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Objective. Democratic governance requires that policy outcomes and public demand for policy
be linked. While studies have shown empirical support for such a relationship in various policy
domains, empirical evidence also indicates that the public is relatively unaware of policy outputs.
This raises a puzzle: Why do policy outputs influence public attitudes if the public knows little
about them? Methods. This study seeks to address this paradox by examining the conditioning
role of media coverage. We rely on data derived from the Policy Agendas Project in the United
States, allowing us to analyze the relationship between policy outcomes, public preferences, and
newspaper content across a long span of time (1972–2007). Results. Our results indicate that
public policy preferences respond to policy outputs, and that this relationship is strengthened by
greater media attention to a policy area. Importantly, our findings also indicate that without media
attention to a policy area, there is no direct effect of policy outputs on public demand for policy.
Conclusions. Media coverage appears to be a key factor for public responsiveness to occur. In the
absence of policy coverage by the media, public responsiveness to policy outputs is greatly reduced.

In the 2.5 years between announcing his candidacy for president in June 2015 and early
2018, Donald Trump has turned to Twitter to insult the New York Times nearly 200 times
and counting.1 Among the insults, Trump has referred to the New York Times as “failing,”
“bad,” “losing,” “disgusting,” “FAKE,” “phony,” and “wrong.” This negative rhetoric aimed
at the New York Times (and other outlets including CNN and the Washington Post) raises
questions about its impact on the public’s knowledge of governmental actions and, there-
fore, the public’s ability to respond to public policy. By actively discrediting mass media
outlets and discouraging public consumption of its coverage, does the link between public
policy outcomes and public policy preferences weaken? That is, is a credible and trusted
media necessary for public information and, therefore, required for democratic represen-
tation to work in a normatively expected manner? This study analyzes this possibility by
examining the effect of media coverage on the relationship between policy outcomes and
the public’s preferences, focusing on the United States from 1972 to 2007.

Representative democracy requires that public policy outputs and the wishes of citizens
are closely related (Pitkin, 1967; Dahl, 1971; Powell, 2000). Yet, while studies have found
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1The number of insults has been calculated using this convenient tool (accessed January 2018):
⟨https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/01/28/upshot/donald-trump-twitter-insults.html⟩.
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that the public responds to policy outputs in coherent and predictable ways (e.g., Wlezien
1995, 2004; Soroka and Wlezien, 2010), behavioral research has discovered that the public
is largely uninformed about policy outputs (see for example, Delli Carpini and Keeter,
1996; Lewis-Beck et al., 2008; Bullock, 2011). This raises a puzzle: If the public knows
little about policy outcomes, how can it meaningfully respond to them?

We argue that media coverage of a policy area plays an important role in public respon-
siveness to policy outcomes by increasing public information about that policy area, which
allows the public to respond to policy outputs in predictable ways. In testing our expec-
tations, we utilize data derived from the Policy Agenda Project concerning government
spending and media attention across several policy areas and years (1972–2007) in the
United States. Further, we use public opinion data regarding public policy preferences de-
rived from multiple survey organizations, and originally collected by Jennings and Wlezien
(2015).

This study contributes to a small but growing literature that shows how media content can
strengthen public responsiveness to policy (see, for example, Neuner, Soroka, and Wlezien,
n.d.; Hiaeshutter-Rice, Soroka, and Wlezien, 2017). In line with previous research, we
find that greater spending in a policy area is met with decreased relative public demand for
that policy (see Wlezien, 1995, 2004; Soroka and Wlezien, 2004, 2010). We also find that
greater media attention to a policy area strengthens this relationship, and that when media
coverage of a policy area is accounted for, the independent effect of government spending
on public policy preferences disappears. This indicates that—across a variety of policy areas
and over a long period of time—it is not policy outputs per se but, rather, policy outputs
in tandem with media coverage that drive public responsiveness.

To be sure, we do not claim that media content is the only source of public responsiveness,
since media reports can be biased, incomplete, and imprecise and other factors like the
public’s interest or exogenous political or economic shocks will matter as well (see Neuner,
Soroka, and Wlezien, n.d.). But the results we present do show that—at an aggregate
level—increased media coverage strengthens the link between policy outcomes and the
public’s policy preferences. These results on aggregate public responsiveness stand in strong
contrast with much micro-level research, which is more interested in, for example, the
deleterious impact of news bias and framing effects on preferences and knowledge of
individual consumers.

Furthermore, our findings add to the debate regarding the relationship between public
preferences and policy output (see, for example, Wlezien, 1995, 2004; Soroka and Wlezien,
2004, 2010). While research has suggested that the public does, in fact, account for policy
changes when forming policy preferences, the exact linkage between these two concepts
has been remarkably absent from the current literature.2 By exploring media coverage
as a moderating factor between policy outcomes and public policy across various policy
areas and over a long period of time, this study provides a clearer understanding of the
factors that link policy outputs and public policy preferences, thus contributing to a better

2The sole exception to this is the work of Neuner et al. (n.d.), which examines whether both perceptions
of policy spending changes and media coverage of policy spending in the area of defense policy influence
public preferences for spending in this policy domain. This work speaks closely to the current study; however,
there are some key differences. First, Neuner et al. only examine a single policy domain, defense policy,
whereas the study at hand focuses on six distinct policy domains. Further, the work of Neuner et al. does not
examine how media coverage of a policy area combined with actual spending changes in that policy area
influence public preferences in that policy area. The current study, thus, suggests a different finding, that
the public notices policy spending changes due, in large part, to media reports. While differences do exist,
it is important, however, to note that the work of Neuner et al. and the below analysis do both support the
contention that media plays an important role in influencing public responsiveness to public policy outputs.
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understanding of the workings of democratic governance. In our conclusion, we reflect on
the implications of our findings with regard to democratic governance, particularly in the
United States.

Theory

Policy output and public policy preferences have been found in multiple studies to
be endogenously related (see Wlezien, 1995, 2004; Soroka and Wlezien, 2004, 2010;
Pacheco, 2013). In order to increase the likelihood of reelection, policymakers respond to
public policy preferences by changing policy outputs. In turn, the public updates its policy
preferences in response to those outputs. For example, if the public wants more spending
in the area of defense policy, policymakers will respond by increasing spending in the area
of defense policy. This increase in defense spending will be met by a portion of the public
believing that the increase was too great and, therefore, that defense spending should be
decreased. This understanding implies the following hypothesis:

H1: Greater policy output in a given policy area will be met by a decrease in aggregate
public demand for policy in that domain.

Importantly, it is inferred from the literature on public responsiveness to policy outputs
that the public is reasonably informed regarding policy and governance (Wlezien, 1995,
2004; Soroka and Wlezien, 2010; Pacheco, 2013). After all, without a reasonable level of
information regarding policy, it is impossible for the public to respond in a meaningful
way. However, research has suggested that the public is ill-informed about actual policy
outputs (see, for example, Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Lewis-Beck et al., 2008; Bullock,
2011). This raises the question: Under what conditions does the public become informed
about policy, and, in turn, respond to policy outputs? Previous studies have pointed at
the importance of salience for increasing information about policy among the public
(e.g., Wlezien, 2004; Soroka and Wlezien, 2010). As a policy becomes more salient,
public attitudes respond more strongly to policy outputs in that domain. Media coverage
increases policy salience among the public (McCombs and Shaw, 1972; see also Soroka,
2003). Without being reported on by the mass media, it is unlikely that the public learns
about policy output.

From this, it follows that variation in media content may affect both individual and
aggregate political knowledge. Recent empirical work has shown evidence for this claim
at the micro level. For example, Jerit et al. (2006) find that the volume of newspaper
reporting moderates the impact of socioeconomic status in explaining political knowledge.
De Vreese and Boomgaarden (2006:317) find that “exposure to news outlets with high levels
of political content (such as public television news and broadsheet newspapers) contributes
the most to knowledge gains.” Exposure to news outlets with less political content has
either no effects or slightly positive effects, depending on the type of content. In other
words, media content may drive political and/or policy-specific knowledge if it contains a
relevant “policy signal,” such as mentions of the policy area and the direction it is headed
(see, for example, Neuner, Soroka, and Wlezien, n.d.). Evidence for media effects at a more
aggregate level shows that media freedom and voter knowledge are related (Leeson, 2008;
Schoonvelde, 2014), while media freedom has also been found to moderate the strength of
public responsiveness (Hiaeshutter-Rice, Soroka, and Wlezien, 2017) across various policy
areas and countries.
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In short, information regarding a particular policy domain among the public should
increase with greater media attention to that policy domain. This information should
allow the public to more readily respond to changes in outputs in that policy domain.3
Thus, it can be hypothesized:

H2: Greater media attention to a given policy domain will result in a stronger effect of
policy output in that domain on aggregate public demand for policy in that domain.

Data and Measurement

To test our expectations, we combine public opinion data from Jennings and Wlezien
(2015) with government spending data and media attention data collected and compiled
through the Policy Agendas Project (PAP) for the United States. We focus on six policy areas
for which we have long time series: crime, defense, education, environment, health, and
welfare policy.4 In this section, we discuss the measures for our dependent, independent,
and control variables, as well as our analytical strategy.

The dependent variable used in testing both H1 and H2 is relative public preferences
for policy in a given domain. This variable is operationalized using data from Jennings and
Wlezien (2015), which were originally derived from data from survey organizations in the
United States from 1972 through 2007.5 It is based on the question: “Do you think the
government is spending too much, too little, or the right amount on [policy area]?”6

Following Jennings and Wlezien (2015), the specific operationalization of this variable is
“net support” for spending in a policy area. Net support takes the proportion of respondents
who say that spending in a policy area is “too little” and subtracts the proportion of
respondents who say that spending in a policy area is “too much.” A positive value thus
indicates that the proportion of the public that desires more spending in a policy area is
larger than the proportion of the public that desires less spending.7

The main independent variable used in testing H1 concerns the proportion of gov-
ernmental spending in a policy domain in a year. This variable is operationalized as the
proportion of the U.S. federal budget in a year that is dedicated to a particular policy
domain. Our measure of yearly policy area spending was derived using data from the U.S.
Budget Authority from Fiscal Year 1973 through Fiscal Year 2007, as compiled by the
Policy Agendas Project. These data were adjusted to represent 2009 U.S. dollars.

3Importantly, the thermostatic theory of representation is more concerned with general policy domains
than specific policies. According to the thermostatic theory, the public has output preferences in various policy
domains. The public is expected to respond to policy changes insofar as all policy changes within a given
general policy domain change the level of spending (i.e., output) in that domain. Media attention to either a
general policy domain or a specific policy change should condition the relationship between policy output and
public policy preferences, as attention to either increases the salience of the general policy domain, which leads
to greater information regarding that domain area among the public. Further, media attention to a general
policy domain or specific policy, whether it be about policy decisions, debates, proposals, hearings, etc., should
increase the salience of the general domain of a specific policy, which produces greater information about that
policy domain among the public.

4The PAP data were originally collected by Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan D. Jones, with the support of
National Science Foundation grant numbers SBR 9320922 and 0111611, and were distributed through the
Department of Government at the University of Texas at Austin. Neither NSF nor the original collectors of
the data bear any responsibility for the analysis reported here.

5Unfortunately, data constraints regarding the measure of public preferences do not allow us to extend the
analysis beyond 2007.

6The data used by Jennings and Wlezien (2015) and, therefore, used in this study do have some gaps.
Jennings and Wlezien (2015) addressed these gaps by linearly interpolating the data. We also use these linearly
interpolated values.

7For descriptive statistics for all dependent and independent variables by policy area, see Table 1.
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The main independent variable used in testing H2 is a multiplicative interaction variable.
To capture the influence of media on the effect of policy spending in a domain on public
policy preferences, the above measure of policy spending in a given year is multiplied by
a measure of the amount of attention paid to that particular policy area by the media in
a year.8 Media coverage is measured using data from the Policy Agendas Project, which
has collected a data set that is a “systematic random sample” of the New York Times Index
from 1946 to 2008 (49,201 records). Each entry is coded by the PAP as belonging to a
specific policy domain. For our purposes, we constructed yearly time series of the total
percentage of articles that deal with crime, defense, education, environment, health, and
welfare policy.9 That is, the number of articles from the “systematic random sample” of
the New York Times in a given year concerning a specific policy area is divided by the total
number of articles sampled in that year, and multiplied by 100.

Controls

Research shows that government spending may be correlated with the ideological make-
up of the government, with more liberal governments generally increasing spending, while
more conservative governments generally decrease spending (Wlezien, 2017). Thus, it is
important to control for government liberalism.10 In the context of the United States,
however, the budget process is particularly complex. Normally, the president submits a
budget request to Congress, which is then amended (i.e., marked up) by the two chambers
(the House of Representatives and the Senate) before being voted on by each body. Because
both the president and Congress have input into the U.S. budget, we include measures of
the ideological score of both the president and the House of Representatives. These measures
are based on the right–left coding found in the Comparative Manifestos Project data for
the party of the president, and the party of the Speaker of the House of Representatives
(Volkens et al., 2014).11 Furthermore, to account for the possibility that public opinion
and policy outputs are both related to economic conditions, we also include a measure of
yearly GDP growth as collected by the World Bank, based on constant 2010 U.S. dollars.

Analytical Strategy

Specification tests reveal serial correlation between observations within all six policy
areas included in our data set. Additionally, unit roots were found for all six policy areas.12

Further, based on Dickey–Fuller tests, cointegration or near-cointegration appears to be

8Theoretically, changes in policy output in a policy domain could produce greater media coverage of that
domain. The data used in this study show little correlation between policy changes and media coverage of a
policy domain, with a Pearson’s R of 0.08.

9This is a measure of media attention to general policy domains rather than specific policy outputs. This is
in line with the thermostatic theory of public responsiveness, which deals also with policy outputs as part of
larger policy domains.

10Models excluding all government partisanship variables show similar results to our main models. However,
based on R2, models including the partisanship variables fit better.

11Robustness checks were run replacing this measure of the right–left position of the president and the
House of Representatives with DW-NOMINATE scores for the president and the median member of the
House of Representatives. The results of these tests are nearly identical to those reported below.

12For the results of tests for serial correlation and unit roots, see Tables A.1 and A.2 in the supporting
appendices.
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present in the data.13 Therefore, we use error correction modeling (ECM) to test both
above hypotheses.

ECMs regress both first differences of the independent variables as well as a lagged version
of the independent variables on the first differences of the dependent variable. As such,
they allow us to directly address the short-run (contemporaneous) and long-run (lagged)
effects of the independent variables on change in the dependent variable. Diagnostics show
no unit roots for public policy preferences in any policy area after first differencing (see
Table A.2 in the Online Appendix). As the data pool six policy domains spanning from
1972 through 2007, the data are time-series cross-sectional.14 To address the panel nature
of our data, we use panel corrected robust standard errors.

Analysis

H1 argues that relative public preference for policy in an area will move in the opposite
direction of actual government output in that policy area. Models 1 and 2 in Table2
present the results of ECMs testing this hypothesis in the areas of crime, defense, education,
environmental, health, and welfare policy in the United States between 1972 and 2007.

Model 1 considers the effect of policy spending on relative public spending preferences,
controlling for the right–left positions of the president and House of Representatives and
GDP growth. It shows a statistically significant and negative relationship between spending
at time t–1 in a policy area and the change in relative preference for spending in that area
between times t–1 and t. This suggests that when spending in a policy area is greater at
time t–1, public demand for spending decreases between times t–1 and t. Substantively, if
spending in a policy area as a proportion of the budget is 0.60 at time t–1, one can expect
subsequent net support for spending in that policy area to be about 2.6 percent lower than
if spending on that policy area as a proportion of the budget is 0.50 at time t–1.

Model 2 adds an independent media attention variable. The results of this model are
similar to those in Model 1. Lagged policy spending is statistically significant and negatively
related to the change in the public’s relative spending preferences in a policy area. The
coefficient remains substantively comparable: an increase of 10 percent of the total budget
assigned to a policy domain decreases net support for spending in that policy domain by
0.025 points (i.e., 2.5 percent). Taken together, Models 1 and 2 indicate support for H1 of
this study, as well as support for the findings of previous research suggesting an endogenous
relationship between policy outputs and relative policy preferences.

Interestingly, Model 2 also shows a negative effect of lagged media attention in a policy
area on the change in the public’s relative preference for spending in that same policy
area. More concretely, when media attention to a policy area is greater at time t–1, public

13For the results of tests for cointegration see Table A.3 in the supporting appendices. Research suggests
that the ECM can be used even in cases in which perfect cointegration is not present (see Keele and De Boef,
2004; De Boef and Keele, 2008; Enns et al., 2016).

14To provide greater understanding of each domain, we tested the effect of public policy outputs on public
policy preferences by each policy domain. These results, which are presented in Table A.4 of the supporting
appendices (see Models A.1 through A.6), show a negative effect of public policy outputs in each domain on
public preferences for spending, with the exception of lagged spending in the area of defense policy. Likely due
to the small N (34) in each policy domain, this effect is statistically insignificant in all but one policy domain,
welfare policy. Generally speaking, however, these results suggest that each domain behaves as theoretically
expected within the thermostatic model. As welfare policy does show a particularly strong effect, we ran further
robustness checks using the pooled sample; however, we removed welfare policy from the sample (see Models
A.7 through A.9 of Table A.5 of the supporting appendices). The main finding that media attention conditions
the relationship between public policy outputs and public policy preferences still holds.
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TABLE 1

Descriptive Statistics

Policy Preferences by Policy Area

Policy Area N Mean SD Minimum Maximum

Crime 35 61.829 5.793 51 71
Defense 35 −8.914 17.841 −33 48
Education 35 58.314 10.378 39 70
Environment 35 53.343 8.633 34 71
Health 35 61.886 7.684 49 74
Welfare 35 −28.057 12.379 −50 −11

Government Spending by Policy Area

Crime 35 0.010 0.004 0.006 0.018
Defense 35 0.212 0.043 0.151 0.290
Education 35 0.021 0.004 0.016 0.034
Environment 35 0.016 0.007 0.011 0.043
Health 35 0.057 0.023 0.028 0.100
Welfare 35 0.142 0.022 0.102 0.222

Media Coverage by Policy Area

Crime 36 6.335 1.399 4.522 12.573
Defense 36 3.649 1.723 0.647 8.696
Education 36 2.716 0.960 1.18 5.068
Environment 36 1.658 0.477 0.539 2.511
Health 36 2.572 1.294 1.208 8.419
Welfare 36 3.466 0.905 2.044 5.732

Control Variables

President 210 16.037 16.888 −19.8 33.6
House of Reps. 210 1.224 21.690 −21.2 33.314
GDP/Capita 210 3.105 1.952 −1.91 7.26

demand for spending in that policy area decreases between times t–1 and t. However, this
effect is considerably smaller than the spending effect, as evidenced by the much smaller
coefficient.

Model 3 presents the results of an ECM directly testing H2. The results of this model
show statistically significant and negative effects for both the interaction between lagged
media attention and lagged policy spending, as well as the interaction between the change
in media attention and the change in policy spending. These results indicate that the
effect of government spending in a policy area on relative public spending preferences
is conditioned by media attention to that policy area. Increased media attention—both
contemporaneous and lagged—strengthens the relationship between policy outputs and
public demand for spending as evidenced by the statistically significant negative interaction
terms. Substantively, the lagged interaction term indicates that, all else equal, the decrease
in net support for public spending that follows increased spending further decreases by
0.5 percent each time relative media coverage has increased by 1 percentage point.

Importantly, the constituent terms of change in spending and lag in spending are both
statistically insignificant. This means that, in a given year, spending in a policy domain
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TABLE 2

Effect of Policy Spending on Public Policy Preferences

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Public Policy Preferencest–1 −0.057∗∗∗ −0.056∗∗∗ −0.050∗∗∗

(0.015) (0.013) (0.010)
Spendingt–1 −0.259∗∗∗ −0.251∗∗∗ −0.023

(0.056) (0.053) (0.083)
!Spending −0.524 −0.512 −0.272

(1.044) (1.035) (0.924)
Media Attentiont–1 – −0.003∗ −0.001

(0.002) (0.001)
! Media Attention – −0.002 −0.003

(0.002) (0.002)
Spendingt-1

∗ Media Attentiont-1 – – −0.053∗∗∗

(0.009)
!Spending∗! Media Attention – – −0.447∗∗∗

(0.155)
Presidential Right–Left −0.0002 −0.0002 −0.0002

(0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0004)
House Right–Left 0.0001 0.0001 0.0002

(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0002)
GDP Growth −0.0003 −0.0003 −0.0002

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Constant 0.046∗∗∗ 0.055∗∗ 0.042∗∗

(0.017) (0.022) (0.017)
Observations 204 204 204
Number of Policy Areas 6 6 6
R2 Within 0.099 0.105 0.107
R2 Between 0.040 0.182 0.150
R2 Overall 0.059 0.066 0.082

NOTE: Coefficients are directly interpretable effects of the independent variables on the change in policy
preferences between time t–1 and time t with panel corrected robust standard errors in parentheses.
∗∗∗p " 0.01; ∗∗p " 0.05; ∗p " 0.10.

is estimated not to have any effect on net support for government spending if there is
no media reporting on that policy domain during that year. In other words, we find no
evidence for public responsiveness to spending in a policy area in the absence of media
coverage of that policy area, indicating strong support for H2. Media coverage, thus, may
act as a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition for public responsiveness to occur. That
is, it takes three to tango.

Conclusion

In this study, we examined the conditioning effect of media coverage on the relationship
between policy outputs and public preferences across policy areas. Following earlier research
(see Wlezien, 1995, 2004; Soroka and Wlezien, 2004, 2010), we theorized that increased
spending in a policy domain is negatively associated with public preference for more policy
in that domain. We then built on this well-established research, arguing that the theoretical
requirement of a reasonably informed public for public responsiveness to policy outputs to
occur (see Wlezien, 1995, 2004; Pacheco, 2013) is met through greater media attention to
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a particular policy area. That is, when the media pays (greater) attention to a policy area,
this will strengthen public responsiveness in policy preferences to public policy outputs.

In line with our expectations, we found an independent, negative relationship between
public policy spending and public responsiveness across multiple domains. We also found
that public responsiveness to policy outputs is strengthened by greater media attention
to a particular policy area. Importantly, we found no evidence of meaningful public
responsiveness to policy outputs in the absence of media coverage.

This study contributes to a small but growing literature that shows how media content can
strengthen public responsiveness to policy (see, for example, Neuner, Soroka, and Wlezien,
n.d., Hiaeshutter-Rice, Soroka, and Wlezien, 2017). For example, Neuner, Soroka, and
Wlezien employ various approaches (automated content analysis, MTurk-coded studies,
and ANES survey analysis) to show for defense policy in the United States “that spending
cues exist, that citizens can extract these cues from news content, and that this information
matters for perceptions of government spending, and thus to preferences for policy change”
(n.d.: 29). Our results—which are in line with the mechanisms proposed by Neuner,
Soroka, and Wlezien (n.d.)—add to these findings by showing that across various policy
areas, an increase in the amount of media coverage alone can serve as a minimal “policy
signal” or “spending cue” that strengthens public responsiveness. Additional data collection,
using new methods in automated text analysis, will be required to replicate these findings
across multiple countries and to unpack what aspects of increased policy coverage matter
most for increased public responsiveness.

More generally, these findings have important implications for our understanding of
democratic representation and responsiveness in the United States. Democracy requires that
policymakers respond to the public, providing it with its preferred policies (Pitkin, 1967;
Dahl, 1971; Powell, 2000). However, without public responsiveness to policy outputs,
policymakers have little incentive to respond to public preferences. The evidence we have
presented in this study suggests that without media coverage of policies, we will see little
responsiveness in public preferences to policy outputs. Put simply, without the presence of
widespread media coverage of a policy, democratic representation and responsiveness may
be much less likely to occur. This suggests that the regular allegations of the mainstream
media being “Fake News,” as well as armies of bots aimed at systematically decreasing the
“signal-to-noise ratio” of media coverage, are reasons for serious concern about the state of
public responsiveness and, therefore, democratic representation in the United States.

REFERENCES

Bullock, John G. 2011. “Elite Influence on Public Opinion in an Informed Electorate.” American Political
Science Review 105(3):496–515.

Dahl, Robert A. 1971. Polyarchy: Participation and Opposition. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

De Boef, Susan, and Luke Keele. 2008. “Taking Time Seriously.” American Journal of Political Science
52(1):184–200.

De Vreese, Claes H., and Hajo Boomgaarden. 2006. “News, Political Knowledge and Participation: The Differ-
ential Effects of News Media Exposure on Political Knowledge and Participation.” Acta Politica 41(4):317–41.

Delli Carpini, Michael X., and Scott Keeter. 1996. What Americans Know About Politics and Why it Matters.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Enns, P. K., N. J. Kelly, T. Masaki, and P. C. Wohlfarth. 2016. “Don’t Jettison the General Error Correction
Model Just Yet: A Practical Guide to Avoiding Spurious Regression with the GECM.” Research and Politics
3(2): 1–13.



10 Social Science Quarterly

Hiaeshutter-Rice, Dan, Stuart Soroka, and Christopher Wlezien. 2017. “Freedom of the Press and Thermo-
static Responsiveness.” 2017 Annual Meeting of the Midwest Political Science Association.

Jennings, Will, and Christopher Wlezien. 2015. “Preferences, Problems and Representation.” Political Science
Research and Methods 3(3):659–81.

Jerit, Jennifer, Jason Barabas, and Toby Bolsen. 2006. “Citizens, Knowledge, and the Information Environ-
ment.” American Journal of Political Science 50(2):266–82.

Keele, L., and S. De Boef. 2004. “Not Just for Cointegration: Error Correction Models
with Stationary Data.” Available at ⟨https://www.nuff.ox.ac.uk/politics/papers/2005/Keele%20DeBoef%
20ECM%20041213.pdf⟩.
Lewis-Beck, Michael S., William G. Jacoby, Helmuth Norpoth, and Herbert F. Weisberg. 2008. The American
Voter Revisited. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press.

McCombs, Maxwell E., and Donald L. Shaw. 1972. “The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media.” Public
Opinion Quarterly 36(1):176–87.

Neuner, Fabian, Stuart Soroka, and Christopher Wlezien. n.d. “Mass Media as a Source of Public Responsive-
ness.”

Pacheco, Julianna. 2013. “The Thermostatic Model of Responsiveness in the American States.” State Politics
and Policy Quarterly 13(3):306–32.

Pitkin, Hanna F. 1967. The Concept of Representation. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Powell, G Bingham Jr. 2000. Elections as Instruments of Democracy: Majoritarian and Proportional Visions.
New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Schoonvelde, Martijn. 2014. “Media Freedom and the Institutional Underpinnings of Political Knowledge.”
Political Science Research & Methods 2(2):163–78.

Soroka, Stuart N. 2003. “Media, Public Opinion, and Foreign Policy.” International Journal of Press/Politics
8(1):27–48.

Soroka, Stuart N., and Christopher Wlezien. 2004. “Opinion Representation and Policy Feedback: Canada
in Comparative Perspective.” Canadian Journal of Political Science 37(3):531–59.

———. 2010. Degrees of Democracy: Politics, Public Opinion, and Policy. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

Volkens, Andrea, Pola Lehmann, Nicolas Merz, Sven Regel, Annika Werner, Onawa Promise Lacewell, and
Henrike Schultze. 2014. The Manifesto Data Collection. Manifesto Project (MRG/CMP/MARPOR). Berlin:
Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin für Sozialforschung (WZB).

Wlezien, Christopher. 1995. “The Public as Thermostat: Dynamics of Preference Spending.” American Journal
of Political Science 39(4):981–1000.

———. 2004. “Patterns of Representation: Dynamics of Public Preferences and Policy.” Journal of Politics
66(1):1–24.

———. 2017. “Policy (Mis) Representation and the Cost of Ruling: U.S. Presidential Elections in Comparative
Perspective.” Comparative Political Studies 50(6):711–38.

Supporting Information

Additional supporting information may be found online in the Supporting Information
section at the end of the article.

Appendix Table A.1: Durbin-Watson Test of Serial Correlation by Policy Areas
Appendix Table A.2: Dickey-Fuller Test for Stationarity of Public Policy Preferences by
Policy Areas
Appendix Table A.3: Tests for Cointegration Among Variables by Policy Area
Appendix Table A.4: Domain-by-Domain Effects
Appendix Table A.5: Effect of Policy Spending on Public Policy Preferences Excluding
Welfare Policy



Manuscript Details

Manuscript number JELS_2018_176_R1

Title Taking Official Positions: How Public Policy Preferences Influence the Platforms
of Parties in the United States

Short title Public Opinion and US Party Platforms

Article type Research Paper

Abstract

Do political parties in the United States respond to public opinion when writing their official party platforms? Current
research suggests a clear linkage between public opinion and party positions, with parties responding to public
preferences, and public opinion responding to party messages. Drawing on existing research regarding the
saliency/issue competition model of party position-taking, this study examines the specific effect of public opinion on
party positions, positing that when a larger percentage of the public views a particular issue area as important, political
parties will discuss that issue area to a greater degree in their official election platforms. To test this theoretical
construct, we rely on public opinion data collected by Gallup, and normalized by the Policy Agendas Project, from
1947 through 2011, combined with content analyzed data regarding both the Republican and Democratic platforms
from 1948 through 2012. Using OLS regression with a Prais-Winsten transformation and panel-corrected standard
errors, we find support for the hypothesis that political parties discuss, in their platforms, issue areas that the public
views as more important. Further, we find that this responsiveness does not appear to vary across political parties.
These findings have important implications for our understandings of both political party dynamics and party
representation in the United States. Moreover, these findings allow us to assess the health of American democracy.

Keywords Representation; Political Parties; Responsiveness; Policy Agendas Project;
Issue Competition

Manuscript category Election Papers

Corresponding Author Christopher Williams

Corresponding Author's

Institution

University of Arkansas at Little Rock

Order of Authors Charlana Benefiel, Christopher Williams

Suggested reviewers Lawrence Ezrow



Submission Files Included in this PDF

File Name [File Type]

ES_Williams_Benefiel_cover_letter_RR.docx [Cover Letter]

Electoral Studies Memo_8102018.docx [Response to Reviewers (without Author Details)]

Nonblind_Title_RR.docx [Title Page (with Author Details)]

Main_Body_RR_8102018.docx [Manuscript (without Author Details)]

Table_1_ES_RR.docx [Figure]

Figure_1_ES_RR_nv.docx [Figure]

Figure_2_ES_RR.docx [Figure]

Table_A1_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Figure_A1_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Table_A2_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Table_A3_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Table_A4_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Table_A5_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Table_A6_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

Table_A7_ES_RR.docx [Supporting File]

To view all the submission files, including those not included in the PDF, click on the manuscript title on your EVISE
Homepage, then click 'Download zip file'.

Research Data Related to this Submission

Data set
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/xrt45z3jm7/draft?a=1d1858fd-
a4c4-45cd-82f0-fec0607e772a

Data for: Taking Official Positions: How Public Policy Preferences Influence the Platforms of Parties in the United
States
This dataset contains public opinion data regarding multiple policy areas from 1947 through 2011 in the United States,
as well as data regarding the percentage of statements in Republican and Democratic platforms that were dedicated to
each policy area. This data was originally collected through the Policy Agendas Project.

https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/xrt45z3jm7/draft?a=1d1858fd-a4c4-45cd-82f0-fec0607e772a
https://data.mendeley.com/datasets/xrt45z3jm7/draft?a=1d1858fd-a4c4-45cd-82f0-fec0607e772a


Taking Official Positions: How Public Policy Preferences Influence the Platforms of Parties 
in the United States1

Charlana Benefiel2

School of Public Affairs
University of Arkansas at Little Rock

cdbenefiel@ualr.edu

Christopher J. Williams3

Assistant Professor
School of Public Affairs

University of Arkansas at Little Rock
Cjwilliams6@ualr.edu

August 10, 2018

Abstract: Do political parties in the United States respond to public opinion when writing their 
official party platforms? Current research suggests a clear linkage between public opinion and 
party positions, with parties responding to public preferences, and public opinion responding to 
party messages. Drawing on existing research regarding the saliency/issue competition model of 
party position-taking, this study examines the specific effect of public opinion on party positions, 
positing that when a larger percentage of the public views a particular issue area as important, 
political parties will discuss that issue area to a greater degree in their official election platforms. 
To test this theoretical construct, we rely on public opinion data collected by Gallup, and 
normalized by the Policy Agendas Project, from 1947 through 2011, combined with content 
analyzed data regarding both the Republican and Democratic platforms from 1948 through 2012. 
Using OLS regression with a Prais-Winsten transformation and panel-corrected standard errors, 
we find support for the hypothesis that political parties discuss, in their platforms, issue areas that 
the public views as more important. Further, we find that this responsiveness does not appear to 
vary across political parties. These findings have important implications for our understandings of 
both political party dynamics and party representation in the United States. Moreover, these 
findings allow us to assess the health of American democracy.

1 Paper prepared for and presented at the 76th Annual Conference of the Midwest Political Science Association, 
Chicago, IL, April 5-8, 2018.
2 Charlana Benefiel is an undergraduate student in the School of Public Affairs at the University of Arkansas at Little 
Rock. Her research interests focus on American political behavior, public opinion, and religion in politics.
3 Christopher Williams is an Assistant Professor of Political Science at the University of Arkansas at Little Rock. His 
research focuses on democratic representation, public opinion, political parties, and political behavior, and has been 
published in journals such as the European Political Science Review, West European Politics, European Union 
Politics, and the Journal of Elections, Public Opinion, and Parties. For additional information on his research, see 
http://christopherwilliamsphd.weebly.com/.

mailto:cdbenefiel@ualr.edu
mailto:Cjwilliams6@ualr.edu


1

Research suggests that policymakers, in the hopes of winning reelection, tend to be responsive to 

public policy preferences (see, for example, Miller and Stokes 1963; Page and Shapiro 1983; 

Stimson et al.1995, Erikson et al. 2002; Wlezien 1995; 2004; Soroka and Wlezien 2004; Jones et 

al. 2009; Bartle et al. 2011). While much of this literature looks at how policy outputs are related 

to public preferences, it has been noted that policymakers have multiple channels for policy 

responsiveness and that they tend to respond in ways that provide the least amount of friction 

(Jones et al. 2009). One channel for responsiveness to public attitudes that is open to elites, 

which is not explicitly discussed by Jones et al., is responsiveness through the alteration of 

political party positions.

As organizations that link voters to decision-makers (Dalton et al. 2011; Lawson 1980), it is 

expected that political parties will respond to voters’ attitudes, preferences, and priorities. 

Research focusing on both European democracies, as well as the United States has found that 

political parties do, in fact, tend to respond to public attitudes, opinions, and preferences.1 

Among the research regarding Europe, much of this work has focused on whether parties alter 

their official manifesto (i.e. platform) positions in response to public attitudes (Adams et al. 

2009; Ezrow et al. 2011; Schumacher et al. 2013; Ezrow and Hellwig 2014; Spoon and Klüver 

2014; Williams and Spoon 2015; Klüver and Spoon 2016; Spoon and Williams 2017). 

In the context of parties in the United States, the majority of the research has focused on party 

leaders, policymakers, or specific candidates’ position shifts, and on candidate/party statements 

1 Importantly, research has suggested that the linkage between public opinion and party positions does not run 
unidirectionally. Rather, there is significant evidence to suggest that parties are responsive to public opinion, 
attitudes, and preferences, and that party messages can influence the salience of issues among the public, thus 
altering what issues the public is thinking about. (see Budge et al. 1987; Petrocik 1996; Petrocik et al. 2003).
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in advertising (see Erikson et al. 1989; Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Sides 2007; Banda 

2013), with far less research regarding the effect of public attitudes on the official platforms of 

parties. This is, in large part, because parties in the United States are popularly viewed as weak, 

and unconstrained by national platforms (see Ostrogorski 1964).

Importantly, however, this view of parties as weak, and platforms as non-constraining, is not 

completely accurate. Research suggests that political parties in the United States both attempt to 

fulfill promises made in platforms, and are rather successful at doing so (Pomper and Lederman 

1982; Royed 1996; Royed and Borrelli 1997). This suggests that parties in the United States keep 

the promises made in platforms, and may even be constrained by the statements in their 

platforms. This, of course, begs the question, do political parties in the United States look to 

public opinion when writing platforms? Put more simply, do political parties respond to the 

public in taking official positions? It is to this question this study turns. Specifically, we seek to 

understand if political parties focus, to a greater degree, in their official platforms on issues that 

the public views as more important. 

As political parties are a key linkage between the public and government, and they do attempt (in 

the United States) to fulfill campaign promises made in platforms, understanding the connection 

between public attitudes, opinions, and preferences, and official political party platform positions 

is pivotal for developing a clearer knowledge of representation in the US. Further, as democracy 

is predicated on the assumption that public wishes influence policy changes (Pitkin 1967; Dahl 

1971; Powell 2000), and political parties act as policymakers after elections, understanding 
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representation in party positions allows us to more accurately assess the health of American 

democracy. 

 

Drawing on the existing literature concerning political parties in both the American and 

European contexts (see Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Sides 2007; Adams et al. 2009; Ezrow 

et al. 2011; Spoon and Klüver 2014; Williams and Spoon 2015; Klüver and Sagarzazu 2016), we 

argue that, in order to maximize votes, political parties in the United States seek to appeal to 

voters by discussing the issues that the public is most concerned about; the so-called “riding the 

wave” perspective (see Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Klüver and Sagarzazu 2016). Thus, 

major political parties in the United States (i.e. the Republican Party and the Democratic Party) 

will dedicate more of their official platforms to those issues that a larger percentage of the public 

views as the most important problem in the country.

This theoretical expectation is tested using public opinion data drawn from Gallup surveys from 

1947 through 2011,2 and normalized by the Policy Agendas Project (PAP). Moreover, we use 

data originally developed by Wolbrecht (2016; as part of the PAP), who content analyzed all 

official national level Republican and Democratic platforms between 1948 and 2012, coding 

each quasi-sentence as belonging to a particular issue area. The findings of this study support the 

theoretical contention, suggesting that political parties in the United States do respond to public 

attitudes in writing official platforms, discussing to a greater degree the issues the public deems 

most important. Moreover, this responsiveness to the public is found to be similar for both the 

Republican Party and the Democratic Party.

2 The Gallup data, normalized by the PAP, extends to 2015, however, the dependent variable in this study, which is 
derived from party platforms, does not extend beyond the 2012 election. Thus, we do not use the public opinion data 
from after 2011.
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This study proceeds as follows. First, we present our theoretical argument regarding party 

responsiveness in the United States, from which we derive our main hypothesis. We then discuss 

our data and methods. Finally, we present the results of our empirical analysis and conclude by 

discussing the implications of our findings for democratic representation in the United States, 

and the health of American democracy.

Public Opinion and Party Position-Taking

Within the literature regarding the relationship between public opinion and party position-taking, 

there are two clear strands of research. The first of these is the spatial model of party 

responsiveness, made most famous by Downs (1957). Within this perspective, policy positions 

can be placed along a single dimension, often times understood as a left-right spectrum (also see 

Aldrich 1983; Gerber and Lewis 2004). It is argued that voters are normally distributed across 

this dimension, with the largest cluster of voters within one standard deviation of the mean.

Following the spatial model, the ideal party position for vote-maximization, in a two-party 

system, such as the United States, is the median position (or close to it; see Enelow and Hinich 

1984; Gerber and Lewis 2004; Adams et al. 2009; Ezrow 2010; Dalton and McAllister 2015). 

This suggests that, in the United States, political parties will adjust their positions to move 

towards the median voter. Thus, as public attitudes move in one direction or another, it is 

expected that parties will shift their overall position to appeal to the largest group of voters 

possibly. Put simply, in the spatial model, “competition [is] a contest over party positioning with 
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respect to voters, who minimize the aggregate distance between themselves and the party they 

vote for…” (Rovny 2012). 

While the spatial model has been an important part of party studies for decades, more recently, 

research has developed the saliency, or issue competition model of party position-taking (see 

Budge and Farlie 1983). Within this perspective, competition occurs not over a single dimension, 

but in multiple issue areas. Importantly, individuals can view different issue areas as more or less 

salient. For example, Person A may view macroeconomic policy as extremely important and 

environmental policy as relatively unimportant, while Person B may view environmental policy 

as extremely important and macroeconomic policy as relatively unimportant. Still further, both 

Persons A and B may view health policy as unimportant, while Person C views health policy as 

extremely important.

Within the saliency/issue competition model, two main perspectives exist. The first perspective, 

known as the “setting the agenda” perspective, argues that minimizing the overall distance 

between a political party and the median voter along an amalgamated ideological spectrum is far 

less important for vote-maximization than is emphasizing those policy domains in which a party 

holds a comparative advantage among the public (Rovny 2012; Klüver and Sagarzazu 2016). In 

essence, a political party, by emphasizing certain issues over which it holds an advantage among 

the public, and deemphasizing the issues over which the party is disadvantaged, can seek to 

change the national discussion (see Budge et al. 1987; Petrocik 1996; Petrocik et al. 2003), and 

focus attention on those issues over which it is more trusted.



6

While the “setting the agenda” perspective is quite elegant, it should be noted that political 

parties do not maintain total control over the political agenda. For example, a significant body of 

literature suggests that the media can drive the political discussion (see Gilberg et al 1980; Cook 

et al. 1983; Protess et al. 1987; Wood & Peake 1998; Edwards and Wood 1999). As the issues 

that the public views as important can be exogenous to political party discourses, a bottom-up 

understanding of responsiveness becomes imperative. That is, the public does have preferences, 

which are not related to party statements and actions, and thus a party would find it necessary to 

shift their policy positions in the direction of public opinion to vote-maximize.3

This bottom-up perspective, also known as the “riding the wave” perspective (see Klüver and 

Sagarzazu 2016), argues that political parties will actually respond to the issue priorities of 

voters, thus signaling to voters that the party is concerned with the same issues.4 Political parties 

are rational actors that seek to vote-maximize (Williams and Spoon 2015). In order to appeal to 

voters, parties should pay attention to the issue preferences and priorities of voters, taking 

3 Importantly, we argue that party identification, while important at the individual level for maintaining party 
loyalty, does not preclude political parties from responsiveness at the aggregate level. This is partly due to the 
dealignment that has been seen since the 1980s (see Dalton 1984; also see Dassonneville 2018), and partly because 
large portions of the population do not maintain a strong party identification. Thus, while parties can rely on party 
loyalty derived from strong party identification to some extent, responsiveness to the public is still necessary to 
achieve vote-maximization.
4 The “setting the agenda” and “riding the wave” perspectives are not mutually exclusive. Political parties can 
attempt to both respond to the public, as well as drive public attitudes. While this study is mainly concerned with 
party responsiveness, rather than parties acting as attitudinal catalysts, we modeled the “setting the agenda” 
perspective (see Model A.1 in Table A.1 of the appendix). In this model, the total percentage of statements 
dedicated to a particular policy area in the platforms of both parties combined was treated as the independent 
variable, with public opinion in the following year included as the dependent variable. We used OLS regression with 
panel-corrected standard errors and a Prais-Winsten transformation. The results suggest that the total percentage of 
statements dedicated to a particular policy area in the platforms of both parties is associated with a greater 
percentage of the public believing that policy area to be the most important problem facing the country in the next 
year. This effect is not curvilinear. The substantive effects are reported in Figure A.1 of the appendix.



7

positions and making statements to emphasize the issues that voters are most concerned with 

(also see Klüver and Spoon 2016).5 

As Ansolabehere and Iyengar (1994, 337) write, “by [discussing] the major issues of the day, 

[parties] are more likely to be seen as concerned, responsive and informed.” At the same time, 

not responding can cause voters to view a party as not concerned with the issues the public is 

concerned with (Sides 2007). In fact, recent research in the context of Europe has found that 

political parties do actually respond to public priorities in their manifestos in line with the “riding 

the wave” perspective (see Klüver and Spoon 2016; Spoon and Klüver 2014; Wagner and Meyer 

2014). Based on the above theoretical perspective, as well as the existing empirical research in 

the context of Europe, one can hypothesize:

H1: Political parties in the United States will discuss more in their national 
platforms those policy areas that are more salient to the public.

Data and Measurement

To test the above hypothesis, we rely upon both public opinion and party platform data collected 

and coded through the Policy Agendas Project (PAP). Specifically, we focus on 20 policy areas, 

macroeconomic policy, civil rights policy, health policy, agriculture policy, labor/employment 

policy, education policy, environmental policy, energy policy, immigration policy, transportation 

policy, law and crime policy, social welfare policy, housing policy, domestic commerce policy, 

defense policy, technology policy, foreign trade policy, international affairs policy, housing 

policy, government operations policy, and public lands policy. In the below section, we discuss 

5 There are a number of different mechanisms that may communicate public preferences to parties. These can 
include, but are not limited to, public opinion surveys and polls, town hall meetings, interest group activities, and 
media coverage. Once these preferences are communicated, it would follow that, in order to appeal to voters, party 
elites would attempt include these issues when platforms are being written.
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the measures for our dependent, independent, and control variables, as well as our analytical 

strategy.

The dependent variable used in testing the above hypothesis is the attention paid to a particular 

policy area in each parties’ platform in a particular year. This variable, which is derived from 

data initially collected by Wolbrect (2016) through the Policy Agendas Project, is 

operationalized as the percentage of each major party’s platform that is dedicated to a particular 

policy area. The PAP divided the platforms of both the Republican and the Democrats into quasi-

sentences.6 Once divided into quasi-sentences, Wolbrecht (2016) used the standardized PAP 

major topic coding scheme to place each quasi-sentence into one of the policy areas mentioned 

above.7 

This data covers every presidential election8 from 1948 through 2012. This variable has a 

theoretical range of 0 (no discussion of a particular policy area in a platform) to 100 (all 

statements in a platform concern a particular policy area). In the dataset, however, attention paid 

to a particular policy area ranges from 0.058% (Democratic attention paid to immigration policy 

in 1984) to 24.147% (Republican attention paid to international affairs policy in 2004). The 

mean for this variable is 4.813, with a standard deviation of 4.046.9

6 “A quasi-sentence is a set of words containing one and only one political idea.” (EES 2009: 20)
7 Using this coding scheme allows us to more easily map platform policy statements to our independent variable, 
which is also derived from the PAP. Importantly, unlike data from the Comparative Manifesto Project, the data 
collected as part of the PAP (Wolbrecht 2016) does not indicate if a statement is positive or negative, it simply 
places each statement into a category indicating if the statement is concerned with a policy area. As our hypothesis 
expects that parties will simply discuss a policy area more when the public cares about it, the PAP data is more 
suitable for the needs of this study.
8 As the national parties (i.e. Republicans and Democrats) do not write platforms for midterm elections, this study 
focuses only on presidential election years.
9 Among the Republican Party, this variable ranges from 0.172% (immigration policy in 1972) to 24.147% 
(international affairs policy in 2004), with a mean of 4.800 and a standard deviation of 4.233. The range for the 
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The main independent variable used in testing the above hypothesis is the percentage of the 

public that believes a particular policy area is the most important problem facing the United 

States in a given year.10 This data was originally collected through Gallup polls, with the PAP 

normalizing across multiple surveys in one year to develop an annualized percentage of 

respondents identifying a particular policy area as the most important problem facing the United 

States.11 Importantly, the PAP used the same policy area coding scheme as used in the coding of 

party platforms. Thus, the dependent variable and main independent variable are easily mapped 

to one another.

This PAP public opinion dataset covers 1947 through 2011.12 As party platforms are normally 

written prior to party conventions in presidential election years, the main independent variable, 

the percentage of the public believing a particular policy area is the most important problem, was 

Democratic Party is 0.058% (attention paid to immigration policy in 1984) to 20.894% (attention paid to defense 
policy in 2004). The mean for the Democratic Party is 4.828, and the standard deviation is 3.856. For descriptive 
statistics for all variables in this study, see Table A.2 of the appendix.
10 Importantly, there has been a debate about the best measure of public salience, particularly regarding differences 
between questions asking the public about the “Most Important Problem” facing a country, and the “Most Important 
Issue” facing a country. It has been argued that asking about the “Most Important Issue” may be a preferable to 
asking about the “Most Important Problem” as the “Most Important Problem” taps into the degree to which 
something is both important and a problem, while the “Most Important Issue” question represents only how 
important something is to the public. Research, however, has suggested that these two questions tend to be 
“[pervasively similar] in responses at particular points in time and over time,” (Jennings and Wlezien 2011, 553). It 
may be interesting to examine how the results of this study may vary based on usage of these different instruments, 
however, there is reason to believe that the results would remain largely unchanged.
11 For descriptive statistics regarding the percentage of respondents identifying an issue area as the most important 
problem by year, see Table A.3 of the appendix. The data show that macroeconomic policy is always salient to a 
large segment of the population, save for a period in the 1950s and 1960s, and the 1990s. Additionally, defense 
policy, law and crime policy, and civil rights policy have also been salient to a large portion of the population at 
various times. In more recent years, health policy, energy policy, and government operations policy have also seen 
relatively high levels of public salience. For descriptive statistics regarding the independent variable by policy area 
pooled across time, see Table A.4 of the appendix.
12 Data is missing for the year 1955. These values, however, were linearly interpolated based on values in 1954 and 
1956. A similar procedure was used by Jennings and Wlezien (2015) for missing polling data. As a robustness 
check, the models were run excluding party platforms from 1956. The results were nearly identical (see Model A.2 
in Table A.5 of the appendix).
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lagged by 1 year. Thus, the measure of public opinion in 1947 was linked with the party 

platforms in 1948, the measure of public opinion in 1951 was linked with the party platforms in 

1952, and so on. As the last set of platforms for which data exists is from the 2012 election, the 

public opinion data used in this study begins in 1947 and includes data at intervals of 4 years 

through 2011.

The theoretical range for this variable is 0 (no respondents view a particular policy area as the 

most important problem) to 100 (all respondents view a particular policy area as the most 

important problem). The range for this variable in the dataset is 0 (multiple policy areas in 

multiple years) to 61.212 (macroeconomic policy in 1984). The mean for this variable is 4.669, 

with a standard deviation of 10.203.

In addition to the main independent variable, a number of control variables are also included in 

the analysis. First, there are multiple reasons to believe that political parties will not devote their 

entire platform only to issues that the public is concerned with. For example, they may be 

attempting to “set the agenda” (see Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994). Further, political parties are 

concerned with vote-maximization, however, they are also policy-seeking actors (Strøm and 

Muller 1999), and thus will dedicate portions of their platforms to the issues they are most 

concerned with. As such, a linear relationship between public perceptions of a policy area as 

being the most important problem and political party attention to that policy area in their 

platforms should not be expected. Thus, we include a squared term of our main independent 

variable to account for the likely curvilinear relationship.
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Further, to control for the possibility that each party is responding to the attention paid to a 

policy area in the platform of the opposing party (see Banda 2013; 2015), we include a measure 

of the percentage of the opposing party’s most previous platform dedicated to each policy area.13 

Further, as there may be differences in responsiveness among the parties, we include a dummy 

variable, indicating with a value of 1, if the party is the Republican Party.

To address the possibility of year effects, we also include dummy variables for year, using 1948 

as the baseline. Importantly, these year dummy variables control for any exogenous shocks that 

might influence the statements made in party platforms, such as wars or recessions.14 Similarly, 

we include dummy variables for the policy area using macroeconomic policy as the baseline.

As our dependent variable is continuous, ordinary least squares regression (OLS) is most 

appropriate. Due to the time-series cross-sectional nature of the data, however, it is possible that 

the dependent variable at time t-1 influences the dependent variable at time t0. That is, the 

platform statements of parties in one election are likely correlated with the statements of that 

same party in the previous election platform. Thus, we must consider including a lagged version 

of the dependent variable in the analysis. However, as the use of OLS regression with a lagged 

dependent variable may lead to issues with autocorrelation (Plümper et al. 2005), we rely upon a 

Prais-Winsten transformation technique for OLS. This procedure has been used commonly in 

political party research in the European context (see Spoon et al. 2014; Williams and Spoon 

13 Models in which contemporaneous opposition party platforms were included rather than lagged platforms were 
also tested. The results are nearly identical to the main models of this study (see Models A.3 through A.5 of Table 
A.6 of the appendix).
14 The usage of year dummy variables is preferable to the usage of specific variables controlling for exogenous 
shocks as it does not require the authors to identify events that may or may not have an effect on party platforms, a 
strategy that could lead to omitted variable bias. Rather, the year dummy variables account for all events that may 
influence party platforms.
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2015; Spoon and Williams 2017; Williams and Ishiyama 2018). Furthermore, we use panel-

corrected standard errors.

Results

Below, the results for tests of the above hypothesis are presented. Model 1 is a direct test of the 

effect of public opinion regarding the most important problem in the United States in a year on 

the percentage of a party platform dedicated to that specific policy area in the next year. This 

model pools both the Republican and Democratic parties together. As higher values of the 

dependent variable indicate more statements regarding a policy area in platforms, a positive 

coefficient indicates that a variable is associated with greater statements regarding a particular 

policy area.

As can be seen in Model 1 (see Table 1), the effect of public opinion regarding the most 

important problem on party platform statements concerning that policy area is positive and 

statistically significant at the p<0.01 level. This indicates that when a larger percentage of the 

public believes a particular policy area is the most important problem facing the United States at 

time t-1, the political parties increase the frequency with which they discuss that policy area at 

time t0. This finding supports the above hypothesis.

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE]

Importantly, the squared version of the main independent variable is statistically significant with 

a coefficient of -0.003. This suggests that the relationship between the percentage of the public 

viewing a policy area as the most important problem, and party attention to that policy area in a 
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platform is curvilinear. That is, as the percentage of the population viewing a particular policy 

area as the most important increases, the effect on party platforms will decrease.

To examine this relationship more closely, the marginal effects of the main independent variable, 

while holding all other variables at their means, were calculated. Figure 1 plots these marginal 

effects with the percentage of the public viewing a particular policy area as the most important 

problem on the x-axis, and the percentage of the party platform dedicated to that policy area on 

the y-axis. The solid black line represents the expected effect of public opinion on party 

platforms, and the dashed lines represent the 95% confidence interval.

[INSERT FIGURE 1 HERE]

As can be seen, when no members of the public view a policy area as the most important 

problem, about 4.26% of a party’s platform will be dedicated to that area. However, when 10% 

of the public view a policy area as the most important problem, about 6.09% of a party’s 

platform will be dedicated to that particular policy area. When 30% of the population views a 

policy area as the most important problem, parties are expected to dedicate 7.95% of their 

platforms to that issue. Further, if 50% of the population views a policy area as the most 

important problem, it is expected that parties will dedicate about 7.50% of their platform to that 

policy area. 

Importantly, although it appears that the marginal effect of the percentage of the public believing 

a particular issue area to be the most important problem diminishes when this variable reaches 
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extreme high levels, it should be noted that the 95% confidence interval is quite large, and one 

cannot say with confidence that the effect does, in fact, decrease. Rather, it is distinctly possible 

that the effect of the percentage of the public viewing an issue as the most important problem 

remains flat (or even increases) at these extreme values of the variable.

It should be noted that the above tests present results across a pooled sample of both the 

Republican and Democratic parties. However, it is possible that the Republican Party responds 

differently to public opinion than does the Democratic Party. To address this possibility, Model 2 

(see Table 1), presents the results of a test in which the dataset is restricted to only the 

Republican Party.15 

As can be seen, after restricting the sample to only the Republican Party, the main independent 

variable remains statistically significant and in the expected direction, showing a coefficient of 

0.188. Further, the squared term of the main independent variable is also statistically significant 

and negative, indicating that the effect is curvilinear.

Model 3 (see Table 1) tests the effect of the percentage of the public viewing a particular policy 

area as the most important on the percentage of the Democratic Party platform dedicated to that 

policy area. Similar to Model 2 for the Republican Party, this is done by restricting the dataset to 

only the Democratic Party. The effect for the main independent variable in Model 3 closely 

15 For ease of interpretation, we chose to split the sample by party rather than interacting the main independent 
variable (and its squared term) with a dummy variable for the Republican Party. As a robustness check, we did run a 
model (see Model A.6 in Table A.7 of the appendix) in which our main independent variable and the squared 
version of our main independent variable were interacted with a dummy variable for the Republican Party. The 
results suggest the Republican Party is no more or less responsive to public opinion regarding the most important 
problem facing the country than is the Democratic Party. This is in line with the findings of Models 2 and 3 and 
Figure 2 of this study.
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resembles the findings in Models 1 and 2, in that it is statistically significant and positive. The 

coefficient in Model 3, however, is slightly larger than in Models 1 or 2, at 0.226. Further, the 

squared term of the main independent variable is also statistically significant and negative, 

indicating that the effect is curvilinear.

The findings in Models 2 and 3 suggest that the Democratic Party may be more responsive to 

public attitudes regarding which policy areas are the most important problems, as the coefficient 

in Model 3 is slightly larger than the coefficient in Model 2. To more closely examine the 

difference in these effects, the marginal effects of the main independent variable for both models 

were calculated. In Figure 2, the marginal effects of the percentage of the public viewing a 

particular policy area as the most important problem on the percentage of the Republican and 

Democratic platforms dedicated to that policy area are graphed, respectively.

[INSERT FIGURE 2 HERE]

On the x-axis is the percentage of the public believing an issue area is the most important 

problem. The y-axis is the percentage of each parties’ platform that is dedicated to a policy area. 

The red line with long dashes and 3 dots is the expected effect for the Republican sample, and 

the blue line with short dashes and 2 dots is the expected effect for the Democratic sample. The 

long dashed red lines are the 95% confidence interval for the Republican sample, while the short 

dashed blue lines are the 95% confidence interval for the Democratic sample. 
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The expected effect for the Democratic Party is greater than the expected effect for the 

Republican Party throughout most of the sample, save for situations in which only a small 

percentage of the public believes an issue area to be the most important problem. However, the 

95% confidence interval of the Democratic Party effect overlaps substantially with the 95% 

confidence interval of the Republican Party effect at all points along the x-axis. Thus, the effects 

presented in Figure 2 do not suggest strongly that major differences between the parties in 

responsiveness to the public viewing a particular policy area as the most important problem 

exist.

Regarding control variables, the percentage of the opposition party’s platform dedicated to a 

specific policy area is significant in Models 1 and 3, while it approaches significance in Model 2. 

This suggests that the parties do use their platforms to address the issue areas that the opposing 

party discussed to a greater degree in the last election.

Regarding the issue area dummy variables, the issue areas of environmental policy, energy 

policy, immigration policy, transportation policy, domestic commerce policy, technology policy, 

and foreign trade policy are all statistically significant and negative in all models. This indicates 

that both the Republican Party and the Democratic Party tend to discuss these issue areas to a 

smaller degree than they do macroeconomic policy. Conversely, international affairs policy is 

statistically significant and positive in all models, indicating that both the Republicans and 

Democrats tend to discuss this policy area more than macroeconomic policy.
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Further, the issue areas of social welfare policy, and housing policy were statistically significant 

and negative, while defense policy was statistically significant and positive in Models 1 and 2. 

These dummy variables were statistically insignificant in Model 3. These findings indicate that 

the Republican Party tends to discuss social welfare policy, and housing policy to a lesser degree 

than macroeconomic policy, but they discuss defense policy to a greater degree than 

macroeconomic policy. Meanwhile, the Democratic Party does not appear to address any of 

these issue areas to a greater or lesser degree than macroeconomic policy.

Finally, the dummy variable for agricultural policy is statistically significant and negative in 

Models 1 and 3, while it is insignificant in Model 2. This indicates that the Democrats discuss 

agricultural policy to a lesser degree than they do macroeconomic policy, while the Republicans 

tend to discuss agricultural policy to the same degree as macroeconomic policy.

Conclusion

This study has sought to build a deeper understanding of political party responsiveness in the 

United States. Specifically, it attempted to determine whether parties in the US respond to public 

opinion when taking official platform positions. It was theorized that political parties, in an 

attempt to “ride the wave” of public opinion, address issues that the public deems more 

important in the party’s official platforms. 

The results of this study find support for the “riding the wave” perspective in the United States. 

In particular, it was found that when a larger percentage of the public at time t-1 views a 

particular issue area as the most important problem facing the country, the parties tend to 
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dedicate a larger percentage of their platforms to these issues at time t0. Importantly, this effect 

was found to be roughly the same for both the Republican Party and the Democratic Party.

These findings have important implications for understanding political party behavior in the 

United States, as well as for assessing the democratic health of the US. Regarding political party 

behavior, these findings suggest that political parties do not simply respond to the public in their 

advertisements, press releases, or leaders’ speeches, but rather, parties take into account public 

opinion when they craft their official platform positions. As research has shown that these 

official platforms do, in fact, influence policy agendas, and policy decisions of political parties in 

the United States once they enter into office (see Royed 1996; Royed and Borrelli 1997), the 

above finding suggests that the policies addressed by political parties are driven, at least partly, 

by public opinions, attitudes, and preferences.

In terms of the democratic health of the United States, these findings are normatively 

encouraging. Democracy is predicated on the idea that public policies are related to the wishes of 

the citizens (Pitkin 1967; Dahl 1971; Powell 2000). The above findings suggest that political 

parties do listen to the public. As political parties act as policymakers once elected, these 

findings indicate that those issues that the public is most concerned about are being addressed by 

policymakers. This suggests that public sentiment is influencing policy activity in some regard.

Moreover, this study suggests that party responsiveness is not limited to a single party, but rather 

both the Republican Party and the Democratic Party appear to be responsive to the concerns of 
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the citizenry. As party competition is an important aspect of democratic governance, this shows 

some evidence of a healthy working American democracy.

Importantly, this study is one step in understanding the relationship between official party 

positions and public attitudes. The above findings only indicate that when the public views a 

particular policy area as the most important problem, political parties tend to talk about those 

same issues in their subsequent platforms. One avenue for future research is to examine the role 

of a party’s issue ownership (see Walgrave et al. 2012 for a discussion of issue ownership) in its 

decision to respond to public attitudes in writing platforms. It may well be that one party is more 

likely to increase its discussion of a certain issue that the public finds particularly salient when 

the public also views that party as the owner of that issue, whereas, the other party will attempt 

to decrease discussion of that issue so as not to further increase the salience of that issue to the 

public. A second route for future research is to examine the content of the statements made by 

the parties in relation to the policies the public prefers.16 That is, for example, if the public 

prefers more spending in the area of education policy, do the political parties mirror this public 

preference in their official platforms?

16 Unfortunately, at current time, it is impossible to test whether the statements made by parties in platforms 
conform to the policy preferences of the public as we do not have a long enough time-series in the US measuring the 
direction of the public’s policy preferences. The most important problem question, moreover, cannot be used 
interchangeably with a directional preferences question (see Jennings and Wlezien 2015).
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Tables and Figures

Table 1: Effect of Public Opinion on Platform Statements

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Main Independent Variables

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1 0.213
(0.048)***

0.188
(0.059)***

0.226
(0.063)***

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1
2 -0.003

(0.001)***
-0.003

(0.001)***
-0.003

(0.001)***
Control Variables

Republican Dummy 0.118
(0.105)

. .

Opposition Statements on Areat-1 0.075
(0.046)*

0.104
(0.065)

0.121
(0.064)*

Civil Rights Policy -0.634 0.025 -0.904
(0.634) (0.720) (0.988)

Health Policy -0.987 -0.416 -0.912
(1.068) (1.866) (1.195)

Agriculture Policy -1.669 -1.020 -2.126
(0.744)** (1.147) (1.165)*

Labor/Employment Policy -1.140 -1.933 -0.777
(0.947) (1.378) (1.194)

Education Policy -1.342 -1.095 -0.571
(0.843) (0.951) (1.546)

Environment Policy -2.534 -2.581 -1.958
(0.885)*** (1.017)** (1.157)*

Education Policy -2.699 -2.416 -2.386
(0.945)*** (0.932)*** (1.163)**

Immigration Policy -3.939 -3.658 -3.595
(0.922)*** (1.021)*** (1.209)***

Transportation Policy -3.391
(0.765)***

-2.936
(1.091)***

-3.195
(1.116)***

Law and Crime Policy -1.033
(1.339)

-0.342
(1.204)

-1.149
(1.786)

Social Welfare Policy -1.590
(0.780)**

-2.331
(1.203)*

-1.365
(1.027)

Housing Policy -2.479
(0.860)***

-2.417
(1.137)**

-0.958
(1.322)

Domestic Commerce Policy -2.761
(0.860)***

-2.666
(1.030)***

-1.925
(1.131)*

Defense Policy 2.435
(0.992)**

3.817
(0.870)***

0.949
(1.499)

Technology Policy -3.599
(0.935)***

-3.155
(1.122)***

-3.189
(1.222)***

Foreign Trade Policy -2.906
(0.806)***

-2.487
(1.133)**

-2.648
(1.095)**

International Affairs Policy 8.444
(1.043)***

9.147
(1.346)***

6.997
(1.126)***

Government Operations Policy -0.539 0.187 -1.023



25

(0.921) (1.006) (1.185)
Public Lands Policy -1.325

(0.990)
-1.005
(1.261)

-1.093
(1.311)

1956 -0.600
(0.184)***

-0.423
(0.224)*

-0.894
(0.282)***

1960 -0.331
(0.195)*

-0.455
(0.277)*

-0.242
(0.267)

1964 -0.616
(0.206)***

-0.879
(0.281)***

-0.405
(0.280)

1968 -0.548
(0.220)**

-0.589
(0.266)**

-0.529
(0.317)*

1972 -0.472
(0.235)**

-0.723
(0.288)**

-0.281
(0.322)

1976 -0.218
(0.199)

-0.291
(0.256)

-0.226
(0.274)

1980 0.262
(0.199)

0.248
(0.260)

0.167
(0.271)

1984 -0.064
(0.193)

-0.204
(0.252)

-0.101
(0.269)

1988 -0.177
(0.222)

-0.489
(0.274)*

-0.018
(0.298)

1992 -0.830
(0.221)***

-0.705
(0.265)***

-1.183
(0.313)***

1996 -0.655
(0.221)***

-1.002
(0.273)***

-0.449
(0.311)

2000 -0.579
(0.221)***

-0.534
(0.270)**

-0.739
(0.313)**

2004 -0.604
(0.219)***

-0.703
(0.275)**

-0.650
(0.305)**

2008 -0.459
(0.233)**

-0.537
(0.287)*

-0.537
(0.325)*

2012 -0.408
(0.186)**

-0.538
(0.239)**

-0.401
(0.263)

Constant 5.362
(0.859)***

5.070
(1.098)***

5.028
(1.127)***

R2 0.801 0.853 0.772
N 617 309 308
Clusters 40 20 20

Note: Table entries are OLS regression coefficients with panel-corrected standard errors and we have adjusted for 
panel-specific autoregressive(1)s. The dependent variable in Model 1 is the percentage of a party’s platform dedicated 
to a particular policy area. Model 2 restricts the data to only the Republican Party, whereas Model 3 restricts the data 
to only the Democratic Party.
*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Figure 1: Marginal Effects of Public Opinion on Platform Statements

 
Note: This figure is based on Model 1. It shows the marginal effect of the percentage of the public believing a particular 
policy area to be the most important problem on the percentage of statements in party platforms dedicated to that 
policy area. This figure uses data for both the Republican and Democratic parties pooled. The dashed lines represent 
the 95% confidence interval.
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Figure 2: Marginal Effects of Public Opinion on Platform Statements by Party

  
Note: This figure is based on Models 2 and 3. It shows the marginal effect of the percentage of the public believing a 
particular policy area to be the most important problem on the percentage of statements in the platforms of both the 
Republican and Democratic parties dedicated to that policy area. The red line with long dashes and three dots 
represents the expected effect for the Republican Party, while the blue line with short dashes and two dots represents 
the expected effect for the Democratic Party. The long dashed red lines represent the 95% confidence interval for the 
Republican Party, and the short dashed blue lines represent the 95% confidence interval for the Democratic Party.
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Appendix

Table A.1: Effect of Platform Statements on Public Opinion

Model A.1
Main Independent Variables

% of Platform Statementst-1 0.911
(0.346)***

% of Platform Statementst-1
2 -0.026

(0.023)
Issue area and year dummy variables not reported

R2 0.400
N 338
Clusters 20

Note: Table entries are OLS regression coefficients with panel-corrected standard errors and we have adjusted for 
panel-specific autoregressive(1)s. The dependent variable in Model A.1 is the percentage of the public viewing a 
particular policy area as the most important problem. Issue area and year dummy variables are not reported in this 
table, however, they were included in the model.
*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Figure A.1: Marginal Effects of Platform Statements on Public Opinion

 
Note: This figure is based on Model A.1. It shows the marginal effect of the percentage of statements in party platforms 
combined dedicated to a policy area on the public believing a particular policy area to be the most important problem. 
This figure uses data for both the Republican and Democratic parties pooled. The dashed lines represent the 95% 
confidence interval.
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Table A.2: Descriptive Statistics

Variable N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.
Percentage of Platform in Area 617 4.813 4.046 0.058 24.147
% Identifying Area as MIPt-1 617 4.669 10.203 0 61.212
% Identifying Area as MIPt-1

2 617 125.733 477.866 0 3746.897
Republican Dummy 617 0.501 0.500 0 1

Opposition Statements on Areat-1 617 4.829 4.213 0.058 29.016
Note: Dummy variables for each policy area and year were included in the analysis but are not reported in Table A.2.
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Table A.3: Percentage of Respondents Identifying Issue Area as MIP by Year

Policy Area 1947 1951 1955 1959 1963 1967 1971 1975 1979 1983 1987 1991 1995 1999 2003 2007 2011
Macroeconomic 22.115 21.429 15.301 12.634 8.974 7.385 24.114 55.534 56.312 52.798 33.000 50.534 31.642 13.814 27.628 39.726 51.832

Civil Rights 2.244 8.929 15.137 7.188 42.361 22.440 11.489 4.962 4.784 4.005 0.000 4.915 7.613 3.109 1.595 1.259 1.485
Health 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.036 0.000 1.145 0.121 0.568 0.000 6.036 5.630 9.651 7.784 5.492 5.004

Agriculture 0.000 0.223 5.464 1.501 0.240 0.464 0.000 0.573 0.000 0.170 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Labor/Employment 3.526 4.464 1.749 1.015 0.304 0.213 0.851 0.191 0.918 0.421 0.000 0.000 0.977 0.618 0.460 0.573 0.583

Education 0.000 0.223 1.530 1.056 0.775 0.856 1.277 0.382 0.242 0.682 0.000 3.205 4.441 9.848 3.374 1.817 2.733
Environmental 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 2.837 0.573 0.121 0.682 0.000 3.419 0.714 1.551 1.115 1.172 0.833

Energy 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 2.099 7.175 0.199 0.000 0.000 0.000 1.906 1.776 9.089 2.216
Immigration 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.041 0.070 0.072 0.000 0.000 0.112 0.147 0.000 0.000 0.926 0.886 1.435 3.190 2.096

Transportation 0.000 0.223 0.109 0.000 0.160 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.061 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Law and Crime 0.000 0.893 1.694 2.723 1.950 19.265 15.036 6.679 3.239 2.499 11.000 4.060 17.129 28.770 8.374 4.829 5.614
Social Welfare 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.778 2.163 2.497 4.964 2.290 1.393 2.528 7.000 5.983 8.882 6.783 3.803 3.030 3.868

Housing 3.526 0.223 0.820 0.000 0.107 0.321 0.426 0.000 0.151 0.085 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
Domestic 

Commerce
0.000 0.000 0.383 0.000 0.107 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.402 0.770 0.680

Defense 22.436 20.536 25.027 21.804 15.892 39.957 27.660 1.527 6.176 18.262 9.000 0.267 0.000 1.942 27.274 14.302 3.302
Technology 0.000 0.000 0.000 1.000 0.427 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.516 0.391 0.483

Foreign Trade 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.483 0.000 1.496 0.238 0.589 0.542 0.353 0.242
International 

Affairs
33.333 33.929 18.579 41.830 14.263 2.711 1.560 4.198 10.173 5.652 0.000 1.763 4.837 3.160 3.252 3.373 3.031

Govt. Operations 2.885 5.357 0.929 1.426 0.641 2.212 5.390 10.305 4.481 2.073 0.000 3.419 6.423 7.378 5.033 5.325 9.949
Public Lands 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.027 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.030 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

Note: Table A.3 shows the percentage of respondents identifying a particular policy area as the most important problem across time.
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Table A.4: Descriptive Statistics for Independent Variable by Policy Area

Policy Area N Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.
Macroeconomics 34 31.784 16.242 10.843 61.212

Civil Rights 34 8.229 11.360 0.605 48.826
Health 34 3.348 4.342 0 11.877

Agriculture 34 0.467 1.029 0 3.631
Labor/Employment 34 0.999 1.427 0 5.446

Education 34 1.755 2.491 0 10.0731
Environment 34 0.751 1.005 0 3.888

Energy 34 2.030 4.861 0 20.040
Immigration 34 0.755 1.691 0 6.881

Transportation 34 0.010 0.031 0 0.121
Law and Crime 34 7.537 8.587 0.076 31.600
Social Welfare 34 3.501 3.630 0 12.077

Housing 34 0.326 1.978 0 4.539
Domestic Commerce 34 0.143 0.292 0 0.880

Defense 34 15.591 14.756 0.121 47.098
Technology 34 0.174 0.266 0 0.812

Foreign Trade 34 0.348 0.591 0 2.241
International Affairs 34 9.155 12.729 1.009 53.333

Government Operations 34 3.291 2.606 0 8.080
Public Lands 34 0.007 0.029 0 0.121

Note: These values represent lagged measures of the independent variable.
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Table A.5: Effect of Public Opinion on Platform Statements Excluding 1956

Model A.2
Main Independent Variables

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1 0.215
(0.047)***

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1
2 -0.026

(0.023)
Control Variables

Republican Dummy 0.098
(0.104)

Opposition Statement on Area 0.078
(0.044)

Issue area and year dummy variables not reported
R2 0.791
N 581
Clusters 40

Note: Table entries are OLS regression coefficients with panel-corrected standard errors and we have adjusted for 
panel-specific autoregressive(1)s. The dependent variable in Model A.2 is the percentage of a party’s platform 
dedicated to a particular policy area. Issue area and year dummy variables are not reported in this table, however, they 
were included in the model.
*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Table A.6: Effect of Public Opinion on Platform Statements with Contemporaneous 
Opposition Measure

Model A.3 Model A.4 Model A.5
Main Independent Variables

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1 0.189
(0.034)***

0.132
(0.059)**

0.219
(0.058)***

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1
2 -0.003

(0.001)***
-0.002

(0.001)**
-0.003

(0.001)***
Control Variables

Republican Dummy 0.084
(0.569)

. .

Opposition Statements on Area 0.252
(0.043)***

0.283
(0.067)***

0.330
(0.055)***

Issue area and year dummy variables not reported
R2 0.817 0.845 0.772
N 656 328 308
Clusters 40 20 20

Note: Table entries are OLS regression coefficients with panel-corrected standard errors and we have adjusted for 
panel-specific autoregressive(1)s. The dependent variable in Model A.3 is the percentage of a party’s platform 
dedicated to a particular policy area. Model A.4 restricts the data to only the Republican Party, whereas Model A.5 
restricts the data to only the Democratic Party. Issue area and year dummy variables are not reported in this table, 
however, they were included in all three models.
*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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Table A.7: Effect of Public Opinion on Platform Statements Interacting with Republican 
Dummy

Model A.6
Main Independent Variables

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1 0.192
(0.058)***

% Identifying Area as MIPt-1
2 -0.003

(0.001)**
% Identifying Area as MIPt-1*Republican Dummy 0.045

(0.058)
% Identifying Area as MIPt-1

2*Republican Dummy -0.001
(0.001)

Control Variables
Republican Dummy 0.0960

(0.193)
Opposition Statement on Area 0.075

(0.046)
Issue area and year dummy variables not reported

R2 0.803
N 617
Clusters 40

Note: Table entries are OLS regression coefficients with panel-corrected standard errors and we have adjusted for 
panel-specific autoregressive(1)s. The dependent variable in Model A.6 is the percentage of a party’s platform 
dedicated to a particular policy area. Issue area and year dummy variables are not reported in this table, however, they 
were included in the model.
*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01


