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When partisan identification and economic evaluations conflict: 

partisan voters and democratic accountability 
 
 

Abstract 

An extensive body of research has shown that partisan voters in the US hold biased 

perceptions of the national economy. Comparatively little is known however about voters 

who hold economic evaluations that contradict their partisan preferences. These voters 

are most likely however to uphold the accountability mechanism of elections. This paper 

focuses on these voters. The paper finds that the number of conflicted partisans is 

substantial, especially during economic recessions. The paper shows that the likelihood 

of conflict is dependent on both the specific election year as well as the strength of the 

partisan affiliation of an individual. Most importantly, the paper shows that conflicted 

partisans are less likely to vote for the party they identify with at election time. In 

contrast to most partisans, conflicted partisans do uphold the accountability function of 

elections. The paper hereby sheds light on an under-studied group of voters within the 

American electorate.   
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Partisan identification and economic evaluations are two key predictors of vote choice in 

United States Presidential elections (Campbell et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist, and 

Schikler 2002; Campbell 2005; Gerber and Huber 2010; Becher and Donnelly 2013; 

Lewis-Beck 1988, 2006; Lewis-Beck and Nadeau 2011; Duch and Stevenson 2008). An 

extensive body of work has shown that partisan identification and economic evaluations 

are strongly linked (Bartels 2002; Evans and Andersen 2006; Evans and Pickup 2010; 

Pickup and Evans 2013; Enns, Kellstedt, and Mcavoy 2012; Tilley and Hobolt 2011). 

Partisan identification may bias evaluations of the state of the economy in a variety of 

ways. Partisanship may act as a perceptual screen through which economic information is 

processed (Bartels 2002; Bullock et al. 2013; Gaines et al. 2007) or as a shield that 

prevents the consumption of information that contradicts party preferences (Taber and 

Lodge 2006; Lodge and Taber 2013; Iyengar and Hahn 2009). Partisan identification may 

also affect the attribution of blame and reward for economic outcomes (Tilley and Hobolt 

2011). Regardless of the exact causal pathway, and all may operate at the same time, all 

paths lead to the same outcome: for the majority of partisan voters, evaluations of the 

national economy align with partisan preferences.  

The alignment of partisan identification and economic evaluations has raised 

concerns about the accountability function of elections (Achen and Bartels 2016). The 

screen or shield that is erected by partisan identification prevents partisan voters from 

holding their preferred candidate or party accountable at election time. This is 

problematic because it undermines a fundamental principle of democratic elections and 

jeopardises the quality of democratic representation. In light of this, it is important to 

explore how the accountability function of elections may be restored or improved.  
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In this paper I argue that although most partisan voters are unlikely to uphold the 

accountability mechanism, we may expect voters whose evaluations of the national 

economy do not align with their partisan preferences to be more likely to do so. In this 

paper I therefore focus on this under-studied segment of the American electorate and 

explore the size, composition and behaviour of these conflicted partisans. Using the 

American National Election Studies, covering the period from 1980 until 2016, I show 

that the number of conflicted partisans is substantial, with up to 25% of the electorate, or 

up to 80% of one of the partisan groups, reporting economic evaluations that contradict 

their partisan preferences. I find that conflict is dependent mostly on the election year and 

the strength of an individual’s partisan identification. Importantly, I find that conflicted 

partisans are significantly less likely to vote for the party they identify with in 

Presidential elections. This is true for all years under study. The results suggest that in 

contrast to most partisans, conflicted partisans uphold the accountability function of 

elections. 

 

Conflicted Partisans 

It is well established that partisan preferences bias economic evaluations (Bartels 2002; 

Evans and Andersen 2006; Evans and Pickup 2010; Pickup and Evans 2013; Enns, 

Kellstedt, and Mcavoy 2012; Tilley and Hobolt 2011). This insight has cast doubt on the 

rational voter paradigm and the assumption that voters use elections to retrospectively 

punish and reward incumbents (Key 1966; Fiorina 1981). Yet, recent work by Dickerson 

(2016) Chzhen, Evans, and Pickup (2014) and Parker-Stephen (2013) provides a different 

perspective. These studies explore the effect of economic context on the relationship 
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between partisan identification and economic evaluations and find that the effect of 

partisan bias on economic evaluations is reduced in times of economic recession because 

voters are exposed to consistently negative cues about the economy. These insights are 

important because they suggest that levels of partisan bias are not fixed, but rather 

fluctuate. Furthermore, these findings suggest that, at least in some elections, a group of 

voters hold economic evaluations that do not align with their partisan preferences.  

The idea that partisan voters face conflicting signals is not new. Seminal studies 

of voter behaviour already spoke of cross-pressured partisans; referring to partisan voters 

whose party identification conflicted with other social identity groups they were a part of 

(Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet 1944; Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; for a 

recent example see Brader, Tucker, and Therriault 2014). More recently, studies have 

shown that some partisan voters hold issue positions that contradict the issue positions of 

their party (Hillygus and Shields 2008), and that many partisans experience a range of 

likes and dislikes toward their party, candidate and policies (Basinger and Lavine 2005; 

Lavine 2001; Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012). Yet, voters who hold evaluations 

of the national economy that contradict their partisan preferences remain un-studied.1 

This paper focuses on these voters and is structured around three, simple, empirical 

questions: how many conflicted partisans are there? Who are the conflicted partisans? 

And how do conflicted partisans behave at election time? 

 

 

 
                                                
1 Note that the work of Basinger 2005, Lavine 2012, Lavine 2001 on ambivalent partisans does 
include a measure of economic evaluations, but it combines this measure with opinions and likes 
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Data and Results 

I use the ANES cumulative file 1948-2012, to which I have added the 2016 pre- and post-

election survey.2 The data is thus a repeated cross-section. The analysis covers only the 

period 1980-2016 since one of the key variables, evaluations of national economic 

performance, was not included in surveys prior to 1980.  Economic evaluations are 

operationalized using the standard retrospective question about the state of the national 

economy. Partisan identification is operationalized using a 7-point party identification 

scale. Only true independents are excluded. Full question wording is available in the 

online Appendix.  

A partisan respondent is classified as conflicted when their evaluation of the 

economy conflicts with their partisan affiliation. For example, this may be a Republican 

partisan identifier who provides a positive evaluation of the economy under a Democratic 

President, or a negative evaluation under a Republican President.3  

 Figure 1 below first shows the number of conflicted partisans across election 

years, split by Democrat and Republican identifiers. A few things stand out. First the 

number of conflicted partisans varies strongly over the years, but is substantive at times. 

The years 1980, 1990, 1992, 2002 and 2008 stand out, with more than 60% of either 

Democratic or Republican partisans classified as conflicted in these years. The highest 

number of conflicted partisans is in 2008 with a total of 86% of Republican identifiers 

                                                
2 Note the ANES file does not include the years 2006 and 2010. 
3 Note that in the surveys, respondents evaluate the state of the national economy in the pre-
election survey and thus evaluate the performance of the incumbent President. Thus, in the 2004 
survey respondents evaluate the performance under President George W. Bush, not President 
Barack Obama. 
 



 6 

reporting negative economic evaluations under the Bush Presidency. This amounts to 

approximately 25% of the total electorate.4  

Second, in the majority of cases, the number of Republicans that are conflicted is 

higher than the number of conflicted Democrats. This may be explained by the fact that 

the sample includes nine Republican Presidents and seven Democratic Presidents. 

Furthermore, a greater number of Republican Presidents presided over economic 

recessions compared to Democratic Presidents (specifically 1990-1992, and 2008). A 

third observation from Figure 1 is that negative opinions about the economy under an in-

party President are more frequent than positive opinions under an out-party President. 

 

Figure 1 Percentage of Conflicted Partisans Across Survey Years 

 

                                                
4 This calculation includes Independents. 
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The second question I explore is: who are the conflicted partisans? To establish 

this I run a logistic regression model with a binary dependent variable Conflicted. This 

takes the value of 1 if a partisan identifier is classified as conflicted and takes the value of 

0 when partisan identification and economic evaluations align. As control variables I 

include a range of demographic variables that are known to be related to partisanship as 

well as voting: age, gender, ethnicity, education, strength of partisanship and political 

knowledge. I further control for region and survey year by using dummy variables.5  

The full model estimates are available in the Appendix, Table A2. The model 

estimates suggest that the likelihood of conflict is driven by the particular election year 

and the strength of partisan identification of an individual. The effects of strength of 

partisan affiliation across survey years are displayed here in Figure 2.  It is clear that a 

strong level of partisan affiliation significantly decreases the likelihood of conflict across 

all survey years. A weak affiliation, as opposed to a partisan leaning, also mostly has a 

negative effect, but has positive effects in the years 2008 and 2012.  

Figure 3 displays the predicted likelihood of conflict for partisans with leaning, 

weak or strong levels of affiliation across the survey years. With the exception of 1980, 

respondents with a strong affiliation to their party are the least likely to experience 

conflict. Those with weak levels of affiliation are at times more likely to experience 

conflict (1980, 1982, 1984, 1986, 1992, 1996, 1996, 1998, 2008, 2012, 2016) and at 

times less likely to experience conflict (1988, 1990, 1994, 2000, 2004) when compared to 

                                                
5 Note that the online Appendix presents the results using an alternative modeling strategy using a 
random effects specification for the survey years as opposed to the dummy variable strategy used 
here. These estimates are available in Table A3. The results presented here are robust to this 
alternative strategy, with the exception that the random effects model suggests that those 
identifying as Black or Hispanic are less likely to experience conflict compared to those 
identifying as white.  
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those with an independent-leaning.6 The fact that those with weak levels of identification 

are often more likely to report economic evaluations that conflict with their partisan 

preferences may be explained along the lines of the theory of Zaller (1992), which 

suggests that the process of changing beliefs consists of an interaction between awareness 

and resistance. Partisans with weak levels of identification might have higher levels of 

awareness compared to independent-leaners, but lower levels of resistance compared to 

strong partisans, and hence be most prone to absorb information that contradicts their 

partisan preferences. 

 

Figure 2 Effect Strength Partisan Affiliation on Conflict 

 

                                                
6 Differences between weak versus independent-leaners and strong versus independent-leaners 
are significant in all years apart from 2002. 
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Figure 3 Predicted Likelihood of Conflict Partisans Across Survey Years. 

Predictions generated using the estimates in Table A2, Model 2, all other variables are 
set at their mean values. Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals. 

 

The final question that I explore is whether conflicted partisans behave differently 

at election time when compared to non-conflicted partisans. To assess this I explore vote 

choice in Presidential elections from 1980-2016. In the period under study between 5-8% 

of partisan identifiers votes for the out-party, whereas an additional 2-25% vote for a 

third party or abstain.7 Viewed this way, between 70% and 90% of partisan identifiers 

vote for the party they identify with, which leaves interesting variation in party choice to 

explore. 

To estimate the effect of conflict on vote choice in Presidential elections I run a 

binary logistic regression model whereby the dependent variable takes the value of 1 

when a respondent votes for the “in-party”, the party the respondent identifies with and 0 
                                                
7 See Figure A1 in the Appendix for an overview. 
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otherwise. Note this means that the 0 category includes both a vote for the out-party, as 

well as vote for a potential third party or abstention. 89 The full results of this model are 

provided in the online Appendix, Table A4. Here I present the main effects of the key 

variable of interest: conflicted. This is shown in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4 Effect Conflict on In-Party Vote in Presidential Elections. 
 

 

With the exception of 1980 and 1984, the effect of conflict is negative and 

significant. To interpret the substantive effects I present the predicted likelihood that a 

                                                
8 The Appendix, table A5 provides a multinomial logit model that separates these options into 
three categories. The results presented here are in line with those of a multinomial model. Note 
that the ANES cumulative file does not distinguish between abstention and third party votes, but 
rather groups these two categories together. 
9 Also in the online Appendix are the results of a model that uses random effects for survey year, 
the results presented here are robust to the alternative model specification.  
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conflicted, versus a non-conflicted, partisan votes for their in-party in Figure 3. 

Conflicted partisans are significantly less likely to vote for the in-party across all years 

under study when compared to non-conflicted partisans.10 The likelihood of an in-party 

vote ranges between 80-95% for a non-conflicted partisan, compared to 60-85% for a 

conflicted partisan. Across the elections under study the contradiction between economic 

evaluations and partisan identification reduces the likelihood of an in-party vote by 

between 2 to 18 percentage points.   

 

Figure 5 Predicted Likelihood In-Party Vote Conflicted and Non-conflicted 
Partisans 
Predictions generated using the estimates in Table A4, Model 2 all other variables are 
set at their mean values. Whiskers represent 95% confidence intervals.  
 
 
 
A closer look: panel data on conflicted partisans 

The analysis so far suggests that the number of conflicted partisans is substantial at times 

and that conflicted partisans are less likely to vote for the party they identify with. 
                                                
10 Differences in predicted likelihoods are statistically significant across all survey years at p < 
0.000. 
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Although the over-time overview of conflicted partisans provides an impression of the 

number of conflicted partisans over time, and gives us a sense of the behaviour of this 

segment of the electorate, the over-time has its limitations. Most importantly, the over-

time data only prevents snapshots of partisan voters at a certain point in time. As such, it 

is not possible to establish whether partisan voters are updating their partisan 

identification in response to negative economic developments. If this is the case, then it is 

unclear whether cross-pressured partisans are actually changing their voting behaviour as 

a result of their negative economic evaluations or not. To address this concern I now use 

two panel studies, the ANES 1990-1992 and 2000-2004 panels, to take a closer look at 

cross-pressured partisans that were interviewed at various points in time. 

 First, I explore the stability of partisan identification and economic evaluations in 

the two panels in order to establish whether partisan voters actually alter their economic 

evaluations or not. As expected, partisan identification is highly stable over time. In the 

1990-1992 panel (N = 985), a total of 380 respondents identified with the Republican 

Party in 1990, in 1992 80% of these respondents again identified with the Republican 

Party. In 1990 a total of 519 respondents identified as Democratic, in 1992 a total of 86% 

of these respondents again identified as Democrat. The number of consistent identifiers is 

even higher in the 2000-2004 panel (N = 748). In 2000 a total of 329 respondents 

identified as Republican, 91% of these also identified with the Republican party in 2004. 

For Democratic identifiers the percentage is 89%. 

 Economic evaluations of the panel respondents are much more fluid. In 1990 a 

small majority of 54.2% of the panel respondents stated they disapproved of the way in 

which the President was handling the economy. In 1992 this increased substantially to 
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78.5% of the panel. Similarly, in 2000 78% of panel respondents approve of the way in 

which the President is handling the economy, but this drops to 50% in 2004. These 

numbers are reflective of the fact that economic evaluations follow the objective state of 

the economy, especially when the economic signal is strong. The year 1992 marked an 

economic recession, it appears that members of the panel acknowledged this, with 

approval ratings dropping from 40.5% to 20.5%. This is remarkable especially since 

respondents evaluated the same President (George H.W. Bush) in both panels. The 2000-

2004 panel is also interesting. In general the year 2000 is seen to mark the end of a 

successful stretch of economic stewardship of President Bill Clinton, reflected by 78% 

approval of his economic performance. The economic signal in 2004 was likely less 

clear, with evaluations of the President’s handling of the economy basically showing a 

50-50 split.  

Table 1. Percentage of panel respondents that approve and disapprove of the President’s 
handling of the economy 
 1990 1992 2000 2004 
Approve 40.5% 20.5% 78% 50% 
Disapprove 54.2% 78.5% 22% 50% 
DK 5.3% 1% -  -  
N 985 985 695 737 
 

Table 2 below shows the economic evaluations of consistent partisan identifiers in the 

two panel studies. The table thus includes only those respondents who identified with the 

same party in both waves of the panel (1990 and 1992; and 2000 and 2004). This table 

shows perhaps most clearly that evaluations of economic performance change, even in 

light of stable partisan identification. The best example of this are Republican identifiers 

in the 1990-1992 panel. In 1990, a total of 33.6% of Republican identifiers disapproves 
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of the way in which George H.W. Bush is handling the economy, this disapproval 

increases with 20 percentage points by 1992. This suggests that at least in this period of 

time, Republican partisan identifiers updated their evaluations of the President’s 

economic performance in line with the objective state of the economy, whilst maintaining 

their identification with the Republican party. Furthermore, in 2000 the majority of 

Republican partisan identifiers (53.7%) has a positive opinion of Clinton’s handling of 

the economy, contradicting the partisan preferences of these respondents, but 

corresponding to the state of the economy at the time. The change in evaluations between 

2000-2004 is reflective of the absence of a strong economic signal, economic evaluations 

fall back along partisan lines.  

Table 2. Economic evaluations partisan identifiers in 1990-1992 and 2000-2004 panel 
Republicans 1990 1992 2000 2004 
Disapprove 33.6% 54.6% 39.7% 12.4% 
Approve 62.5% 44.1% 60.3% 87.6% 
DK 3.9% 1.3% - - 
N 304 304 217 217 
Democrats 1990 1992 2000 2004 
Disapprove 69.4% 94.2% 3% 85% 
Approve 27% 5.4% 97% 15% 
DK 3.6% 0.4% -  - 
N 448 448 303 303 
 

Ideally, the vote models presented above would be replicated using individual 

level fixed effect panel models. This would allow me to estimate whether a change in 

cross-pressure (e.g. an individual moving from non cross-pressured to cross-pressured) 

results in a change in party vote (from the in-party to the out-party). However, once the 

sample is reduced to consistent partisan identifiers, as well as those who provide a vote 

choice in each of the panel waves, the number of observations is severely reduced. The 
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sample is reduced further because models need to be estimated separately for Democratic 

and Republican partisans, since each partisan group experiences a different type of cross-

pressure in a given election year (either toward the in-party or the out-party). The 

addition of covariates, such as partisan strength, further reduce the number of 

observations in these ideal-type models, and hence further reduce the statistical power. 

As such, it was not possible to estimate these models with the data that is available.  

To give an impression of the voting behaviour of the cross-pressured partisans in 

the two panel studies I provide a descriptive overview of vote choice in Table 3. This 

overview confirms the main findings from the cross-temporal analysis presented above. 

First, if partisan voters are not cross-pressured, there is little reason for them to vote for a 

party other than the in-party. Rates of in-party votes are between 81-97%. Note that the 

presence of a third party in 1992 clearly negatively affected in-party loyalty among both 

Democratic as well as Republican partisans. The most important conclusion from Table 3 

is that the difference in the percentage of partisans that cast an in-party vote versus a vote 

for another party is smaller for cross-pressured as compared to non cross-pressured 

partisans. This is true for Democrats and Republicans alike in all panel years.    

Table 3. Percentage of cross-pressured and non cross-pressured partisans who vote for 
the in-party in the 1990-1992 and 2000-2004 panel 
            1992               2000  2004  
Republicans In Out N In Out N In Out N 
Non Cross-
Pressured 
 
Cross-
Pressured 

87% 
 
 
54% 

13% 
 
 
46% 

134 
 
 
162 

97% 
 
 
87% 

3% 
 
 
13% 

96 
 
 
157 

99% 
 
 
53% 

1% 
 
 
47% 

267 
 
 
41 
 

Democrats In Out N In Out N In Out N 
Non Cross-
pressured 

81% 19% 383 91% 9% 269 96% 4% 255 

 
Cross-

 
39% 

 
61% 

 
23 

 
56% 

 
44% 

 
9 

 
43% 

 
57% 

 
44 
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Pressured 
 

Conclusion  

An extensive body of work explores how partisan identification biases evaluations of the 

national economy, yet surprisingly little is known about voters who hold economic 

evaluations that contradict their partisan preferences. This paper has shown that 

conflicted partisans constitute an important part of the electorate, especially in times of 

economic recession. Most importantly, the findings suggest that conflicted partisans are 

significantly less likely to vote for their in-party in Presidential elections and hence are 

more likely to uphold the accountability function of elections. 

 The paper has sought to shed light on an under-studied segment of the American 

electorate and has shown that partisan voters as a group are not as homogeneous as is 

sometimes assumed. Although the majority of partisan voters hold economic evaluations 

that align with their partisan preferences, this is not true for all partisan voters. Further 

study of conflicted partisans may increase our understanding of the conditions under 

which the accountability mechanism of elections functions in line with expectations. The 

research presented here could be extended upon by observational studies of partisan 

voters facing non-economic crises or by experimental work that focuses on the decision-

making process of conflicted partisans. 
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