 2007 0.005 0.004 0.003 0.007 0.004 0.002
(voter file) [0.004] [0.003] [0.005] [0.005] [0.004] [0.004]

Year registered missing −0.022 0.000 0.007 −0.052 0.025 0.013
[0.083] [0.071] [0.140] [0.079] [0.115] [0.070]

Two registered people in 0.014 −0.005 0.024 −0.012 0.029 −0.063∗∗

household (voter file) [0.044] [0.036] [0.060] [0.052] [0.050] [0.027]
Female (1 = yes) VF/survey 0.043 0.041∗ 0.038 0.038 0.068∗∗ −0.002

[0.032] [0.024] [0.045] [0.045] [0.031] [0.044]
Voted in 2006 0.002 0.008 −0.020 0.039 0.002 0.021

[0.038] [0.029] [0.054] [0.051] [0.041] [0.040]
Voted in 2004 0.001 0.021 0.025 −0.030 0.046 −0.016

[0.043] [0.032] [0.057] [0.068] [0.041] [0.050]
Voted in 2002 0.010 −0.022 0.006 0.008 −0.065 0.045

[0.038] [0.035] [0.057] [0.049] [0.051] [0.048]
Voted in 2000 −0.022 0.042 −0.008 −0.038 0.073 −0.014

[0.041] [0.038] [0.060] [0.049] [0.054] [0.053]
Voted in 1998 −0.003 0.010 −0.056 0.082 −0.008 0.055

[0.052] [0.050] [0.072] [0.088] [0.063] [0.093]
Voted in 1996 −0.032 −0.044 −0.031 0.015 −0.061 0.003

[0.056] [0.051] [0.070] [0.104] [0.058] [0.109]
Constant −9.881 −6.978 −5.521 −14.613 −7.239 −3.330

[7.476] [6.157] [10.961] [10.182] [8.750] [8.530]
Observations 418 414 269 149 266 148
R 2 .070 .038 .066 .082 .061 .050
P-value of treatment .002 .036 .029 .023 .132 .122

effect (one-sided)

Note: OLS coefficients with robust (Huber/White) standard errors in brackets. ∗∗∗denotes p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .10, two-tailed tests.
Sample is selected from respondents interviewed in presurvey who had valid addresses and had not moved before treatment was
applied and who also completed party identification measure in postsurvey. See text for details of sample construction.

impersonal communications. (By contrast, door-to-
door canvassing increases turnout by five to ten per-
centage points; see Gerber and Green [2000]). In
columns (5) and (6) we see that these effects are
slightly larger among latent Republicans than latent
Democrats—5.0% versus 3.6%—but the point esti-
mates are not statistically distinguishable from one
another, the pooled result, or zero.

Overall, these results show that the treatment caused
important changes in both political behavior and party
identification. Most importantly for our purposes, we
see that the letter induced recipients to increasingly
identify themselves as partisans and to more fully ex-
press their previously latent partisanship. On the be-
havior side, we also find evidence that latent partisans

reacted to the letter by formally registering with the
party they felt closer to and being more likely than
controls to vote in the presidential primary.

Treatment Effect on Opinions

Table 4 presents estimates from a series of models ex-
amining the effect of the treatment letter on voting
decisions and evaluations of political figures (columns
(1) through (9)) and salient policy opinions (columns
(10) through (12)). The results suggest that the manipu-
lation of partisanship induces corresponding partisan-
tinged differences in reported voting decisions and
evaluations of political figures, but is not accompanied
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TABLE 4. Regression Analysis of Effect of Being Sent Mail on Political Opinions

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Voting and Party Voting and Party Alignment Voting and Party Alignment Policy evaluations
Alignment Scale Scale adding Congress/ Scale also adding Reagan/ alignment scale

(−4 to 6) Bush (−8 to 10) Carter (−12 to 14) (−8 to 8)

ATT ATT ATT ATT
(Postsurvey (Postsurvey (Postsurvey (Postsurvey
Directional ATT Directional ATT Directional ATT Directional

ATT Party ID (Identified Party ID (Identified Party ID (Identified Party ID
(Identified with Relative to with Relative to with Relative to with Relative to

presurvey Presurvey presurvey Presurvey presurvey Presurvey presurvey Presurvey
OLS latent party) Latent Party) OLS latent party) Latent Party) OLS latent party) Latent Party) OLS latent party) Latent Party)

Sent mail 0.274∗ 0.328 0.342 −0.120
[0.143] [0.216] [0.278] [0.232]

Postsurvey identified with presurvey 3.823 4.369 4.554 −1.778
latent party [2.571] [3.146] [3.839] [3.523]

PostSurvey Directional Party ID 1.220∗ 1.487 1.550 −0.565
Relative to PreSurvey Latent Party [0.642] [0.911] [1.158] [1.125]

Leaned to Dems in presurvey 0.033 −0.309 −0.076 0.282 −0.060 0.171 −1.383∗∗∗ −1.739∗∗∗ −1.498∗∗∗ 3.961∗∗∗ 4.129∗∗∗ 4.006∗∗∗
[0.239] [0.417] [0.270] [0.382] [0.537] [0.408] [0.455] [0.610] [0.472] [0.408] [0.493] [0.403]

Age, years (voter file) −0.025 −0.037 −0.090 0.043 0.027 −0.043 0.079 0.063 −0.010 0.164 0.169 0.196
[0.071] [0.096] [0.081] [0.113] [0.122] [0.111] [0.133] [0.138] [0.132] [0.111] [0.120] [0.139]

Age squared 0.000 0.001 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.001 −0.001 0.000 0.001 −0.002 −0.002 −0.002
[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002] [0.002]

Year registered, missing = 2007 0.011 −0.022 −0.008 0.041∗ 0.004 0.019 0.043 0.004 0.020 0.009 0.025 0.018
(voter file) [0.016] [0.030] [0.020] [0.024] [0.040] [0.029] [0.029] [0.045] [0.032] [0.029] [0.043] [0.034]
Year registered missing −0.183 0.347 0.221 −0.189 0.411 0.277 −0.546 0.080 −0.060 0.387 0.124 0.197

[0.359] [0.584] [0.407] [0.587] [0.754] [0.573] [0.689] [0.857] [0.670] [0.562] [0.776] [0.695]
Two registered people in household −0.517∗∗∗ −0.627∗∗ −0.397∗∗ −0.875∗∗∗ −1.053∗∗∗ −0.760∗∗∗ −1.179∗∗∗ −1.365∗∗∗ −1.060∗∗∗ −0.460 −0.377 −0.511

(voter file) [0.193] [0.281] [0.193] [0.291] [0.380] [0.265] [0.368] [0.440] [0.332] [0.338] [0.428] [0.346]
Female (1 = yes) VF/Survey 0.415∗∗∗ 0.285 0.204 0.554∗∗ 0.406 0.292 0.604∗∗ 0.450 0.331 −0.003 0.065 0.102

[0.149] [0.215] [0.188] [0.224] [0.279] [0.279] [0.289] [0.345] [0.352] [0.240] [0.290] [0.329]
Voted in 2006 0.067 0.427 0.114 −0.206 0.220 −0.137 0.031 0.475 0.103 0.128 −0.032 0.115

[0.171] [0.332] [0.173] [0.247] [0.409] [0.237] [0.304] [0.515] [0.294] [0.266] [0.418] [0.273]
Voted in 2004 0.157 −0.271 0.052 0.379 −0.105 0.254 0.104 −0.401 −0.027 −0.702∗∗ −0.522 −0.667∗∗

[0.191] [0.388] [0.211] [0.273] [0.463] [0.273] [0.344] [0.583] [0.350] [0.287] [0.496] [0.314]
Voted in 2002 −0.222 −0.093 −0.263 −0.290 −0.168 −0.366 −0.055 0.072 −0.133 0.137 0.079 0.156

[0.188] [0.295] [0.204] [0.286] [0.364] [0.283] [0.352] [0.436] [0.351] [0.292] [0.327] [0.295]
Voted in 2000 −0.132 0.042 −0.086 −0.012 0.173 0.058 0.161 0.354 0.234 0.167 0.085 0.145

[0.195] [0.299] [0.212] [0.290] [0.383] [0.295] [0.372] [0.474] [0.381] [0.312] [0.369] [0.320]
Voted in 1998 −0.201 −0.249 −0.136 −0.250 −0.385 −0.218 −0.468 −0.609 −0.435 −0.273 −0.252 −0.302

[0.241] [0.348] [0.275] [0.359] [0.464] [0.390] [0.480] [0.550] [0.495] [0.409] [0.433] [0.434]
Voted in 1996 0.592∗∗ 0.232 0.382 0.432 0.092 0.217 0.694 0.340 0.470 0.666 0.836 0.763

[0.299] [0.469] [0.326] [0.362] [0.507] [0.408] [0.494] [0.631] [0.543] [0.471] [0.650] [0.554]
Presurvey Interest in Primary 0.242∗∗ 0.053 0.119 0.228 0.030 0.079 0.375∗ 0.168 0.219 0.182 0.274 0.243

(2 = Very, 1 = Somewhat, [0.110] [0.201] [0.146] [0.166] [0.248] [0.206] [0.224] [0.323] [0.278] [0.193] [0.288] [0.249]
0 = Not Much)

Presurvey 2000 vote aligned with 0.806∗∗∗ 0.856∗∗∗ 0.693∗∗∗ 1.044∗∗∗ 1.132∗∗∗ 0.943∗∗∗ 1.216∗∗∗ 1.307∗∗∗ 1.111∗∗∗ 0.142 0.117 0.186
presurvey latent partisanship [0.166] [0.241] [0.182] [0.247] [0.306] [0.250] [0.321] [0.364] [0.308] [0.283] [0.301] [0.281]

Presurvey unemployment 0.133 0.120 0.025 0.240∗ 0.221 0.110 0.462∗∗∗ 0.441∗∗ 0.325∗ 0.794∗∗∗ 0.801∗∗∗ 0.843∗∗∗
performance rel. presurvey latent [0.090] [0.116] [0.100] [0.143] [0.152] [0.142] [0.174] [0.177] [0.171] [0.148] [0.150] [0.175]
partisanship (−2 to 2)733
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TABLE 4. Continued

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Voting and Party Voting and Party Alignment Voting and Party Alignment Policy evaluations
Alignment Scale Scale adding Congress/ Scale also adding Reagan/ alignment scale

(−4 to 6) Bush (−8 to 10) Carter (−12 to 14) (−8 to 8)

ATT ATT ATT ATT
(Postsurvey (Postsurvey (Postsurvey (Postsurvey
Directional ATT Directional ATT Directional ATT Directional

ATT Party ID (Identified Party ID (Identified Party ID (Identified Party ID
(Identified with Relative to with Relative to with Relative to with Relative to

presurvey Presurvey presurvey Presurvey presurvey Presurvey presurvey Presurvey
OLS latent party) Latent Party) OLS latent party) Latent Party) OLS latent party) Latent Party) OLS latent party) Latent Party)

Presurvey economy retrospective 0.217∗∗ 0.355∗∗ 0.250∗∗ 0.267∗ 0.417∗∗ 0.291∗ 0.396∗∗ 0.554∗∗ 0.422∗∗ 0.688∗∗∗ 0.623∗∗∗ 0.676∗∗∗
judgment rel. presurvey latent [0.093] [0.163] [0.103] [0.147] [0.213] [0.151] [0.172] [0.240] [0.169] [0.157] [0.196] [0.159]
partisanship (−2 to 2)

Presurvey Bush approval rel. 0.464∗∗∗ 0.307∗∗ 0.222 1.177∗∗∗ 0.995∗∗∗ 0.881∗∗∗ 1.369∗∗∗ 1.180∗∗∗ 1.060∗∗∗ 0.330∗∗∗ 0.404∗∗ 0.443∗
presurvey latent [0.062] [0.144] [0.147] [0.102] [0.183] [0.212] [0.128] [0.219] [0.266] [0.114] [0.190] [0.261]
partisanship (−2 to 2)

Presurvey Congress approval 0.171∗∗∗ 0.098 0.061 0.697∗∗∗ 0.607∗∗∗ 0.554∗∗∗ 0.889∗∗∗ 0.796∗∗∗ 0.741∗∗∗ 0.268∗∗∗ 0.304∗∗∗ 0.320∗∗
rel. presurvey latent [0.060] [0.098] [0.086] [0.087] [0.123] [0.119] [0.116] [0.149] [0.149] [0.092] [0.112] [0.133]
partisanship (−2 to 2)

Constant −20.905 44.232 12.577 −82.264∗ −8.176 −42.709 −86.139 −8.909 −44.907 −22.051 −54.817 −37.853
[32.732] [59.501] [38.090] [48.967] [80.250] [56.927] [57.825] [89.373] [61.926] [56.990] [86.770] [65.418]

Observations 411 411 411 399 399 399 399 399 399 411 411 411
R 2 .363 .515 .465 .685
P-value of treatment effect .028 .069 .029 .065 .083 .051 .110 .118 .091 .302 .307 .308

(one-sided)

Note: OLS and 2SLS (Instrumenting for aligning party identification with latent partisanship using treatment status) coefficients with robust (Huber/White) standard errors in brackets.
∗∗∗denotes p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .10, two-tailed tests. Sample is latent partisans in presurvey who had valid addresses and had not moved before treatment was applied and who also
completed postsurvey. See text for details of sample construction.
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by similar movements in policy opinions. We examine
these results in greater detail here.

Table 4 contains 12 columns. The models explain
four different outcome variables and there are three
regression models for each of the outcomes. The first
regression in each of the triples (columns (1), (4), (7),
and (10)) is the ITT effect of treatment (being sent
the letter) on the particular political outcome variable
(this is the equation (3′) specification, described in Re-
search Design, Causal Inference, and the Effect of Par-
tisanship). The remaining columns report the results
of two-stage least-squares estimation of the effect of
partisanship on political attitudes and behavior (based
on the system of equations (4′) and (5′)).

In columns (1) through (3), the dependent variable
is an additive scale of the alignment between a respon-
dent’s latent partisanship and postsurvey responses to
four questions (candidate choice in 2000, planned vote
in November 2008, and evaluation of the Democratic
and Republican parties). Results by individual item
for this Voting and Party Alignment Scale and other
indices appear in online Appendix Table A4. The 0.274
in column (1) indicates that the treatment letter in-
creased the degree of alignment between partisanship
and these opinions. This coefficient is statistically sig-
nificant at standard levels with a p-value of .03. (Given
that we expect effects, if any, to manifest in the di-
rection of greater agreement between a respondent’s
latent partisanship and subsequent opinions, we report
one-tailed hypotheses tests in the text here and at the
bottom of the table.)

Assuming that the effect of the treatment letter on
the alignment scale is mediated through the increased
partisanship we documented in Table 3, we measure
the effect of partisanship on party alignment in opin-
ions in the second and third columns of Table 4. In
column (2) we use the dichotomous measure of parti-
sanship (whether the respondent now identified with
their previously leaning party) and in column (3) we
rely on the seven-point variable (toward the direction
of the previously leaning party) to scale our average
treatment-on-the-treated effects. The 3.8 in column (2)
(p = .07) implies that identifying with one’s latent party
increases a respondent’s scale score by about 4 points
on the 10-point scale. The 1.2 in column (3) (p = .03)
means that a 2-point move on the party ID scale (from
feeling closer to one’s latent party to feeling strongly
that one is of that party) increases a respondent’s index
score by about 2.4.

There are several ways to benchmark the magnitude
of these results. Here, we focus on interpreting them
relative to the observed opinions of weak and strong
partisans. For this analysis, we turn to our posttreat-
ment survey and examine the opinions of latent parti-
sans who were not treated as well as a similar sample
of strong and weak partisans (using partisanship mea-
sured at the first survey) who were never treated and
who were also interviewed a second time. We choose
these comparisons because they help to shed light on
debates about whether our sample of latent partisans
is in fact already quite partisan in its views (e.g., Keith
1986) and to discern the relative importance of par-

tisan conversion. To begin with, among this sample
of untreated individuals, we find that latent partisans
have an average Voting and Party Alignment Scale (the
same dependent variable used in columns (1) through
(3) specifications) of 2.4, whereas for weak partisans it
is 2.6 and for strong partisans it is 3.2. By this metric,
although weak partisans are more partisan than latent
partisans, this difference (about 0.25) is not statistically
significant at conventional levels (p = .13, one-tailed
test), perhaps in part because of small sample size (N =
336). By contrast, the 0.86 difference between latent
and strong partisans is statistically significant (p < .01),
as is the 0.61 difference between weak and strong par-
tisans (p = .02, one-tailed test).

Focusing on the Table 4, column (3) specification,
each one-unit increase on the partisanship scale (in the
direction of one’s latent partisanship) is predicted to
increase the Voting and Party Alignment Scale score
by 1.22 units. Earlier we noted that our intervention
increased the overall incidence of partisan identifica-
tion by eight percentage points, with a six–percentage
point increase in strong identification. Applied to the
estimates here, a conversion from leaning to weak par-
tisan increases the average Voting and Party Alignment
Scale to 3.6, which would place those respondents in
approximately the 70th to 83rd percentile of observed
scale scores among never-treated weak partisans. A
conversion from leaning to strong partisans yields a
predicted scale score of 4.8, or in the 76th to 95th
percentile among never-treated strong partisans. Av-
eraging these two effects by the relative frequency of
each type of partisan conversion (0.75 × 2.44 + 0.25 ×
1.22), the induced change in partisanship increases the
average alignment score from 2.4 to about 4.5, which
would place these respondents in the 79th to 95th per-
centile of the scale distribution among all never-treated
partisan identifiers (weak or strong).

Another useful comparison is to estimate the col-
umn (3) specification as an OLS regression using data
from the control group. That is, instead of using treat-
ment assignment as an instrument, we simply exam-
ine the effect of changes in partisanship in the con-
trol group (which occurred without the researcher’s
intervention) on postsurvey attitudes. The estimated
coefficient on the change in the seven-point measure
of partisanship from this regression is 0.426 (S.E. =
0.111, p-value < .01, N = 204), which is smaller than
the experimental estimates reported in column (3).22

As we note above, one concern with observational
data is that estimated coefficients may overestimate
the effect of partisanship. Given this concern, the size
of the experimental estimates is surprising. We offer
a few explanations for this result. First, because there
was no intervention that led to a shift in partisanship,
a larger proportion of changes in reported partisan-
ship in the control group may be due to measurement

22 If we instead estimate the column (2) regression in the control
group including latent partisans, partisans, and pure independents,
the coefficient on “Postsurvey identified with presurvey latent party”
is 0.72, p-value < .01, N = 351). This estimate is also much smaller
than the parallel experimental estimate.
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error, which would dampen the observed effect. (This
sort of error could arise if, for example, some pro-
portion of respondents were not carefully considering
their responses to the partisanship items when taking
the survey.) Second, the standard errors for the ex-
perimental estimates are large. Consequently, a sizable
portion of the experimental treatment effect may be
due to sampling error. A related concern is that al-
though the two-stage least-squares estimates are con-
sistent, the modest first-stage effect of the experiment
on party identification raises the possibility of bias (the
F statistic is 3.16 [p = .08] for the exclusion of the
instrument in the first stage in column (2) and 6.38
[p = .01] for the first stage in column (3)). Although
the instrument is weaker than ideal, for “just identified”
instrumental variable models with a weak instrument,
Monte Carlo studies show that the estimator is approx-
imately median-unbiased and the confidence intervals
have relatively accurate coverage rates (Angrist and
Pischke 2008, 2009). Third, our experiment estimates
the average treatment effect for the subset of indi-
viduals who change their partisanship due to the ex-
perimental treatment, but this effect may be different
from the average effect of changing partisanship for the
entire population. Indeed, it is possible that the type
of person for whom partisanship is easily manipulated
is also the type of person who readily changes his or
her political attitudes. The large standard errors and
the potentially atypical set of individuals for whom the
treatment effect is measured both stem from the same
feature of our experiment, the relatively small increase
(relative to the control group) in the share of the treat-
ment group induced to change their partisanship. This
suggests that our experiment would have benefited sub-
stantially from a significantly larger sample size.

These caveats aside, the effects we find are substan-
tial and important changes in attitudes. On average, the
treatment induced a change in attitudes that closed the
gap between latent and weak partisans. If we instead
rely on the exclusion restriction and examine the ef-
fect of changes in expressed partisanship, we find that
treated individuals became substantially more partisan
in their views than even the average weak or strong
partisan who was never treated. Thus, although these
“closet” partisans may already hold views that are
somewhat partisan, conversion to full-fledged partisan
identifiers nonetheless has substantial effects on their
opinions. More generally, these results provide the first
evidence that exogenously induced changes in parti-
sanship are accompanied by movements in political
opinions. This pattern is consistent with the claim that
partisanship affects voting decisions and perceptions
of political figures.

In Table A5 in the online Appendix we report the
robustness of this result to differences in model specifi-
cation. In particular, that table shows the original spec-
ification from column (1) of Table 4 followed by specifi-
cations in which the presurvey alignment measures are
collapsed into a single index (column (2)), the depen-
dent variable is constructed as the difference between
the postsurvey and presurvey alignment index (column
(3)), various independent variables including pretreat-

ment opinions are excluded (columns (4) and (5)), and
the sample is divided into latent Democrats (column
(6)) and latent Republicans (column (7)). Across these
specifications the magnitudes of the estimated treat-
ment effect and significance levels are highly consis-
tent, although models in which we partition the sam-
ple into smaller subsamples by latent partisanship are
associated with more imprecise estimates (one-tailed
p-values of .08 and .13).

Returning to Table 4, in columns (4) through (9) we
test the robustness of these results to the inclusion of
additional items in our Voting and Party Alignment
Scale. In columns (4) through (6) we add measures
of the degree of agreement between a respondent’s
latent partisanship and evaluations of Congress and
President Bush, whereas in columns (7) through (9)
we also add the degree of alignment in evaluations of
two iconic partisan figures: Former presidents Carter (a
Democrat) and Reagan (a Republican).23 In general,
the results with these changes can be characterized
as follows: The size of the estimated effect increases
(which is not surprising given that the range of the
scales being used also increases), but the standard er-
rors increase by slightly larger proportions than the
coefficients. p-values in columns (4) through (6) range
from .05 to .08, whereas in (7) through (9) they range
from .09 to .12.

The effects of our treatment do not appear to extend
to personal policy opinions on important issues of the
day. In columns (10) through (12) of Table 4 we present
results where the dependent variable is an index of the
alignment between a respondent’s expressed personal
policy opinions and his or her latent presurvey parti-
sanship. (The four policy items deal with policy in Iraq,
taxing the rich, and evaluations of retrospective eco-
nomic performance and unemployment rates.) These
results show little evidence that the letter induced pol-
icy opinion polarization. The estimated coefficients are
small in size, are negative, and have large standard
errors (the smallest p-value [two-tailed] is .60).

The effects of our treatment are far larger for the
Voting and Party Alignment Scale than (the null find-
ings) for the Policy Evaluations Alignment Scale. On
one hand, these patterns may be informative about the
reach of the effects of partisanship, with larger effects
manifesting for objects with immediately clear partisan
content (i.e., voting, evaluations of the parties them-
selves, etc.) relative to issues that are not immediately
partisan (in this case, Iraq, health care, and the econ-
omy). Alternatively, however, the pattern we observe

23 One concern we had about the evaluation of Bush and Congress
measures was that Bush was unpopular for reasons apart from
his partisanship. (Even many Republicans in Connecticut reported
strong displeasure with his performance in our presurvey.) Addi-
tionally, evaluations of Congress were already relatively polarized in
our presurvey, raising concerns about ceiling effects. We were also
concerned that evaluations of Carter and Reagan might be relatively
uninformative because those figures are no longer salient partisans in
many individuals’ memories (indeed, the oldest person in our sample
was only 21 in 1980 when Carter left office). Evidence consistent
with this fear is that in our data both former presidents appear to be
viewed relatively positively by the vast majority of respondents (less
than 14% of all respondents viewed Carter or Reagan negatively).
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TABLE 5. Potential Causal Pathways by Which Treatment Induced Changes in
Partisanship and Attitudes

Consistent with Causal Effect
Theoretical Account of Partisanship?

Information-driven mechanisms
1A Letter causes registration, which leads parties to target No

new registrants with partisan information
1B Letter forces political choice, which leads to biased Yes

information search and/or processing
1C Letter stimulates information search, which leads individuals to No

bring party ID into line with partisan attitudes.

Identity-driven mechanisms
2A Letter leads to registration which leads to deeper identity Yes
2B Letter leads to reflection on partisanship which leads to stronger identity Yes

may be due to timing or the context in which our experi-
ment was conducted. On the timing front, the claim that
individuals adjust their personal policy preferences in
response to their party identification often describes a
long-run process of adjustment (perhaps driven by elite
cueing or selective exposure to different forms of media
or campaign communications) or the role of partisan-
ship in guiding opinion formation on newly-emergent
issues (Levendusky 2009). We measure only relatively
short-term responses on persistent issues (e.g., whether
rich people should pay for services for poor ones), and
so we cannot judge whether a similar pattern would
arise with emergent issues or over longer periods of
time. In this case, the correlation between partisanship
and issue positions found in other research could be
due to the longer run consequences of partisanship,
effects that will not be detected in this design. On the
context side, we face a difficulty in that by June 2008
the national economy was nearly universally seen as
performing poorly, and so our ability to discern the ef-
fects of partisanship on economic perceptions is rather
muted (for example, among the never treated strong
and weak Republicans we reinterviewed in June, only
8% believed Bush had improved the unemployment
rate and none believed the economy had gotten better
in the last year).

To summarize, we have found that receipt of the
letter informing the recipients about the need to be
affiliated with a party in order to vote in that party’s
primary increased partisan identity, partisan registra-
tion, voter turnout, and partisan evaluations of political
figures.24 This provides support for the hypothesis that
partisanship actively shapes political views. However,

24 We also considered whether there is heterogeneity in our treat-
ment effects for individuals with different levels of education and
political interest. We find that the effect of the letter on changes
in party identification is largest for the most educated, whereas the
effect on the Voting and Party Alignment Scale is largest for the
middle education group. All estimates are statistically indistinguish-
able from one another. For political interest, the treatment effect
on partisanship is largest for the most interested (and statistically
distinct from the treatment effect among the least interested), but
the effect on the Voting and Party Alignment Scale is largest for the
least interested (but not statistically distinguishable from the effect

because our intervention affected a variety of behav-
iors and attitudes, our experiment cannot definitively
sort out the mechanism that led from letter receipt to
increased partisan views. Was it the increased partisan
allegiance that increased partisan attitudes? In the next
section we discuss potential mechanisms for generating
these effects in greater detail.

DISCUSSION OF MECHANISMS

Our intervention caused both a shift in partisanship and
changes in opinions. Due to the use of random assign-
ment, we can be confident, subject to sampling error,
that the treatment caused these two types of effects.
However, the conclusion that opinion changes are due
to changes in partisanship rests on an exclusion restric-
tion that we have not yet evaluated. The assumption
is that our treatment letter can only have influenced
partisan attitudes via its effect on partisan identity. In
this section, we examine this assumption by considering
different plausible mechanisms by which the treatment
letter might affect partisan attitudes. Some of these
mechanisms are consistent with the theory that party
identification shapes partisan attitudes and some are
not.25

Table 5 summarizes two broad accounts of how the
treatment letter might have affected partisanship. The

among the most interested). This pattern is consistent with several
explanations, including the possibility that education and interest
alter (1) the likelihood of being treated (e.g., opening the letter),
(2) accuracy in survey responses, and (3) the likelihood of changing
one’s partisanship and whether or not that change in identity also
causes one to change one’s other beliefs. Unfortunately, we cannot
tease out which explanation is responsible for the pattern we observe.
Further, because our sample sizes are so small, we cannot estimate
a robust model that includes interactions between all covariates and
the treatment indicators to rule out the possibility that the bivariate
treatment interactions are proxying for other omitted interaction
effects.
25 In experimental research it is far more difficult to identify the
particular causal mechanism by which a treatment effect manifests
than to demonstrate that the treatment caused the effect. On the
general difficulty of identifying the process by which a causal effect
is mediated, even in the experimental context, see Bullock, Green,
and Ha (2010) and Stone-Romero and Rosopa (2008).
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first type of account explains how the treatment letter
could have affected political attitudes via changes in in-
formation flows, and the second considers how the let-
ter could have affected partisan attitudes by changing
internal thought processes. Each of these main alterna-
tives has subaccounts. For each subaccount, we assess
whether it is consistent with the theoretical view that
partisanship has a causal effect on partisan attitudes.

Table 5 suggests three ways in which the treatment
letter could have affected the information that indi-
viduals receive. Account 1A suggests that the letter
caused changes in registration, which caused parties or
candidates to target the new partisans with mailings or
face-to-face persuasion efforts. But this is unlikely. The
Connecticut voter file was updated to include registra-
tion and turnout in the primary election only near the
end of April, and we surveyed the subjects in late June.
We are also unaware of any active campaign efforts
during that brief window, a fact that is unsurprising
given the season (late spring) and Connecticut’s solid
Democratic status for the upcoming general election.

In order to further test Account 1A, we created an
index of campaign treatment, comprised of four items
measuring whether a respondent received a request for
money or was contacted by a campaign via telephone,
mail, or face-to-face campaigning. Results of this anal-
ysis appear in column (1) of Table 6. (Results by indi-
vidual item for this index appear in online Appendix
Table A6.) The coefficient on being sent the mailing is
negative and statistically insignificant, suggesting that
those who received the mailing were no more likely
to receive information from campaigns. Therefore, we
doubt that campaign communication is the source of
the increased partisan views based both on our experi-
mental design and on the empirical evidence about the
effect of the treatment on campaign contact.

Account 1B suggests that the initial choice to identify
with a party shapes how the individual seeks out and
processes information. In the language of The Ameri-
can Voter, partisan identity raises a “perceptual screen”
that causes individuals to seek out information that
confirms their initial (somewhat partisan) views as well
to discount information that might be contrary to those
views. Because this account suggests that the individual
changes how he or she gathers or processes information
to reaffirm some initial partisan identity, it is a causal
account of how partisanship shapes opinions. Although
we have no evidence bearing on this mechanism, Ac-
count 1B is consistent with the theoretical notion that
party identity shapes partisan attitudes.

Account 1C suggests a final way in which the
treatment letter might alter the political information
individuals receive: In reminding respondents that
an election is under way, the treatment letter might
have caused individuals to pay greater attention to
politics. Information subsequently acquired might
lead individuals to bring their party identification into
line with their attitudes, or it might cause parallel
changes in both partisanship and attitudes. This
account is consistent with the claim that in a campaign
environment, individuals are motivated to seek out
information about which party best represents their

policy preferences (Lau, Andersen, and Redlawsk
2008)—information that is increasingly available over
the course of an active campaign (Gelman and King
1993). It is also consistent with the argument that
partisanship is a “running tally” updated in response
to changes in beliefs about the parties. Insofar as the
treatment letter stimulated these processes, one could
not interpret the results in Table 4 as evidence that
party identification causes partisan attitudes.

Although we cannot rule out this possibility, we
believe it is unlikely in our experiment for two reasons.
First, we find that our treatment is associated with shifts
in reports of past partisan behavior [i.e., voting in the
2000 election; see online Appendix Table A4, column
(1); available at http://huber.research.yale.edu]. This
suggests a pattern of partisan projection, rather than
a simple updating by the voter about which party is
more representative of his or her policy ideals. Second,
we find no evidence that the treatment letter led
individuals to pay more attention to politics. This evi-
dence, based on questions in the posttreatment survey,
is presented in columns (2) through (5) of Table 6.

We focus here on three measures of political
behavior—seeking out political information, trying to
persuade others, and donating to a campaign—and a
single measure of political engagement—interest in the
November election. We find no evidence that the mail-
ing increased information search (the coefficient on
treatment status is negative in column (2)), efforts to
persuade others (the p-value of the treatment status
coefficient is .90, two-tailed, in column (3)), or cam-
paign giving (a negative coefficient in column (4)). The
mailing may also have slightly depressed interest in
the general election (column (5), p-value = .13, two-
tailed test). Overall, then, there does not appear to be
much evidence that the treatment letter induced either
information search, or engagement with the campaign
more generally, as one would expect if information
search were generating changes in both partisanship
and attitudes.

We turn now to a second broad class of mechanisms,
which suggest that the treatment letter may set off psy-
chological processes that affect partisan identity even if
information processing is unaffected. These mecha-
nisms are suggested by social identity experiments that
show that engaging in a group act can enhance group
identity, and by the work of Tesser (Tesser 1978; Tesser
and Leone 1977) on the polarizing effect of “mere
thought.”

Account 2A posits that registering with a party in
order to vote in a primary is the kind of group activity
that creates group identity. If, in addition to registering
with a party, an individual votes in a party primary, the
motivation to adopt a partisan identity is presumably
still stronger. Although we have no direct evidence
for this mechanism in our data, it seems plausible this
mechanism contributes to the effects we measure.

Account 2B is closer to Tesser’s “mere thought”
result. The idea here is that the treatment letter induces
individuals to think more deeply about their partisan-
ship, and that this thought leads them toward stronger
partisan identities. This mechanism suggests that
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TABLE 6. Regression Analysis of Effect of Treatment on Participation, Political Interest, and Reported Campaign Treatment

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Participation, Tried to Tried to Gave Campaign General Election Interest
Campaign Treatment Get Information Persuade Others Donation in Prev. 6 (2 = Very, 1 = Somewhat,

Index (0–4) (1 = yes) (1 = yes) Mos. (1 = yes) 0 = Not Much)

Sent mail −0.049 −0.033 0.005 −0.030 −0.068
[0.099] [0.032] [0.042] [0.025] [0.045]

Leaned to Dems in presurvey −0.242 −0.013 0.046 −0.001 0.081
[0.172] [0.062] [0.072] [0.047] [0.078]

Age, years (voter file) 0.020 0.023 −0.045∗∗ 0.016 0.007
[0.049] [0.021] [0.023] [0.012] [0.025]

Age squared 0.000 0.000 0.001∗ −0.000∗ 0.000
[0.001] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000]

Year registered, missing = 2007 (voter file) 0.031∗∗∗ 0.002 0.005 −0.006∗∗ −0.006
[0.010] [0.004] [0.005] [0.003] [0.005]

Year registered missing −0.235 0.012 −0.165∗∗ 0.083 0.101
[0.258] [0.064] [0.078] [0.056] [0.096]

Two registered people in household (voter file) 0.007 −0.012 −0.088∗ −0.056 −0.036
[0.126] [0.042] [0.049] [0.040] [0.057]

Female (1 = yes) VFsurvey −0.018 −0.066∗∗ −0.118∗∗ 0.070∗∗ −0.062
[0.103] [0.033] [0.046] [0.029] [0.046]

Voted in 2006 0.043 −0.025 0.062 −0.016 0.085
[0.117] [0.036] [0.049] [0.029] [0.053]

Voted in 2004 0.019 0.010 −0.021 0.009 −0.008
[0.128] [0.038] [0.056] [0.032] [0.060]

Voted in 2002 0.189 0.052 −0.046 −0.036 0.064
[0.147] [0.047] [0.062] [0.034] [0.061]

Voted in 2000 0.333∗∗ −0.019 0.067 −0.013 −0.005
[0.152] [0.049] [0.061] [0.034] [0.063]

Voted in 1998 −0.077 −0.003 −0.029 −0.059 −0.162∗∗

[0.178] [0.062] [0.072] [0.065] [0.082]
Voted in 1996 −0.300 −0.030 0.013 −0.052 0.064

[0.194] [0.080] [0.088] [0.084] [0.102]
Presurvey Interest in Primary (2 = Very, −0.022 0.102∗∗∗ 0.090∗∗∗ 0.006 0.273∗∗∗

1 = Somewhat, 0 = Not Much) [0.069] [0.030] [0.030] [0.018] [0.038]
Presurvey 2000 vote aligned with presurvey −0.031 0.045 −0.014 −0.011 0.099∗

latent partisanship [0.114] [0.038] [0.049] [0.029] [0.055]
Presurvey unemployment performance rel. 0.081 −0.023 0.057∗∗ −0.013 0.017

presurvey latent partisanship (−2 to 2) [0.061] [0.019] [0.026] [0.018] [0.030]
Presurvey economy retrospective judgment 0.069 0.034 −0.062∗∗ −0.006 −0.041

rel. presurvey latent partisanship (−2 to 2) [0.065] [0.023] [0.030] [0.020] [0.031]
Presurvey Bush approval rel. presurvey latent 0.031 −0.016 0.037∗ 0.003 0.012

partisanship (−2 to 2) [0.044] [0.015] [0.020] [0.012] [0.023]
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partisanship may increase whether individuals actually
register or not, and it further suggests that “pure” (or
nonleaning) independents (as well as latent partisans)
may strengthen their identities in response to the
treatment letter. In the case of independents, the act of
reflection (as induced by the treatment letter) followed
by rejection of the opportunity to affiliate may reaffirm
the subject’s independence and thereby strengthen his
or her identity as an independent. If this strengthening
also affects opinions, it provides additional evidence
that changing one’s registration and voting are not nec-
essary to induce changes in partisanship or attitudes.

Our data enable us to test this conjecture regarding
independents. Our experiment treated a random
subset of pure independents and surveyed them again
in our June 2008 survey. These pure independents were
individuals who, at the time of the first survey, both did
not identify as Democrats or Republicans and did not
report feeling closer to either party in a follow-up ques-
tion. Prior research suggests that these individuals of-
ten have social identities as independents (i.e., as non-
partisans; see Greene 1999 and Miller and Wattenberg
1983). It is not possible for these subjects to strengthen
their identity as independents by either registering or
voting—these individuals were both already formally
unaffiliated and could not vote in the primary as such.

In columns (1) and (2) of Table 7 we present models
where the dependent variable is a binary measure of
independent identification, coded 1 if a respondent
self-identified as a pure independent in the postsurvey
and 0 otherwise. Per the column (1) specification, those
in the treatment group are 13.4% (p = .03, one-tailed)
more likely to self-identify as independents. In the
column (2) specification that includes covariates from
the voter file the estimate is 10.7% (p = .07, one-tailed).
These results show that among those who considered
themselves pure independents at the time of the first
survey, the treatment letter further strengthened this
independence. Just as our treatment increased the
partisanship of latent (closet) partisans, it increased
the independence of these pure independents.

Did this strengthening of group identity produce a
change in pro-group attitudes consistent with the pat-
tern we observed among latent partisans? In columns
(3) and (4) we consider this possibility. A first step
is to construct a measure of independent (or antipar-
tisan) views. The measure we present is the cumula-
tive favorability of both parties, measured as the sum
of evaluations of each party in the postsurvey (posi-
tive evaluations are positive, negative evaluations are
negative).26 If being an independent means rejecting
both parties, we would expect the strengthening of
(an independent) group identity to produce a more
negative evaluation of both parties, moving the index
in the negative direction. This is the result we find.
In column (3), the treatment decreased favorability of
both parties by about 0.28 units (p = .05, one-tailed),
whereas in column (4) the decrease in favorability is

26 This is similar to the measure Greene (2004) uses to show that
independents have more negative feelings about the Democratic
and Republican parties.
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TABLE 7. Effect of Being Sent Mail on Party Identification and Political Opinions among
Pure Independents

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Pure Independent Cumulative Favorability of Both
in Postsurvey Parties (−4 = Strong Neg. both,

(1 = yes) 4 = Very Pos. both)

OLS OLS ATT

Sent mail 0.134∗ 0.107 −0.279 −0.245
[0.069] [0.072] [0.169] [0.173]

Postsurvey pure independent −2.082 −2.280
[1.621] [2.080]

Age, years (voter file) 0.017 −0.121 −0.082
[0.037] [0.084] [0.120]

Age squared 0.000 0.002∗ 0.002
[0.001] [0.001] [0.002]

Year registered, missing = 2007 (voter file) −0.008 −0.002 −0.020
[0.007] [0.017] [0.029]

Year registered missing 0.068 −0.140 0.016
[0.148] [0.397] [0.526]

Two registered people in household (voter file) 0.019 0.210 0.255
[0.088] [0.240] [0.283]

Female (1 = yes) VF/survey −0.002 0.090 0.085
[0.071] [0.181] [0.224]

Voted in 2006 −0.103 −0.151 −0.385
[0.079] [0.205] [0.347]

Voted in 2004 0.025 −0.077 −0.019
[0.088] [0.223] [0.297]

Voted in 2002 0.201∗∗ −0.208 0.251
[0.101] [0.303] [0.564]

Voted in 2000 −0.096 0.227 0.009
[0.109] [0.306] [0.412]

Voted in 1998 0.082 −0.084 0.103
[0.134] [0.277] [0.478]

Voted in 1996 0.104 −0.055 0.182
[0.141] [0.272] [0.511]

Constant 0.484∗∗∗ 15.860 0.179 6.418 1.187 42.577
[0.052] [13.941] [0.121] [34.379] [0.914] [57.858]

Observations 205 205 205 205 205 205
R 2 .018 .090 .013 .055
P-value of treatment effect (one-sided) .028 .069 .051 .079 .100 .137

Note: OLS and 2SLS (Instrumenting for being a pure independent in the postsurvey using treatment status) coefficients with robust
(Huber/White) standard errors in brackets. ∗∗∗denotes p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .10, two-tailed tests. Sample is pure independent
respondents interviewed in presurvey who had valid addresses and had not moved before treatment was applied and who also
completed postsurvey. See text for details of sample construction.

0.25 (p = .09, one-tailed). Focusing on the column
(3) result, this change in evaluations of the parties is
about 23% of the observed standard deviation in the
measure in this sample. If we instead instrument for
this increase in independent identification in a manner
analogous to what we did in Table 4, we find in columns
(5) and (6) that becoming more independent is asso-
ciated with a slightly greater than two-point decrease
(p-values of .10 and .14, respectively) in the evalua-
tion of both parties. In summary, these results provide
evidence that it is possible to increase both group iden-
tity (in this case, as an independent nonpartisan) and
group-centered views (in this case, opposition to either
party) without any change in registration or the act of
voting.

We note also that, for pure independents, changes
in attitudes took place despite the lack of a campaign
to promote independent views or any change in reg-
istration or increase in voting. Thus, it seems unlikely
that changes in campaign-initiated messages produced
these changes, as suggested in Account 1A.

To summarize: Two of these accounts (1A and 1C)
suggest that the treatment letter might have set off pro-
cesses by which changes in information flows lead to
altered political attitudes, which in turn drive increases
in partisanship, but neither account is supported by
empirical tests (in Table 6). Three other accounts
propose mechanisms by which partisan identities shape
attitudes. Accounts 1B and 2A, though theoretically
warranted, could not be tested in our data, whereas
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Account 2B could be tested in our data and sup-
ports the view that identities shape attitudes. Our
examination of theoretical mechanisms is thus con-
sistent with our interpretation that the change in at-
titudes we observe was due to a change in partisan
identity.

CONCLUSION

This article presents evidence that changes in partisan-
ship can be induced in the field and that those changes
in partisanship produce an increase in partisan-tinged
attitudes. We drafted a letter that reminded unaffili-
ated but registered voters that their eligibility to par-
ticipate in a party’s presidential primary hinged on
their willingness to register with that party. This letter
was sent to a randomly selected subset of registered
Connecticut voters who were unaffiliated with either
party but who also described themselves as indepen-
dents who felt “closer” to either the Democratic or
Republican party. Receiving this letter caused a sub-
stantial increase in self-reported partisan identifica-
tion in the direction of this latent partisanship and a
similar increase in partisan-tinged views. Our findings
support the theoretical argument that partisanship is
a group identity that induces individuals to evaluate
members of their group more favorably than mem-
bers of opposing (party) groups. This effect does not
appear to carry over into personal policy opinions,
although this may be because we survey on already
salient policy issues or because the period between our
treatment and postsurvey measure of policy opinions is
four months, which may be insufficient for the longer-
term effects of partisanship on information acquisition
and elite cue-taking to manifest. Nor does partisan-
ship appear to be immediately related to increased
personal political involvement, a finding that again
may suggest the persistent effects of partisanship may
be confined to turnout or may be similarly delayed
in developing (e.g., if caused by subsequent targeted
campaigning).

Turning to other questions, we argue that the basic
design we propose can be used to study a variety of
important questions about partisanship. For example,
do partisans seek out different sorts of political infor-
mation (selective exposure), evaluate the information
transmitted by political elites differently (cue-taking
and source attribution), or receive differential cam-
paign treatments (strategic targeting of campaigns)?
We are currently exploring the last question, but fu-
ture experiments with larger sample sizes and differ-
ent and more widely-spaced survey instruments could
provide panel studies of media consumption and over-
time opinion changes associated with changes in par-
tisanship. Indeed, it may be the case that the effects
we find understate the long-term changes associated
with changes in party identification and formal affilia-
tion because of other factors that reinforce these initial
changes.

Our research has several notable limitations. It is a
single and relatively small study of induced changes

in partisanship in Connecticut during a particularly
compelling presidential primary season. Although we
have no reason to believe that the particularities of this
political context affected our results, a larger sample
and treatments on different populations would provide
insights into the robustness of this finding for different
populations and across different electoral contexts. In-
deed, the latent partisans that were converted to active
partisans may be more or less amenable to attitude
change than other groups with different levels of at-
tachments to one party or another.

More generally, measuring the effect of party iden-
tification experimentally rests on the experiment pro-
ducing exogenous variation in partisanship. Although
our intervention did cause a statistically significant
change in partisanship, this effect was only modest.
One unfortunate consequence of this modest change
in partisanship was that we did not obtain particu-
larly precise estimates of the effect of changes in par-
tisanship on attitudes. The effects reported in Table
4 are large but imprecisely measured. Further, some
of the results are significant at conventional levels
(those on the Voting and Party Alignment Scale),
whereas others are not (the Policy Evaluations Align-
ment Scale). We argue that taken together these re-
sults present a coherent picture of how partisanship
might influence attitudes. That said, an alternative pos-
sibility is that the divergence in results across depen-
dent variables is due instead to sampling variability.
Overall, given the large standard errors, caution is in
order.

Returning to the larger theoretical questions that
motivate our inquiry, we believe our research provides
new evidence for interpreting the consistent relation-
ship in survey data between partisanship and voting
decisions and evaluations of partisan figures as causal.
In an experimental setting outside of the laboratory, we
have demonstrated an ability to randomly strengthen
partisan affiliations and have shown that those induced
changes in partisanship are accompanied by corre-
sponding changes in political opinions and planned and
reported behaviors. Our results imply that partisanship
is an active force that causes changes in important polit-
ical outcomes even prior to the imposition of partisan-
targeting by political campaigns and other actors. Our
findings thus suggest that partisanship may deserve a
place as an independent source of political decisions
and opinions, and our work implies more broadly that
group allegiances influence individuals to adopt like-
minded attitudes. Thus, although the particular focus of
our inquiry is on partisan identification in the American
context, the results we report may provide guidance
in understanding the relative causal effects of other
identities in other contexts, including national, ethnic,
religious, and other forms of politically relevant self-
categorizations.
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