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Numerous researchers have found that voters misperceive positions that are es-
poused by political candidates. Evidence has been presented that voters who like
a candidate assimilate the candidate’s position to théir own position on an issue,
but little evidence has been found for contrast among those who dislike a can-
didate. These claims are cnucally examined both formally and empirically. It is
shown that a series of possible errors or misspecifications have biased the estimates
of assimilation and contrast. Using 1968 national survey data. the authors ex-
plored a new model for assessing assimilation and contrast that overcomes some
of these misspecifications. The results suggest that previous research has relatively
underestimated the strength of contrast effects.

In recent years, many social scientists have
become interested in the perception of polit-
ical candidates. Specifically, a number of re-
cent articles have examined the extent to
which the positions espoused by political can-
didates are systematically misperceived in
ways consistent with social psychological the-
ories of cognitive consistency (Granberg &
Brent, 1974; Granberg & Jenks, 1977, Gran-
berg & Seidel, 1976; Kinder, 1978; King,
1977-1978).

All of these studies have relied on Heider's
(1958) balance theory, which predicts that
agreement with liked candidates is preferred
to disagreement and that disagreement with
disliked candidates is preferred to agreement.
Such predictions imply that a voter’s senu-
ment toward a political candidate should in-
fluence the perception of positions espoused
by the candidate. Liked candidates’ positions
should be seen as similar to the voter’s own
position and hence assimilated 1o the voter's
position; disliked candidates’ positions should
be seen as dissimilar and hence contrasted
from the voter’s own position.
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first author and BNS 7913820 and BNS 8210137 to the
second author.
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To test this balance hypothesis, national
survev data collected by the Center for Po-
litical Studies (CPS) at the University of
Michigan have been used. These surveys have
been conducted during every presidential
election year since 1948, and recently they
have included questions assessing the voter's
own position on various social issues, his or
her perception of the candidates’ positions on
those 1ssues, and the voter’s sentiment toward
each candidate. To assess the degree to which
senument induces assimilation and contrast
effects, correlations have tvpically been com-
puted between the perceived position of a
candidate and the voter’s own position for
groups of voters that differ on sentiment to-
ward the candidate. In these analyses, it has
been assumed that assimilation of a liked
candidate's position is indicated by a positive
correlation and that contrast of a disliked
candidate’s position is indicated by a negative
correlation.

The causal model consistent with these tra-
ditional assessments of sentiment effects ap-
pears in Figure 1. This model assumes that
the voter's own position. ¥, on a given po-
litical issue influences his or her perception
of the candidate’s position, C, on the same
issue. The variable U represents residual or
disturbance vanance in C that is assumed to
be uncorrelated with V. The effect of ¥ on
C, which we denote j, in Figure 1, has been
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estimated either by the correlation between
V and C (i.e., the path coefficient) or by the
unstandardized regression coefficient. The
subscript, s, indicates that the relationship
between V and C is assumed 1o vary as a
function of sentiment toward the candidate.
While all of the studies conclude that the
candidates’ positions are misperceived as a
function of the voter’'s own position, they
have generally only supported the assimila-
tion component of the balance hypothesis.
The correlation or unstandardized coefficient
is typically positive and quite large for voters
who like the candidate, whereas the estimate
of j, is negative but generally quite close to
zero among those who dislike the candidate.
Contrast effects in the perception of disliked
candidates have only rarely been demon-
strated. Thus, for instance, Kinder (1978)
concludes:
In the interest of preserving positive sentiment . . . , it
is essential for citizens 10 see candidates they hke . . |
as holding positions similar to their own on al/ important
issues; hence, a regular and powerful assimilauon effect.
But there is no comparable need 10 view disiiked can-
didates as uniformly dissimilar. (p. 869)

The theoretical rationale typically used to
explain this asymmerry in the effects of sen-
timent on perception of political candidates
derives from modifications of Heider's (1958)
balance theory suggested by Newcomb (1968).
Newcomb argued that assimilation caused by
positive sentiment should be more frequent
and potent than contrast because disliking
may lead to disengagement rather than efforts
to achieve balance. Consistent failures to
demonstrate contrast effects in the percep-
uon of political candidates seem to support
Newcomb's point of view.

The purpose of this article is to question
the validity of this often-reached conclusion
about assimilation-contrast asymmetry. We
begin by discussing three misspecifications in
the traditionally assumed model of Figure 1.
We show how these misspecifications, due to
measurement error, reciprocal causation, and
an omitted variable, may have inappro-
priately encouraged investigators to conciude
that sentiment effects are asymmetrical. We
then propose an alternative model that par-
tially overcomes these misspecifications and
allows a more adequate test of assimilation—
contrast asymmetry. We conclude by apply-

s ¢

Figure 1. Implicit model of effect of own position (V)
on perceived candidate posiuon (C).

ing this new model to data from the 1968
CPS national election survey.

Misspecifications in the Traditional Model

All models are necessarily inadequate rep-
resentations of reality; that is, they are mis-
specified 10 some unknown extent. In this
section, we discuss three aspects of the 1'-C
relation that are not accounted for in the tra-
ditional model, and we discuss the likelv con-
sequences of these misspecifications for tra-
ditional tests of assimilation-contrast asym-
metry. '

Misspecification Due to Measurement Error

Classic psychometric theories of measure-
ment assume that every observed vanable
reilects both true score and error. The error
component is classically assumed 10 be ran-
dom with respect to both the true score vari-
auon and all other vanables. It is well known
that errors of measurement in variabies at-
tenuate correlations. If j, is estimated by the
correlation between C and V, rqy, random
measurement error in C and |}’ leads to at-
tenuation. If j, is estimated by the unstan-
dardized regression coefficient of C regressed
on V, bcy, random measurement error in |.
but not in C, leads to attenuation (Judd &
Kenny, 1981). Because of measurement error
in C and V, then, the association between
them is probably misestimated under the
model portrayed in Figure 1.

Although random error is a source of mis-
specification in the model in that it causes
bias in estimates of j,, this misspecificauon
may not lead to bias in tests of assimilation-
contrast asymmetry. For all senument groups.
random measurement error probably resuits
in more or lass equal attenuation of j,. How-
ever, not all measurement error 1s randem.

There is a considerable body of literature
in the area of attitude measurement that sug-
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thea be dmoncd by the voters accordmg 10
their for the candhd: in the ways
suggested by balance theory. We can define
the actual content of @ message from a can-
didate 10 voters as the undistorted position,
or (.

The model in Figure | must be modified
10 account for the fact that the voler’s per-
ception of a candidate’s position is tn pan
influenced by ', or the content of the actual
communications addressed 1o the voter. To
modify the model. we mught think of (C —
") as the amount of distortion by the voter
in the percep of the
from the candidate. The quantity (V' ~ C) is
the discrepancy between the voler's own po-
sition and the undistorted posthion of the can-
didate. The amount of distoruon in the per-
ception of a candidate’s position, that 1s, the
amount of assumilation or contrast, should
be a joint function of the voter's sentiment
toward the candidate and the quanuty (V' =
). In other words, given some constant level
of positive senliment, a voter whose own po-
sition is relatively close to the candidate’s
undistorted position should enzage 1 bess
distortion than a voler whose own position
is relatively discrepant from

This new model can be expressed as

=y ky - Y+ U,

where &, is assumed 1o vary with sentiment
toward the candidate and where U represents
residual variation in (C ~ €} that ts uncor-
related with (¥ = 7). The model can be ex-
pressed equivalcntly as

C=CHiV-C)+ U {1)

If k, varies with sentiment, this model ac-
counts for assimilation and contrast effects.
In the case of assimilation, when voters
strongly like the candidate, the value of &,
would be near one. If we substitute k, = | in
Equation | we have

C=C+1V-C1+U
=V+U

Thus, when k, equals one, the voler's own

position equals his or her perception of the

candidate’s posiuon on Lhe average, consti-

tuting perfect assimilation. For volers who

are peutral toward a candidai, the value of

k, should be zero. Substituting & = 0 in
Equation | gives
C=C+WV~-
=C+U
Thus, when A, equals zero, the voter's per-
ception of the candidate’s position equals the
candidaie’s undistoried position on the av-
erage. Neither assimilation nor contrast takes
place. Finally, when voters strongly disiike a
candidate, the value of k, should approach
negative one. Substituting A, = =1 in Equa-
tion 1, we have
CeCH+(-IXV-CV+ U
. e L
This implies that C falls between ¥ and C
on the averape. Thus, when &, is nepative,
there is distoruion in C away from ¥ tn the
direction of C",. This constitutes contrast
To determine whether 1he effects of sen-
timent are asymmetne, that is, to examing
the hypothesis of assimilation-contrast
asymmetry, we would like 10 examine the
sentiment-&, relanon, Assimilahon—contrast
asymmetry would be indicated if the absalute
value of &, was greater for those who like a
candidate than for those who dislike the can-
didate 10 an equal degres. Svmmelny wou
be indicated if the values of &, were equal but
of oppasite sign for those who hke and distike
acandidate to an equal degree. The distorung
etfects of sentiment would be symmetncal.
then, if the senumen’-k, relation was linsar
and centered at zero. That is. when sentiment
is neutral, & should be zero, and as sentiment
diverges from neutrality, A, chanees kneariy,
At issue. then, is the relation between sen-
timent and &, in the respecificd model that
includes €. Unfortunatety, however, € is an
unknown vanable and hence we probably
cannol estimate k, without bias. We can ex-
amibe, however, whether the correlation be-
tween C and V (7o) or the regression cocf-
ficient of C on ¥ (be) is a good approxi-
mation of k,. If one or both of them is, then
we could look for assimilaion—contrast
y using these rather
man the unknown k.
Because we wish 1o determine whether the
senlimeni-&, relation is linear and centered
at 2ero, these same two criteria should be
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Fugure 2. Model with correlated measurement error.

gests that errors of measurement in ¥ are
likely 10 be correlated with errors of mea-
surement in C. One source of such correlated
measurement error is known as the perspec-
tive effect (Judd & DePaulo, 1979; Ostrom
& Upshaw, 1968). Rescarch has demon-
strated that different individuals may asso-
ciate different attitude positions with the end
points of an attitude raling scale and that rat-
ings on the scale vary as a functon of the
rater's interpretations of the end ponts’
rocanings. This perspective efiect shouid in-
fluence all ratings made on the same scale
(in the present case. ratngs of both ¥’ and
C), so the errors of measurement in ¥ and
C are likely 10 be positively correlated

By way of illusiration, consider two per-
sons who share the same moderate atutude
Pposition concerning Arbencan parucipation
in the Vietnam War. Person A may have
friends who are quite hawkish, and Person
B may have friends who are dovish. Accord-
ing to perspective theory, Person A may rate
his or ber position as more dovish than Per-
son B rates his or her own position, not be-
cause their attitudes differ but because they
define the scale's end poims differentty. Be-
cause of these differences in perspective, Per-
son A would also rate Richard Nixon as more
dovish than would Person B. Thus, the dovish
person would also see Nixon as dovish; like-
wise, the hawkish person would see him as
hawkish,

Unless we allow for correlated measure-
me¢nt error in ¥V and C, the association be-
tween V and C is likely to be misestimated

C U such that assimilation-coptrast asymmetry

would appear to be demonstrated. The arte.
factual assimilation effect that results from
perspective differences would enhance the
assimilation effect for those who like the can-
didate and depress the contrast effect for
those who dislike the candidate. Hence, pos-
itively correlated errors of measurement 1
¥ and C are a source of possible misspeci-
fication in Figure | that may result in the
inappropriate 5o that

effects are stronger than contrasy effecis. A
respecified model that allows errors of mea-
surement in ¥ and C 1o be correlated is pre-
sented in Figure 2. In this figure, Cy and Vy
refer to error-free variation in C and }, and
Ce and Vg refer 1o error variation in the two
variables, The curved line between ¥ and
C represents the correlation between errors
of measurement. Unfortunately, the coeffi-
cients of this model cannot be estimated un-
less additional variables are introduced
{(Xenny. 1979).

Misipecification Due 1o
Reciprocal Causation

There are two sorts of plausible reciprocal
causation that are omitted from the mode!
of Figure 1. First, one may grow to like or
dishke candidates in part becauss they es-
pouse similar or dissimidar positions to one's
own (Granberg & King. 1980; Page & Jones,
i979). Second. one may be persuaded 10
adopt political positions in part by hearing
1he posiuons espoused by liked and dishked
candidates. Each of thewe misspecificatons
is discussed in the following paragraphs.

In the model of Figure 1, it s assumed that
Jtking for a candidate, or sentiment, s deter-
mined outside of or pnor 1o the V=C rela-
tionship. It is assumed that sentument affects
the parameter f, but that the magnitude ol
the ¥-C relationship does not affect senti-
ment. In fact, however, it is quite likely that
one grows to like or dislike political candi-
dates in part because of the similanty or dis-
similarity between their positions and one's
own (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980: Granberg &
King, 1980; Page & Jones, 1979).

This reciprocal causation misspecificaton
may inappropriately encourage the conclu-
00 that the effects of sentiment are asym-
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metric in Figure 1 if the omitted reciprocal
effect of similarity on liking is nonlinear.
That is, if the effect of increasing similarity
of positions on liking is greater than the effect
of increasing dissimilarity on disliking, then
the results of an analysis of the model in Fig-
ure | might mistakenly conclude that the
effects of sentiment are asymmetric. How-
ever, there exists abundant evidence that the
effect of similarity on liking is quite linear
(Byrne, 1971). Thus, whereas this sort of re-
ciprocal effect is a misspecification in the
model of Figure 1, it is unlikely that it mis-
takenly leads to the conclusion that the ef-
fects of sentiment on j, are asymmetric.

The second sort of reciprocal causation
omitted from the model of Figure 1 is a
“persuasion” effect (Markus & Converse,
1979). The model assumes that V affects C
but that C does not affect V. In fact, however.
it is likely that the positions espoused by liked
and disliked candidates affect the positions
a voter espouses, aithough the effect may not
be large (Markus, 1982). Candidates who are
liked may persuade a voter to adopt positions
similar to their own. Disliked candidates may
persuade a voter to adopt dissimilar posi-
tions. If such persuasion effects are more po-
tent for a liked candidate than for a disliked
one, then the omission of this reciprocal ef-
fect of C on ¥ may mistakenly encourage the
conclusion that assimilation effects (of ¥ on
C) are stronger than contrast efiects in the
model of Figure 1. In other words, if the ten-
dency to be persuaded toward a liked can-
didate is stronger than the tendency to be
persuaded away from a disliked candidate,
then the asymmetry in the effects of senti-
ment that is typically obtained may be due
to the effect of C on V rather than to the
assumed effect of V on C.

There is in fact both theoretical and em-
pirical support for the hypothesis that per-
suasion toward a liked candidate is greater
than persuasion away from a disliked can-
didate. The theoretical support derives from
the important mediating role of similarity in
social comparison processes ( Festinger, 1954).
According to social comparison theory, ssm-
ilar others are more often used as referents
for judging and modifying one’s attitudes
than dissimilar others. The factors that are
likely to make a candidate seem 10 be a sim-

ilar referent (e.g., party affiliation) are also
factors that induce liking for a candidate.
Hence, it follows that liked candidates may
be more important referents (i.e., more per-
suasive) than disliked candidates.

The empirical support for the notion that
persuasion toward a liked other 1s greater
than persuasion away from a disliked other
is found in research on congruity theory
(Osgood & Tannenbaum, 1955). Osgood and
Tannenbaum found that congruity theorv
required an important modification in order
to be consistent with the experimenial daia
generated to support it. This modification.
called the “assertion constant,” was intro-
duced to account for the experimental result
that movement away from the position ad-
vocated by a disliked source was not as great
as movement towards a liked source. In sum.
then, there exists compelling theoretical and
empirical support for the hypothesis that per-
suasion effects are greater if a candidate is
iiked than if the candidate is disliked. Such
asymmetry of persuasion effects mayv inap-
propnately lead researchers to conclude that
the eflects of V" on C are asymmetric 1n the
misspecified model that omits the effect of
Con V.

Misspecification Due to an
Omitted Variable

The validity of the model in Figure | rests
cn the assumption that all relevant vanables
have been included. The failure to include an
impornant varnable could seriously bias the
assessment of assimilation—contrast asym-
metry.

Laboratory experiments in the area of per-
suasive communications (e.g., Shenf & Hov-
land, 1961) have examined an important
variable that is omitted from the model of
Figure 1. In studies of how persuasive com-
munications are judged, the position imphed
by the actual communication is usually
known. This actual position is used to de-
termine whether subjects misperceive the
content of the communication. For studies
of the perception of political candidates by
voters, candidates direct messages to the vot-
ers concerning their actual posiuons on var-
ious issues. These actual pcsitions. impiicit
in communicauons from the candidates, may
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then be distorted by the voters according to
" their sentiment for the candidates, in the ways
suggested by balance theory. We can define
the actual content of a message from a can-
didate to voters as the undistorted position,
or C'.

The model in Figure 1 must be modified
to account for the fact that the voter’s per-
ception of a candidate’s position is in part
influenced by C’, or the content of the actual
communications addressed to the voter. To
modify the model, we might think of (C —
") as the amount of distortion by the voter
in the perception of the communications
from the candidate. The quantity (V= C') is
the discrepancy between the voter’s own po-
sition and the undistorted position of the can-
didate. The amount of distortion in the per-
ception of a candidate’s position, that is. the
amount of assimilation or contrast. should
be a joint function of the voter's sentiment
toward the candidate and the quantty (} —
C". In other words, given some constant level
of positive sentiment, a voter whose own po-
sition is relatively close to the candidate’s
undistorted position should engage in less
distortion than a voter whose own position
is relatively discrepant from C'.

This new model can be expressed as

(C-CY=kV-C)+ U,

where k, is assumed to vary with sentiment
toward the candidate and where U represents
residual vanation in (C — ) that is uncor-
related with (V' — (). The model can be ex-
pressed equivalently as

C=C+k(V-C)+ U. (1)

If k, varies with sentiment, this model ac-
counts for assimilation and contrast effects.
In the case of assimilation, when voters
strongly like the candidate, the value of A
would be near one. If we substitute &, = | in
Equation 1 we have

C=C+U1(V-C)Y+U ’
=V+ U
Thus, when k, equals one, the voter’s own
position equals his or her perception of the
candidate’s position on the average, consti-

tuting perfect assimilation. For voters who
are neutral toward a candidate, the value of
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k, should be zero. Substituting k&, = 0 in
Equation | gives

C=C+0V-C)+U
=C'+ U

Thus, when k, equals zero, the voter's per-
ception of the candidate's position equals the
candidate’s undistorted position on the av-
erage. Neither assimilation nor contrast takes
place. Finally, when voters strongly dislike a
candidate, the value of k; should approach
negative one. Substituting k£, = —1 in Equa-
tion 1, we have

C=C+(=IV-C)+ U
=2C-V+U.

This implies that C’ falls between V and C
on the average. Thus, when k; is negative,
there is distortion in C away from V in the
direction of . This constitutes contrast.

To determine whether the effects of sen-
timent are asymmetric, that is, to examine
the hypothesis of assimilation-contrast
asymmetry, we would like to examine the
sentiment-A, relation. Assimilation-contrast
asymmetry would be indicated if the absoluze
value of k; was greater for those who like a
candidate than for those who dislike the can-
didate to an equal degree. Svmmetry would
be indicated if the values of k, were equal but
of opposite sign for those who like and dislike
a candidate 10 an equal degree. The distorting
etfects of sentiment would be symmetnical,
then, if the sentiment-&; relation was linear
and centered at zero. That is. when sentiment
is neutral, &, should be zero, and as sentiment
diverges from neutrality. k& changes linearly.

At issue, then. is the relation between sen-
timent and A, in the respecified model that
includes C'. Unfortunately, however, C’ is an
unknown vanable and hence we probably
cannot estimate k, without bias. We can ex-
amine, however, whether the correlation be-
tween C and V (rqy) or the regression coef-
ficient of C on ¥V (bcy) is a good approxi-
mation of k. If one or both of them is, then
we could look for assimilation-contrast
asymmetry using these coefficients rather
than the unknown k.

Because we wish to determine whether the
sentiment-k; relation is linear and centered
at zero, these same two criteria should be
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used for deciding whether 7y or by is a good
approximation of k,. First, a good approxi-
mation of k; should equal zero when &, equals
zero. Second, a good approximation of k,
should vary linearly with it. We refer to these
as the centrality-at-zero and the lineanty cri-
teria, respectively.

Whether 7y and by are good approxi-
mations of &, depends on the assumptions we
make about the omitted variable, C, in Equa-
tion I. Suppose we assume that C” is constant
across all voters. In other words. we are as-
suming that the candidate’s undistorted po-
sition projected to the voters is the same
across all groups of voters. Under this as-
sumption it can be shown that by is equiv-
alent to k. In other words b meets both
the linearity and centrality-at-zero criteria as
an approximation of k.. The correlation be-
tween C and V (r¢y), on the other hand, meets
the centrality critenion but not the linearity
criterion. A proof of these conclusions is
given in the first part of the Appendix. Table
1 presents the values of b¢y and rey for var-
ious values of A, when (" is a constant.

It is probably unreasonable to assume that
(' is a constant. The positions advocated by
candidates are likely 1o vary during the
course of a campaign. Further, the positions
advocated are known to vary with the au-
dience that the candidate is addressing. Po-
litical messages are tailored by candidates
and their campaign staffs to match the au-
diences addressed (Miller & Sigeiman, 1978).
Candidates to some extent attempt 10 present
themselves as liberal to liberal audiences and
as more conservative to conservative audi-
ences. Hence, it is likely that the candidate’s
undistorted position, C, is a variable that is
positively correlated with V. The correlation

Table 1

Values of rey and bev Given the Model of
Egquation I, With 5,* = 5,7 = 1 and C'

a Constant

Table 2

Values of rev and bey Given the Model of
Equation I, With 5" = s/ = 1, s¢* = .8, and
ovy ™= 2

A, Tew bev
.50 48 59
25 30 38
00 A3 .18
-25 -.01 -.02
-.50 -.14 =23

ky rev beyv
50 45 .50
25 24 25
-25 -.24 =25
-5 - 45 -.50

between C’ and V may not be terribly large,
because we tend to learn about political can-
didates primarily through television and the
mass media. Nevertheless, some small posi-
tive correlation between C’ and V 1s reason-
able.

How good are by and 7y as approxima-
tions of k when C' is positively correlated
with V7 In the second part of the Appendix.
we show that 7~ meets neither criteria. It 1s
a relatively poor approximation of A,. The
regression coefficient. by meets the linearty
criterion but not the critenon of centrality.
In other words, by varies iinearly with A but
it 1s dispiaced in a positive direction.

To illustrate these conclusions, we present
in Table 2 the values of b and re- for var-
ious values of k& when C' is positively cor-
related with V. From these results, it should
be clear that conclusions about assimuilation—
contrast asymmetry based on the actual val-
ues of rey and by are hikely to be erroneous
when C" and V are correlated. The correla-
tion between C and V (ro) does not varv
linearly with k. Both rcv and by are dis-
placed in a positive direction, thus falsely
encouraging the conclusion that contrast ef-
fects are relatively weak. It 1s important to
note that the amount of displacement in b¢y-
is a function of the relation between C’ and
V. If the candidate’s undistorted position is
not highly correlated with V. then by would
not be greatly displaced. Examining b,
might then be useful for testing the assimi-
lation-contrast asymmetry hypothesis. If b
varies linearly with sentiment. then A; must
also vary linearly with sentiment. If by is
only slightly displaced from zero at neutral
sentiment, then kA, can be assumed to show
even less displacement.
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Figure 3. Mulisple-indicator mode! with correlated ey
Tors.

Summary of Misspecifications

In this section, we bave discussed three

i i in the traditional model
that bas been used to test assimitation—con-
trast asymmetry. These misspecifications are
due to correlated measurement erTor, recip-
rocal causation, and the omission of an im-
portanl variable: C', We have srpued that all
three of these misspecifications have encour-
aged researchers to conclude that the dis-
torting effects of positive sentiment {assimi-
lation) are stronger than the distorting effects
of negative seutiment (contrast), Modifica-
tions in the traditional moddel are peeded to
overcome these misspecifications. To over-
come the problem of correlased measure-
ment error, we need 1o use more complex
madels, with multiple measures of both ¥
and C, o allow for correlated errors of mea-
surement in individual variables. To over
come the problem of reciprocal cavsation, we
need to examine loowitudinal data as others
have begun to do (Grasberg & King. 1980;
Markus & Converse, 1979), Finally, to over-
cgme in part the problem of an omined vari-
able, we need (o examine the bo~sentiment
relation. We nesd 10 examine both whether
bev varies finearly with sentiment and the
degree to which by is displaced from zero.
In the next section, we present a mode] that
enables us to begin 1o overcome the first and
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third misspecifications. We examine this
mode! using national survey data from the
1968 election survey. As we show, the evi-
dence for assimilation—contrast asvmmery is
much less strong under fhus now model, even
1gnonng the reciprocil causation mIsSpeci-
fication.

Examining a New Model for
Sentiment Asymmetry

The Mode!
When discussing the correlaied measure-
meni &rTor mi 2 in the traditional

model of Figure 1, we presented in Fagure 2
a model that allows for corrzlated errors of
measurement. We acknowledeed, however,
that the model is pot idennficd and hence
that its coefficients could not be esumated.
ldentification becomes possible, however, if
we can find multiple indicators of, or ways
of measuring. both C and V. Figure 3 pre-
sents 2 model in which two variables are used
1o measure both Cand V. In this model, C
and ¥ are unmeasured or latent constructs
that have two indicators each: €, Crand 1,
¥3. The variance of each indicator is thus in
part due to the latent construct it measures,
In addition, each indicator has residual or
error variation:

AT
The curved arrows linking pairs of these er-
rors represent correlated errors of measure-
ment between V) and C and between ¥ and
;. The model is more formally presented
152 set of equations. One i
the relation between the unmeasured con-
structs ¥ and C:

C=8V+{

1In this equation § represents the eflect of ¥
on C, and { represents residual variation in
C uncorrelated with V. This equation por-
trays what is called the structural model
{Bentler. 1980; Kenny, 1979). In addition. a
serie< of equations portrays the measurement
modei or the relations between Latent con-
structs and their indicators. These equations
for issue { are

Vim NV 4 Y
Ci= AT+l
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The variables V; and C, are indicators of V
and C, respectively; A,* and A€ are loading
coefficients representing the effects of latent
constructs on their indicators; and ¢ and

€ are residuals to the indicators that are
uncorrelated with ¥ and C. Nouce that we
have used the same subscript, i, with both ¥
and C,. This indicates that each V; is linked
to a specific C; with which it shares error
variation. In other words, a specific ¢" is
allowed to correlate with the correspond-
ing ¢°.

To illustrate the model. suppose each voter
was asked to rate himself or herself on scales
assessing two atutudes: toward the Vietnam
War and toward the military budget. Assum-
ing these self-ratings both reflected in part a
single underlying construct, V, the former
measure might be V; and the latter V. Each
voter also rates the candidate’s positions on
these two scales. C; and C;, respectively. The
model allows us to estimate the effect of V
on C, controlling for the correlated errors
between the ratings taken on the Vietnam
War scale and between the ratings taken on
the military budget scale.

Assuming that the coefficients of this model
can be estimated, then the estimated }V-C
relation, 8, would not be biased due to cor-
related errors of measurement. Thus, this
model avoids the first of the misspecifications
we have discussed. Further. if we estimate the
variances of both V' and C and examine g as
an unstandardized coefficient, then we can
partially overcome the misspecification due
to the omission of C'. We do this by exam-
ining the linearity of the relation between 3
and sentiment and the degree to which it is
displaced from zero at neutral sentiment.
From this we hope to infer whether the un-
known coefficient k, varies linearly with sen-
timent and is centered at zero.

Estimation

Given two indicators of both ¥ and C, the
coefficients of the model in Figure 3 can be
estimated using LISREL (Version 4; Joreskog
& Sorbom, 1978), once an additional con-
straint is placed on the model. For the model
to be identified, ¥, and V; must be assumed
1o be equally good indicators of V, and C,
and C; must be assumed to be equally good

indicators of C. In other words, we assume
that A]V - Azy and that A1C = A:C.

To estimate the unstandardized structural
coefficient representing the effect of " on C.
we must estimate the variances of both latent
constructs. This can be accomplished by set-
ting one A, for each latent construct at unity
to establish its measurement metric (Kenny.
1979). This, in combination with the con-
straint that both indicators of each construct
have equal loadings, results in all A, being set
at unity.

Given these constraints on the model. Lis-
REL provides maximume-likelihood estimates
of the following unknown parameters: (a) the
variance of the latent exogenous construct.
0.%; (b) the unstandardized coefficient. 3: (c)
the residual variation in C, ¢;%; (d) the resid-
ual or error variation in the indicators. o,
and (e) the covaniances between indicators ol
Cand V usmz the same scale of measure-
ment, COV (¢,*, e.c} COV (¢,”, €°). Because
we are mtc'csu:d in the magnitude of the
unstandardized 8 coefficient and whether 1t
varies linearly with sentiment. the model's
parameters should be estimated for sampies
that differ on sentiment.

In addition to estimating the unknown
parameters of the model. LISREL also pro-
vides a chi-square goodness-of-fit statistic for
examining whether the model is consistent
with the data. This goodness-of-fit test can
be conducted whenever the model is over-
identified (i.e., whenever more nformation
is available than is necessary to derive the
parameters). Under the present set of con-
straints, a chi-square can be computed si-
multaneously across the different sentiment
groups to examine whether the model 1s si-
multaneously consistent with the data from
all groups. A nonsignificant chi-square sug-
gests that the data and the model are consis-
tent. This test, however, depends dramatically
on the size of the samples. With large sam-
ples, trivial discrepancies between the data
and the model may lead to a significant chi-
square (Bentler & Bonett, 1980).

Data

The coefficients of this model were esti-
mated from data collected as part of the 1963
CPS National Election Study. We chose 1o
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The model’s parameters were separately
i for both did: That is, we

Table 3
Sampir Sizes for Model Estimation
Sentiment group Humphrey Noon
0-23 104 31
26-50 ni 293
54-75 27 384"
76-100 49 433
N 116! 1161

use these data becauss thev have been used
by others in making the case for assimilation—
oontrast asymmetry (Granberg & Brent, 1974
Granberg & Seidel. 1976; Kinder, 1978). The
sample consisted of 1,384 respondents, rep-
resenting a cross section of votng-age cilizens
in private households in the United States,
Respondents were asked 10 rate their own
positions and the percetved positions of the
presidential candidates (Nixon and Hubert
Humphrey) on two issues: the Vietnam War
and urban unrest. These ralings were done
on seven-point scales with end points labeled
“smmediate withdrawal™” and “complete mil-
itary victory™ for the Vietnam scale and
“solve problems of unemployment and pos-
erty” and “use all available force™ for the
urban unrest scale. Respondents also rated
their sentimenis toward each presidential
candidate on = 100-point “thermometer
scale.” On this scale 0 was {abeled “very
cold.” 50 was lateled “oo feeling at all for
the candidate,” and 100 was labeled “very

first loocked at how one's position on the two
issues affected one’s perception of Nixon's
position, and then we looked at the effect oa
one’s perception of Humphrey's position. In
each case the urban unrest ratings were used
a3 ¥, and €, in the modcl, and the Victnam
ratings were used as F5 and C;, Previous re-
search has shown that it is reasonable to be-
lieve that national political issues hke these
Al tap a single undetiving Jalent construct
representing overall ideolomcal onentation
(Judd & Krosnick, 1982; Judd & Mifbum,
1980).

1n the case of each randidate, the sample
was divided into four different sentiment
groups 1o esimate the cocthicient 8 in groups
that differed on sentiment toward the can-
didate. The proups were defined by the fol-
lowing cutting poinis on the thermomeler
scales: 0-25, 26-50, 51-75. and 76-100. Ta-
ble 3 presents the sample sizes for each sen-
ment group for each candidate. including
o rexpondents who provided complete
data on all relevant questions.

Results

Table 4 presents the maximum-liketihood
estimates of the maodzl’s parameters for each
sentiment group toward each of the two can-
didates. In the case of each candidate, the
simultaneous fit of the model to the data from

Table 4
Maximum-Likelihood Parameter Estimates for Each Seniiment Group Toward Each Candidate
Parameter
Sentiment group 8 o’ T T e e OV (e2',")
Nixon
0-2% -55 29 .46 266 263 2.4 29 S -5
26-30 = b¥ 1.84 £3 236 248 182 1.78 -2 10
51-75 26 36T M 0 33T 230 148 Ja2m 43 4
76-100 R T - I 1.30 138
Humphrey
0-25 —A L8 57 220 328 2.23 L7l 02 00
26-50 L R BT R A T T i I .} 33 2
51-75 J6. SV 2285 ZBE O EED fet -07
76-100 67 B1 03 258 3.06 213 236 (AL 1.36

e
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the four sentiment groups is reasonable, given
the relatively large samples: Nixon, x*(4) =
9.52, p = .059; Humphrey, x*(4) = 14.44,
p = .006.

For purposes of examining assimilation-
contrast asymmetry, we are primarily inter-
ested in the 8 coefficients: the unstandardized
effect of ¥ on C, controlling for correlated
measurement error in indicators of ¥ and C.
Once these correlated errors of measurement
are controlled, we might expect contrast ef-
fects to be more apparent than previous re-
search has found. In fact this is the case. For
the low-sentiment groups (0-25) in both the
Nixon and Humphrey models. g takes on
substantial negative values, significantly dif-
ferent from zero in both cases. Substantial
evidence for contrast effects thus exists once
the misspecification due to correlated errors
of measurement is alieviated.

To overcome the third misspecification,
that due to the omitted variable, ', we would
like to see whether 3 1s centered at zero (i.e.,
equals zero when sentiment is neutral) and
whether it varies linearly with sentiment.
Recall that 8 is used as an approximation of
the unknown coefficient A;. What we really
would like to determine is whether A, varies
linearly with sentiment and equals zero at
peutral sentiment. We have shown that 3 var-
ies linearly with k; but is displaced from it
in a positive direction to the extent that the
unknown variable C’ is correlated with V.

Because § varies linearly with &, it can be
used to determine whether k, vanes linearly
with sentiment. The values of 8 for the Nixon
and Humphrey models are graphed in Figure
4 as a function of the four sentiment levels.
For both candidates, the linear trend in the
B-sentiment relation is quite apparent. Using
the standard errors for these coefficients pro-
vided by the estimation procedure, it is pos-
sible to calculate the significance of linear and
nonlinear trends in these coefficients across
sentiment levels. In both cases the linear
trends are highly significant (Z = 6.17, p <
.001, for Nixon, and Z = 5.11, p < .001, for
Humphrey). None of the nonlinear trends
approach statistical significance. If assimila-
tion—contrast asymmelry were supported by
these results, the graphed lines in Figure 4
would show a positive nonlinear trend. That
is, the slope of both lines would" become

8¢

6 A

0-25 2650 51-75 76-100

SENTIMENT

Figure 4. Relations between J and senument level for
Humphrey and Nixon perceptions.

steeper as sentiment becomes more positive.
Such nonlineanty is simply not present.

Although we have shown that A, varies lin-
early with sentiment. it is still the case that
the 8 coefficients of Table 4 are not centered
at zero. The coefficients for the two positive-
sentiment groups in the case of each candi-
date are of somewhat larger absolute value
than are the coefficients for the two negative-
sentiment groups. Nevertheless, the amount
of displacement is not substantial. Extrapo-
lating from the Nixon estimates. at neutral
sentiment 8 = .07. At neutral sentiment for
the Humphrey groups 8 = .10. Neither of
these values differ significantly from zero
(Z = .99 and 1.23, respectively).

Because we have shown that g is positively
displaced from k. and because the amount
of displacement of 8 at neutral sentiment 1s
quite small, it may be that A, itself, the coef-
ficient in which we are really interested. is
centered at zero. Recall that 8 is positivelv
displaced from 4, to the extent that }'and (.
the candidate’s undistorted position. are ccr-
related. Using the formuias 1n the Appendix.
it is possible to derive the correlation between
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V and C’ that would produce a displacement
of # from k, by .07 for Nixon and by .10 for
Humphrey. In other words, if k, were in fact
zero at neutral sentiment, what is the size of
the correlation between ¥V and C’ necessary
to displace 8 by .07 and .10 for Nixon and
Humphrey, respectively? If these correlations
are of reasonable size, then our results suggest

-that k, may in fact be centered at zero.

Two assumptions must be made to esti-
mate these correlations. First, we must esti-
mate the variance of C'. It seems likely that
this variance is considerably less than the
variance of the voter’s own position. Hence,
we have assumed that o~* is one half of o,?
(from Table 4) for each of the sentiment
groups. Second, we assume that the slope of
C' regressed on V (b~y) is constant across
sentiment levels. In other words, a unit dif-
ference in V is associated with equal units
difference in C' regardless of sentiment level.
Under these assumptions, the correlation be-
tween C' and V necessary to displace 8 from
k, by .07 in the case of Nixon is .095. In the
case of Humphrey, a correlation of .145 be-
tween ' and V would produce a displace-
ment of 8 from k; of .10. It seems to us that
these low correlations between C” and V are
entirely reasonable. If k, were centered at zero
and if only 2% of the variance in ¥ was as-
sociated with variance in C’, the 8 coefficients
would show the displacement that our esti-
mates in fact show. It seems reasonable. then.
to believe that although 8 is not centered at
zero, k, may well be.

In sum, we have shown that the unknown
coefficient, &, varies linearly with sentiment
and may well be centered at zero. At the
most, K, is displaced from zero by a nonsig-
nificant amount. Hence, when the misspe-
cifications due to correlated measurement
errors and an omitted variable are alleviated,
no evidence remains to support the assimi-
lation—contrast asymmetry hypothesis. This
result is particularly striking in light of the
fact that we have still not removed the bias
due to the reciprocal causation misspecifi-
cation.

Conclusion

The purpose of this article has been to
develop an analysis strategy that is based on

a set of reasonable assumptions to explore
whether voters misperceive the positions es-
poused by political candidates. To do this, we
have examined three different unreasonable
assumptions or misspecifications in earlier
research on this issue. We have argued that
these misspecifications, due to correlated er-
rors of measurement, reciprocal causation.
and an omitted variable, have erroneously led
researchers to conclude that assimilation ef-
fects are more potent than contrast effects.
We have developed and tested a model that
overcomes the misspecificatons due to cor-
related errors of measurement and the omit-
ted vaniable. Under this model, which still
suffers from the reciprocal causation misspe-
cification. no evidence was found for the as-
similation—contrast asymmetry hypothesis.'
On a slightly broader concluding note. our
ultimate objective has been to illustrate how
causal models are implicitly assumed when-
ever researchers examine data to determine
whether they are consistent with a hvpothesis.
It may be that the imphcitly assumed models
are unrealistic. With the development of
techniques for examining and estimaung the
parameters of causal models (Duncan, 1975;
Kenny, 1979), we are now in a position 10
examine critically the models we assume.

! There is a fourth possibly unreasonable assumption
that we and others have made. It has been assumed that
interval scales have been used to measure both sentiment
and poliucal positions. In Lthe absence of such an as-
sumpuon, assimilation—-contrast asymmetry is indistin-
guishable from symmetry.
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Appendix

Derivation of ry and b~y Under Different Assumpuons Concerning C',
Given the Model C=C'"+ (V- C)Y+ U

Assume that C is constant. It follows that
od = kle/ + ot

Cov (¥, C) = ko

Assume that C’' is variable and COV
(C, V) # 0, It follows that

ol = kla) + (1 — kYol

Therefore,

OV (¥, O) koai? + 2k(1 — k) COV (C', 1) + o, %:

ey = = s #
oyoc VJPI(T:. oy + d’uT) COV (¥, C) = (1 = k)COV (C,, ] + k‘a‘:.

5o OVC) ket
' o’ 0 3 Therefore,

L LOVWO) (1 = K)JCOV (C. V) + ka? ,

x ovoc Voillklay” + (1 = k) ac® + 2k(1 — k) COV (C', V) + o)

v Vl = v C‘, + 2
by SR {1 - RNCVC kL (1 o,
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where by is the unstandardized regression coef-
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