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Abstract
This paper introduces a simple approach for assessing which survey questions are more likely to elicit polit-
ical identity-influenced responses. We use daily data from Gallup to test which survey self-reports exhibit
more or less susceptibility to politicization, finding the highest likelihood of politicization for societal-level
questions. Conversely, we show that self-reported assessments of personal finances are less sensitive to
partisan motivated responding. We also show how egotropic economic evaluations are influenced by the
presence of other items on the same survey. Taken together, our results uncover scope conditions for how
to interpret self-reported views of the economy, and we argue that measures of public opinion which have
not yet been strongly politicized are better proxies for capturing the underlying welfare of the public.

Keywords: Economic evaluations; Expressive responding; Partisanship; Public opinion; Question wording; Survey design

In considering the outcome of a national election, the usual first question, as far as domestic politics
goes, is “How’s the economy doing?”

Michael S. Lewis-Beck and Mary Stegmaier (2019)

1. Introduction
There is a positive relationship between the economy and incumbent support (Kramer, 1971; Fair,
1978; Fiorina, 1978; Hibbs 2000; Lewis-Beck and Lobo, 2017; Lewis-Beck and Martini, 2020). And
the evidence is robust,1 initially documented by linking objective measures of economic health with
realized incumbent support (a century ago, Barnhart (1925) correlated drought in areas of Nebraska
with support for the Populist Party2), and more recently by turning to individual-level survey data in
which self-reported assessments of the economy are powerful predictors of approval of the current

1For a notable exception, see Hall et al. (2021).
2Barnhart adds nuance to the observed relationship between economic hardship and voting in his conclusion: “to sug-

gest that the farmer held the politician responsible for the shortage of rainfall would be an unwarranted exaggeration of the

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of EPS Academic Ltd. This is an Open Access article, distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted
re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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2 Jan Zilinsky and James Bisbee

government or self-reported vote and voting intentions.3 It is the latter body of evidence that is the
focus of this paper, in which we provide a cautionary brake on how to interpret the patterns found
in individual survey data by highlighting the potential for reverse causality, and describing two pre-
viously neglected scope conditions: the phrasing of how economic evaluations are elicited, and the
placement of these questions within the broader survey.

The positive association between evaluations of the economy and of the current leadership has
been used to defend a theory of retrospective voting, in which voters evaluate how the economy has
been doing recently and then either support or punish the incumbent accordingly. Such an inter-
pretation must assume that the self-reported assessment of the economy is exogenous to subsequent
evaluations of the current government. Put differently, scholars must assume that the objective state
of the economy influences an individuals perception of it, and this perception then conditions their
approval/vote intentions. However, we show that economic evaluations are themselves endogenous
to co-partisanship with the president4 and identify two dimensions by which the magnitude of this
reversed relationship is stronger: the extent to which the question about the economy is phrased
sociotropically and the extent to which the rest of the survey includes political questions. We argue
that both of these dimensions prompt respondents to behave more like cheerleading partisans who
condition their self-reported assessment of the economy on whether a co-partisan president sits in
the White House.

In the following sections, we first define the concepts of socio- and egotropism and link them with
a Zallerian model of considerations (Zaller, 1992), which forms the foundation of our intuition. This
theoretical intuition generates two hypotheses that we take to the data, both of which lead us to expect
that survey design can, unintentionally, elicit stronger or weaker partisan responses to questions that
are nominally apolitical (such as the state of the economy). We employ a wide range of methods
to evaluate our daily Gallup survey data, including variable importance tests, regression disconti-
nuity design, and Bayesian changepoint analysis. Our results confirm both hypotheses, highlighting
the vulnerability of nominally apolitical questions to partisan bias due to two dimensions of survey
design: question wording and survey composition.

By providing descriptive evidence of (1) the possibility of reverse causality between economic
evaluations and political approval and (2) the extent to which minor differences in question wording
and survey design can inflate these associations, we sound a note of concern about the validity of vote
choice functions which test retrospective voting using subjective economic evaluations. However, our
contribution only speaks to the individual-level survey data that has constituted themajority of recent
work on this topic. As such, we acknowledge the aggregate patterns that link objective economic
conditions with voting behavior (e.g. Wlezien, 2015). Furthermore, our contribution doesn’t mean
that some of the causally identified experimental work on this topic is similarly vulnerable to reverse
causality concerns (Simonovits, 2015). Nevertheless, we provide an additional dimension on which
survey design can inflate or depress associations in observational data that are the bedrock on which
theoretical consensus is drawn and connects with the rich literature on survey design (Gideon, 2012;
Vannette and Krosnick, 2017; Malka and Adelman, 2023).

2. Related literature
Scholars have long understood the sensitivity of survey self-reports to question wording and sur-
vey design. Wording effects such as whether to “allow” or “forbid” a certain behavior can produce
dramatically divergent conclusions about public sentiment (Schuman and Presser, 1981). Multi-year

thoughtlessness of the voters. But it is quite another matter to suggest that the drought in Nebraska made a bad set of agri-
cultural conditions worse and that the politicians were held responsible for some of the conditions.” Voters knew politicians
could not make it rain but “they thought they could lower railroad rates.”

3See, e.g., Lewis-Beck et al. (2008), Lewis-Beck and Martini (2020).
4We join a long line of research highlighting the degree to which partisanship colors one’s perception of the economy

(Wlezien et al., 1997; Anderson, 2007; de Geus, 2019; Jones, 2020).
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Political Science Research and Methods 3

debates over the sensitivity of conclusions to survey-based evaluations of the economy versus other
predictors of electoral outcomes have played out in the pages of the discipline’s flagship journals
(Hibbs 1979; Kramer, 1983; Conover et al., 1987; MacKuen et al., 1992). But even if subjective evalu-
ations of the economy matter (Lewis-Beck, 1988; Erikson and Wlezien, 2012), the arrangement and
sequencing of questions within a survey has well-documented downstream effects on subsequent
questions (Hyman and Sheatsley, 1950; McFarland, 1981; Schuman and Presser, 1981; Strack, 1992;
Foddy, 1993; Tourangeau et al., 2000).

In tandem with the growing appreciation of these sources of fragility in empirical political sci-
ence is the recognition that Democrats and Republicans have substantially different views of reality
(Bartels, 2002). Since Bartels’ observation in 2002, myriad papers have been written about how
Democrats and Republicans see the world in fundamentally different ways, ranging from whether
Iraq had weapons of mass destruction prior to the U.S. invasion in 2003 (Kull et al., 2003); responsi-
bility of Republicans or Democrats for allowing 9/11 (Healy et al., 2014); the health risks associated
with COVID-19 (Gadarian et al., 2021); or the magnitude of and threat posed by climate change
(although, fittingly for the current context, the magnitude of the partisan gap does hinge on whether
respondents are asked about “global warming” or “climate change”; Schuldt et al., 2015).5

Implicit in these findings is a shared expectation that surveys are measuring genuine views of the
people who respond. But as Bullock and Lenz (2019) summarize in their comprehensive review of
the literature, it is not clear how much of these differences are attributable to expressive respond-
ing motives such as partisan cheerleading versus what they term “congenial inference.” The former
suggests that evidence of partisan differences in perceptions of objective reality is driven primarily
by dishonest responses on surveys. The latter provides an explanation for why these partisan gaps
in perception might be genuine and carries much graver implications for democratic deliberation
(see also Malka and Adelman, 2023). These review articles highlight a swath of recent research that
manipulates the incentives for accurate answers via monetary incentives, interpreting the evidence
in light of this distinction, and calling for additional research on the topic (Bullock et al., 2015; Prior
et al., 2015; Khanna and Sood, 2018).

One of the favored outcomes used in these studies are questions about economic conditions, which
have been shown to be partisan in nature, despite ostensibly concerning anobjective state of theworld.
This is also the outcomewe focus on in this paper and demonstrate how variation in the way in which
these evaluations are elicited, and the design of the surveys in which they are asked, can augment
or suppress the strength of the partisan bias in the responses. In so doing, we rely exclusively on
observational data and are, therefore, unable to disentangle cheerleading from congenial inference.
As we discuss below, it might be that more sociotropic questions prime respondents to consider their
co-partisan status with the president, and then express their support for (or disdain of) the president
by inflating (or reducing) their evaluations of the economy. Conversely, more sociotropic questions
are inherently more vague in the sense they are about conditions that individual respondents might
be less aware of (Sanders (2000) and Bullock et al. (2015)), prompting them to rely on heuristics like
co-partisanship with the president in a boundedly rational manner. In the extreme, if there is at least
some expressive utility in cheerleading, and if a respondent has no knowledge about a given topic,
then perhaps the only rational thing to do is cheerlead.

3. Theoretical intuition
Before describing the intuition by which question wording might elicit more politicized responses,
we review the concepts of socio- and egotropism, which are terms that can help us distinguish
between two types of considerations voters may have when making decisions, and the concept of
a “consideration” itself, which we summarize from Zaller (1992).

5There is also evidence of partisan-motivated issue attention (Kane and Anson, 2023).
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4 Jan Zilinsky and James Bisbee

A “consideration” is an attribute or aspect of a political topic that influences an individual’s sum-
mary judgment on that issue by combining cognition and affect. As in Zaller’s original description,
a relevant consideration to the political topic of defense spending is that the Pentagon spends too
much money—a consideration that combines a cognitive piece (e.g. thinking about Pentagon spend-
ing) with the affect of believing this amount is excessive. In our setting, a relevant consideration to
the topic of the economy is the responsibility attributed to one party or another for overseeing the
economy: a consideration that combines the cognitive step (thinking about how much control the
president or partisans in Congress might actually have), with the affect of whether the respondent
views a given political party in a positive or a negative light. The consideration of partisan respon-
sibility is thus the core explanation for the degree to which a survey response exhibits some type of
partisan bias, either due to cheerleading or bounded rational expectations.6

Turning to the terms “egotropism” and “sociotropism,” both adjectives incorporate the root word
“tropic,” derived from the Greek tropos meaning a turning or an orientation. In a broader scientific
context, tropic tends to describe an orientation toward a particular stimulus or objective. In biology,
for instance, plants exhibit “phototropic” behavior when they orient themselves and grow toward a
light source.Within social sciences, an orientation or inclination in decision-making can also be con-
ceptualized in such tropic terms: thus, sociotropic denotes an orientation toward societal concerns,
egotropic indicates an orientation toward personal concerns, and a middle ground has been labeled
“communotropic” (Rogers and Tyszler, 2018) or also “mecro-economic voting” (Ansolabehere et al.,
2014). (And the relationships between outcomes at small, medium, and large geographic resolutions
and economic evaluations have also recently been examined in Bisbee and Zilinsky (2023).)

Combining these perspectives, our core claim is that the consideration of partisan responsibility
is more likely to be activated when a survey question is worded in a more sociotropic way or is sur-
rounded by many other sociotropic questions. For example, asking about the “state of the national
economy” is often used as proxy for how the public perceives economic conditions, but it may also
activate the consideration of partisan responsibility due to its sociotropic framing, which then injects
partisan bias into responses.7 Conversely, asking about an individual’s satisfaction with their finances
is an alternative measure of the public’s perception of economic conditions, which is less likely to
activate the partisan responsibility consideration. Similarly, asking a question about personal finances
directly after a battery of questions about one’s health and health-related behaviors is likely to bemore
insulated8 from a prior question about presidential approval compared to the same question asked
shortly after the same presidential approval question.

The preceding argument motivates the following empirical expectations:

H1: Sociotropically phrased questions should exhibit greater partisan bias than ecotropically
phrased questions.

H2: Removing egotropically phrased questions from a survey will increase the overall partisan
bias found in subsequent questions.

We evaluate these two hypotheses in the following sections. Importantly, we do not claim to provide a
set of guidelines about howbest to phrase survey questions, nor how to design a survey thatminimizes

6We are agnostic on which of these explanations of partisan bias holds. It might be purely expressive cheerleading in which
the survey respondent experiences some cognitive benefit from signaling group affiliation by either inflating their approval of
an economy shepherded by a co-partisan president or depressing their approval of an economy when an out-partisan holds
office. Insofar asmore sociotropic topics are less well known to the respondent, the cognitive costs ofmisrepresenting their true
beliefs declines, leaving only cheerleading as the optimal response (Bullock et al., 2015). Conversely, it might be boundedly
rational in the sense that partisans might rationally expect better economic conditions when their party holds power. In either
case, the causal arrow between leadership approval and economic evaluations is reversed.

7But even if respondents are more likely view such a question as an opportunity to give voice to their partisan opinions
(relative to questions which elicit egotropic evaluations), we do not mean to suggest that response substitution is inevitable.
Rather, our aim is to quantify the possibility that a response is influenced by respondents’ partisan identities.

8That is, respondents are less primed to think about politics (see, e.g., Lodge and Taber, 2013).
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Political Science Research and Methods 5

partisan-biased responses. Rather, we highlight a previously neglected dimension of survey design.
This dimension can contribute to the types of biased responses which might inflate theoretically rele-
vant associations between self-reported economic evaluations and political attitudes (approval for the
current leadership) or behaviors (vote intention). Our hope is that applied researchersmight consider
these dimensions when designing and piloting their surveys. Subsequent work that experimentally
manipulates both dimensions would help put more precision on our results, although we are skepti-
cal that a comprehensive list of question wordings and survey designs is possible, given the myriad
purposes for which applied researchers ask these questions.

4. Data and methods
4.1. Data
We describe empirical patterns that are consistent with our framework using daily Gallup survey
data from 2008 to 2018. These data ask a variety of questions that, we argue, provide variation in
the spectrum of interest: egotropism on the one hand and sociotropism on the other. This variation
manifests in two ways. The first dimension of variation is across questions pertaining to economic
and financial conditions, which vary in the degree to which they present egotropic versus sociotropic
frames. The list of questions we examine is presented below, ranging from the most egotropic to the
most sociotropic, along with reference questions which we would expect to be highly politicized. We
bold parts of each question which pertain to the dimension of tropism.9

• Economic situation (personal and national):
– “Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your standard of living, all the things you can buy and

do?”
– “[Agree/Dis] Compared to the people you spend time with, you are satisfied with your

standard of living.”
– “Have there been times in the past twelve months when you did not have enough money: To

buy food that you or your family needed?”
– “Would you be able right now tomake amajor purchase, such as a car, appliance, or furniture,

or pay for a significant home repair if you needed to?”
– “At this time, are you cutting back on how much money you spend each week, or not?”
– “Did you worry yesterday that you spent too much money, or not?”
– “[Agree/Dis] In the last seven days, you have worried about money.”
– “[Agree/Dis] You have more than enough money to do what you want to do.”
– “[Agree/Dis] You are watching your spending very closely.”
– “Do you have enough money to buy the things you need, or not?”
– “Are you feeling better about your financial situation these days, or not?”
– “Are you feeling pretty good these days about the amount of money you have to spend, or

not?”
– “How would you rate economic conditions in this country today—as excellent, good, only

fair, or poor?”

9Note that our operationalization of the concept of tropism is necessarily coarse. We do not mean to suggest that second-
person pronouns guarantee insulating from partisan motivated responding, nor that a mention of a country writ large invites
this type of bias. For example, the life ladder questions—despite not explicitly referencing the country writ large—nevertheless
evoke comparisons to a hypothetical life thatmight prompt considerations of a broader reference group. Similarly, the standard
of living question implicitly suggests a comparison group against which one’s standard is measured. Conversely, precise ques-
tions about instances over the past 12months in which the respondent did not have enough money are less likely to stimulate
sociotropic considerations and are, therefore, less amenable to partisan motivated responding.
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6 Jan Zilinsky and James Bisbee

– “Right now, do you think that economic conditions in this country, as a whole, are getting
better or getting worse?”

• Life ladder:
– “Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to ten at the top.

The top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the lad-
der represents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say
you personally feel you stand at this time?”

– “Please imagine a ladder with steps numbered from zero at the bottom to ten at the top. The
top of the ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder repre-
sents the worst possible life for you. On which step of the ladder would you say youwill stand
about five years from now?”

– “You are proud of your community or the area where you live.”
• Pure politics:
– “Do you approve or disapprove of the way Donald Trump is handling his job as president?”
– “Do you have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of Hillary Clinton, or haven’t you heard of

them?”
– “Do you approve or disapprove of the way Barack Obama is handling his job as president?”

The second dimension of variation is found within survey questions due to a design change Gallup
implemented on January 1, 2013. Prior to this date, Gallup included the above-listed questions of
interest along with a battery of questions about the respondents’ physical and emotional health, all
of which were asked to a daily sample of 1000 respondents. After January 1, 2013, Gallup divided its
daily sample of 1000 respondents into two groups of 500, one of which was given only the strictly
egotropic questions about their mental and emotional well-being, while the other answered only the
battery of economic and financial questions. This decision meant that respondents who had previ-
ously been asked about their financial situation as part of a broader survey asking about their weight,
stress levels, and other health issues began answering the same question in a smaller survey that only
asked about a range of economic and financial questions, along with explicitly political questions
regarding presidential approval, trust in government and policy preferences. We argue that this shift
in the design made even the most egotropically phrased questions about economic variables more
sociotropic by association, thereby prompting more partisan considerations and, by extension, more
partisan responses.

The individual-level responses from Gallup are geocoded, allowing us to merge in an extensive set
of contextual variables with each respondent. This additional information will allow us to account
for the state of the community where respondents live. This is important because, if we observe that
Democrats and Republicans systematically report, for instance, diverging economic expectations, we
need to account for the possibility that one of these groupsmay reside in areas which are economically
declining/improving at a particular point in time, and differentially from the other group(s).

4.2. Methods
To characterize the degree to which these questions evoke partisan bias in responses, we employ two
complementary approaches. Our first approach measures how important different variables are for
predicting the outcomes of interest. To do so, we combine a random forest model with permutation
analysis. The random forest algorithm relieves us from having to either assume that every predic-
tor enters linearly or to determine the functional form a priori. Furthermore, random forests rely
on searching across random selections of the covariate space for break points that best divide obser-
vations by the outcome of interest. The randomization and ensemble structure make random forests
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relatively robust tomulticollinearity.While we could instead use a linearmodel and evaluate each pre-
dictor’s coefficient, such an approach would have required us to assume that (1) the functional form
we have chosen is correct and (2) that the particular specification does not suffer frommulticollinear-
ity which might produce biased coefficient estimates in unpredictable directions and magnitudes.
Using this nonparametric machine learning algorithm to predict variation in attitudes, we then
apply permutation methods wherein we randomly reshuffle predictors one at a time and compare
the model’s predictive accuracy under the permuted setting to that obtained with the original data
(Nicodemus et al., 2010).10 Predictors whose permutations produce more substantial declines in the
random forest algorithm’s predictive accuracy are interpreted to be more important to characterizing
an outcome.11

Our second approach is more descriptive in nature and simply documents the rapid pivots in eval-
uations of the national economy that correspond to changes in the office of the president. Specifically
we focus on two changes in the partisanship of the president: the transition from George W. Bush
to Barack Obama in January of 2009 and the transition from Barack Obama to Donald Trump in
January of 2017. We examine the degree to which co-partisans of the preceding president shifted
their responses to a variety of nominally nonpartisan survey questions. We interpret questions which
exhibit dramatic shifts in opinions associated with the change in the presidency as more susceptible
to partisan motivated responding. Furthermore, we argue that the speed of these shifts is unlikely
to reflect rational updating about future conditions and is instead more plausibly connected to
expressive responding.12

Finally, we combine these strategies to document the over-time trends in the variable impor-
tance measure for partisanship. If the explanatory power of partisanship spikes prior to presiden-
tial elections—especially for the more sociotropically framed questions—such behaviors of survey
respondents would be consistent with our theoretical framework. In addition, we compare the pre-
dictive power of partisanship just before, and just following, the change in Gallup’s survey design on
January 1, 2013.

5. Results
Wedivide the presentation of our results according to themethods described above. First, we examine
measures of variable importance across outcomes. We expect to find that the relative importance of
partisanship in predicting outcomes varies as a function of how egotropic the questions are, with the
most egotropic questions being least associated with partisanship and the most sociotropic questions
exhibiting evidence consistent with partisan motivated responding. Second, we exploit the rich time-
series cross-sectional nature of our data to test whether partisan motivated responding is stable over
time. We expect that the importance of party affiliation (for sociotropic questions) will increase in
the weeks and months prior to national elections, and that there should be evidence of a rapid flip
among partisans following a change in the partisanship of the elected president.

5.1. Variable importance
We begin with estimating a measure of variable importance which calculates the reduction in a
model’s predictive accuracy when one of the variables is randomly reshuffled (permuted)—so that

10Permutation tests of variable importance are demonstrably superior to alternative approaches due to their insulation from
bias when comparing continuous and categorical predictors. A longer discussion of our approach to variable importance,
along with an analysis of how difficult it is to predict variation across our attitudes of interest, and over time, is presented in
the Supporting Information, Section B.

11We demonstrate that our conclusions are robust to alternative methods—including LASSO regressions (Figure S3) as
well as calculating the expected percentage reduction in error (ePRE, Herron 1999) from a logistic regression model (Figure
S5)—in the Supporting Information, Section B.

12We argue that, while there might be (boundedly) rational explanations for updating one’s beliefs about the future health
of the economy, this seems less plausible for contemporary questions about how the economy is doing today.
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8 Jan Zilinsky and James Bisbee

the signal about the value of the outcome is removed—while holding all other variables at their
observed value. Here, the baseline performance is the fully specified model with all variables unper-
muted. Importantly, this comparison captures the relative decline in model performance when all
other predictors are included.

Specifically, we estimate a set of random forests predicting responses to 17 survey questions, and
the predictor of interest is partisanship. Other potential predictors include respondents’ income,
gender, age, education, and objective data about the (local) economy (county labor force measures
including the unemployment rate, the labor force participation rate, average wages, and employment
by industry), crime (county arrests per capita by offense), demographic composition (county popu-
lation by race, age, gender, and rural), and public health outcomes in the respondents’ communities
(male and female death rates and life expectancies by age cohort). We find that when a question is
either political or sociotropic in nature, these question characteristics are strongly associated with the
degree to which partisanship—and by extension, partisan motivated responding—influences survey
responses (Figure 1).13 Consistent with our theoretical argument, partisanship is approximately twice
as predictive in evaluating the national economy as it is in forecasting respondents’ (self-reported)
feelings about their personal financial situation.

How influential is party ID relative to other predictors? Figure 2 compares the variable importance
for a selection of individual and contextual-level measures across two outcome measures: whether
the respondent has enough money (egotropic) and whether the respondent thinks that the national
economy is improving (sociotropic). Consistent with expectations, nonpolitical predictors are sub-
stantially less prognostic of the more sociotropic question and substantially more prognostic of the
more egotropic question. For example, respondents’ income and education are more strongly asso-
ciated with their reports of having enough money (egotropic question) than with their evaluations
of national economic conditions (sociotropic question). An important extension to our work that
is beyond the scope of this paper would involve a systematic analysis of the contextual measures of
local economic, health, and crime-related factors to understand the degree towhich these presumably
important phenomena are reflected in survey self-reports.14

5.2. Flip-flopping with the president
To motivate the subsequent analysis, consider this purely descriptive plot of daily views of the econ-
omy, broken out by party ID (Figure 3). There is striking evidence that Democrats and Republicans
effectively traded places in theweeks following the inauguration of newpresidents (Obama in January
of 2009, Trump in January of 2017). While this dataset is not a genuine panel15—same individuals
are not observed over time—it is based on nationally representative samples. This makes it highly
improbable that the observed patterns could be attributed to entirely different types of partisans
responding before and after each inauguration. Barring a rapid and genuine shift in beliefs among
partisans, the data suggest motivated responding.

Nevertheless, there might be confounders which explain these transitions. For example, dissatis-
faction with the 2008 election outcome might correspond to negative outcomes in Republican areas,
producing bleaker views as a function of genuine beliefs about the economy instead of purely expres-
sive responding. To account for similar possibilities, we run a flexible random forest model that

13This approach to variable importance allows us to compare different types of outcome variables, including those with
ordinal responses.

14Regressions of this nature lie at the heart of a rich literature in international political economy (among other subfields)
that seeks to link the local consequences of import competition and offshoring with political beliefs. See Mansfield and Mutz
(2009), Ballard-Rosa et al. (2022) for some examples.

15In comparison with a recent panel-based analysis of the link between partisanship and economic evaluations (Ang et al.,
2022), our study covers a longer time horizon and considers the potential influence of local economic conditions, beyond
national indicators such as the unemployment rate. Importantly, we also analyze responses to a variety of egotropic survey
questions and compare different types of questions.
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Have there been times in the past twelve months when you did not
have enough money to buy food that you or your family needed?

Would you be able right now to make a major purchase, such as a car,
appliance, or furniture, or pay for a significant home repair if you needed to?

Did you worry yesterday that you
spent too much money, or not?

[AGREE/DIS] You have more than enough
money to do what you want to do.

[AGREE/DIS] You are watching your
spending very closely.

In the last seven days, you have worried about money.

Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with your standard
of living, all the things you can buy and do?

Compared to the people you spend time with,
you are satisfied with your standard of living.

On which step of the ladder would you say
you personally feel you stand at this time?

On which step of the ladder would you say
you will stand about five years from now?

At this time, are you cutting back on how
much money you spend each week, or not?

Are you feeling pretty good these days about the
amount of money you have to spend, or not?

Are you feeling better about your
financial situation these days, or not?

How would you rate economic
conditions in this country today?

Right now, do you think that economic conditions in this
country, as a whole, are getting better or getting worse?

Do you approve or disapprove of the way
Barack Obama is handling his job as president?

Do you approve or disapprove of the way
Donald Trump is handling his job as president?

0% 100% 200% 300%
% Reduction in error

O
ut

co
m

e 
va

ria
bl

e

Permutation tests using random forests
Variable importance: party ID by outcome

Figure 1. Percent reduction inmodel accuracy (x-axis) associated with permuting the respondent’s partisanship, relative to
a random forest with an exhaustive set of individual and contextual predictors, across survey questions (y-axis). Upper and
lower bounds based on 10-fold cross validation indicated with the widths of the boxes.

predicts different outcomes as a function of all individual and contextual predictors for each month
in the data, and then use these models to predict opinions over time by party ID. (Our Supporting
Information, Section C, presents the results from an interrupted time-series analysis.16) Figure 4
visualizes the results for a selection of outcomes, ranging from themost egotropic (whether a respon-
dent experienced stress during the preceding day) on the top to the most sociotropic (whether the
national economy is improving) in the bottom panel. As illustrated, the evidence of flips in responses
among partisans around the inaugurations of Obama and Trump is striking for the most sociotropic
measures, and less so as we move up the panels of the figure.

16We use a standard linear model to predict the relationship between partisanship and economic attitudes, before and
after the election of a new president or before and after the new president’s inauguration. Our results confirm the descriptive
evidence found in Figure 3 and further show that it is only partisanship that predicts a systematic change before and after these
dates. All other individual-level predictors are null or inconsistently signed.
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Econ: LFPR
Econ: Unemp Rate

Hlth: Male Death Rate
Dem: Male %

Hlth: Female Death Rate
Dem: Black %
Indiv: Gender
Dem: Hisp %

Dem: White %
Dem: Working Age %

Dem: Pop Tot
Indiv: Marst

Dem: Elderly %
Indiv: Race

Econ: Avg Wages
Dem: % Rural

Indiv: Educ
Indiv: Age

Indiv: Annual Income
Indiv: Party

10% 20% 30% 40%
% Reduction in error

Outcome

How would you rate economic
conditions in this country today?

Enough money to buy food
that you or your family needed?

Permutation tests using random forests
Variable importance: comparing two outcomes

Figure 2. Percent reduction in model accuracy (x-axis) associated with permuting predictors (y-axis), relative to a random
forest with an exhaustive set of individual and contextual predictors, comparing a sociotropic question on the national econ-
omy (in gray) to anegotropic questiononwhether the respondent has enoughmoney (yellowcolor). Upper and lowerbounds
basedon10-fold cross validation indicatedwith thewidths of theboxes. Each row indicateswhether a variablewasmeasured
byGallup and pertains to respondents (“Indiv.”) orwhether it is a contextual variablewhichwemergedwith the observations
in the individual-level Gallup data (“Dem.” = demographics; “Hlth” = local health outcomes; “Econ” = local economic con-
ditions).

5.3. The dynamics of variable importance
In our next analysis, we combine the two preceding approaches and calculate variable importance as a
function of time. Specifically, we show in Figure 5 that the predictive power of party ID for sociotropic
measures tracks election cycles, with increasing relevance in the final months of a presidential cam-
paign, and diminishing strikingly during the period between the election and the inauguration
(indicated by gray rectangles in Figure 5). This over-time evidence is not found for the egotropic
question about whether the respondent has enough money.

The monthly evidence reported in Figure 5 is consistent with campaign effects and with the con-
jecture that subjective reports of (national) economic conditions are less informative (or at least
answered “less truthfully”) during intense electoral campaigns. Conversely, responses to a question
about personal finances are less tainted by partisanmotivated responding, and the (limited) influence
of partisanship is stable over entire (4-year) electoral terms of U.S. presidents.

Interestingly, the only months in which the predictive power of partisanship for sociotropically
phrased questions declines to its levels for egotropically phrased questions is in the fewmonths imme-
diately following a transition in the party of the president. In both the first few months of 2009 and
in the first few months of 2017, we observe the variable importance of partisanship “bottoming out.”
We argue that these findings further support our overarching interpretation: sociotropically phrased
questions trigger more partisan responding. This effect is particularly evident during transition peri-
ods when the public must recalibrate its heuristics for linking partisanship with national economic
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Party Democrat Republican

Economic conditions in the country
Daily average views by party ID

Figure 3. Daily average views of the economy on a 4-point scale by party ID of the respondent. Partisans include leaners
(independents and nonresponders are dropped). Dashed vertical lines denote inauguration dates.

performance as a referendum on presidential performance. For instance: Should positive assess-
ments of the economy in early 2017 be attributed to Obama or Trump? Should the poor state of
the economy in 2009 be blamed on Bush or Obama? The uncertainty over appropriate attribution
during these transition periods can explain the dramatic declines in the predictive power of parti-
sanship. Importantly, this interpretation offers insights that alternative explanations cannot provide.
For example, the hypothesis that sociotropic questions are more vague and, therefore, more prone
to expressive responding would fail to account for these clear dynamics in partisanship’s predictive
power.

5.4. Survey design
The preceding analyses all rest on our interpretation of some questions as more sociotropic than oth-
ers, which we posit can elicit more partisan considerations and, thus, more expressive responding.
While we feel comfortable in our claim that the phrasing of questions about the national economy is
more sociotropic in nature than questions about whether the respondent has enough money, we rec-
ognize that these are subjective claims. To further support our argument that the sociotropic nature of
survey design can elicit more expressive responding along partisan lines, we hold constant the survey
questions and document how the predictive power of partisanship shifts along with the overarching
design of the survey.

Specifically, we take advantage of a change in the design of the daily Gallup tracking polls that
occurred on January 1, 2013. Prior to this date, all questions were asked of 1000 respondents daily,
including both questions on politics and the economy, as well as questions on personal health. After
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On which step of the ladder would you say
you stand today?
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On which step of the ladder would you say
you will stand about five years from now?
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Only
fair

Good

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018
Interview Month

How would you rate economic conditions
in this country today?

Getting
worse

The
same

Getting
better

2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018
Interview Month

Do you think that economic conditions in this
country are getting better or getting worse?

Party Democrat Republican

Figure 4. Predicted attitudes (flexible random forest models).

January 1, 2013, Gallup divided these into two separate surveys, each fielded to 500 respondents. Both
surveys started with a question about presidential approval, priming respondents to consider polit-
ical responsibility for the economy. However, in the pre-2013 design, many of the more egotropic
questions pertaining to the respondent’s economic situation were located after the battery of well-
being questions that asked about deeply personal issues involving physical and mental health. But
when these surveys were split apart, the same egotropic questions regarding the respondent’s eco-
nomic situation no longer came after the broader set of strictly egotropic questions. Instead, the rest
of the survey is muchmore explicitly political in nature, asking only questions about the respondent’s
employment status and conditions at their job, before turning to the same egotropic questions asked
prior to 2013. We visualize these differences in Figure 6.

We argue that these changes in survey design removed a buffer between the explicitly political
question about presidential approval and the egotropic questions of interest to our analysis. In partic-
ular, we believe that the questions about physical health and well-being are sufficiently nonpolitical to
reduce whatever downstream influence the initial presidential approval question may have primed.
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Outcome How would you rate economic
conditions in this country today?

Enough money to buy food
that you or your family needed?

Permutation tests using random forests
Variable importance: party ID over time

Figure 5. Variable importance of party affiliation (from models estimated on a monthly basis), for two outcomes: whether
the national economy is improving (orange) and whether the respondent has enoughmoney (gray).

Pre-Change

Presidential Approval

Health & Well-being

Employment & Workplace

Egotropic

Post-Change

Presidential Approval

Employment & Workplace

Egotropic

Figure 6. Design changebetween2012and2013.Health andwell-beingbattery of questionswas long, specific to the respon-
dent, and wholly unrelated to politics. Without this buffer, we expect that the political considerations primed by the initial
question on presidential approval will influence the egotropic questions about individual economic conditions.
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At this time, are you cutting back on how
much money you spend each week, or not?

Did you worry yesterday that you
spent too much money, or not?

Are you feeling better about your
financial situation these days, or not?

Are you feeling pretty good these days about the
amount of money you have to spend, or not?

[AGREE/DIS] You are watching your
spending very closely.

[AGREE/DIS] You have more than enough
money to do what you want to do.
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Egotropic questions, comparing before and after Jan 1, 2013
Variable Importance of Partisanship

Figure 7. Variable importance of party affiliation (from models estimated on a monthly basis) on a battery of egotropi-
cally phrased questions about the respondent’s economic condition. Loess smoothers fit separately prior to, and following,
January 1, 2013, when Gallup split the survey into two samples.

But without them acting as a buffer, the political considerations elicited by the initial presidential
approval question manifest more strongly, rendering even the egotropic questions about one’s indi-
vidual economic conditions endogenous to their partisanship and that of the president. If the relevant
considerations that prompt expressive responding are sensitive not just to a specific question but
also to the broader organization of a survey, we would expect to find greater evidence of expressive
responding on the same egotropic questions after January 1, 2013, when they are no longer associ-
ated with a broader battery of strictly personal questions about physical and mental health (in line
with H2).

Indeed, this appears to be the case, as illustrated in Figure 7 which plots the variable importance of
partisanship on a number of egotropic questions pertaining to the respondent’s economic situation.
Vertical dashed lines indicate the January 1, 2013, date when the sample was divided, and participants
responding to these egotropic questionswere no longer doing so as part of a larger battery of questions
about their mental and physical well-being. As illustrated, across all egotropic questions, there is clear
evidence of a discontinuous increase in the predictive power of the respondent’s partisanship after
January 1, 2013. Indeed, Bayesian Change Point tests confirm the visual intuition, identifying this
date as when there is a structural break in the time-series measure of the importance of partisanship
(see the Supporting Information, Section E).

Note, however, that (for a subset of items) there is also evidence of “anticipation,” indicating that
theremight bemore at play here than only the change in the survey design. One potential explanation
might be the expiration of the Bush-era tax cuts which the Obama administration allowed to lapse
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at the beginning of 2013. Another might be the simpler argument that all public opinion becomes
more partisan during presidential elections, such as the one that occurred in the fall of 2012. Indeed,
descriptive evidence of the partisan gap suggests that the increase in variable importance is driven
more by Republican respondents, who grow significantly less optimistic about their personal finances
after January 1.

Nevertheless, we argue that the sharp discontinuity around this date is unlikely to solely reflect
the expiration of the tax cuts, nor the increased salience of partisanship around the 2012 presidential
election. While these events may have helped increase the predictive power of partisanship in the
preceding months, across all facets the discontinuity between December and January is stark. We
argue that these patterns are consistent with our theory about how the design of surveys, both in
terms of the wording of specific questions as well as in the overall emphasis of a survey, can magnify
partisan differences.

6. Conclusion
Implicit in the expansive body of empiricalwork that documents economic voting is that self-reported
evaluations of the economy are causally prior to attitudes toward and support for the government.
Yet in individual-level survey data, the sensitivity of self-reported evaluations to political considera-
tions (Wilcox and Wlezien, 1993), respondents’ temporary state of mind (Zaller and Feldman, 1992),
wording adjustments (Rasinski, 1989), and question ordering (Schuman and Presser, 1981) are well
known. In this paper, we proposed two previously neglected dimensions of survey design that, we
argue, exacerbate politically biased responses to nominally apolitical questions.

First, we argue that the “macro” nature of the question can facilitate partisan behavior (e.g. cheer-
leading or, conversely, faultfinding on surveys) by making it easier for respondents to engage in
response substitution (linking their answers to a question about the economy to considerations of
co- or out-partisan leadership). This extends prior work on the sensitivity of survey responses to
question ordering, among other factors (Palmer and Duch, 2001; Gal and Rucker, 2011).17 Second,
we argue that embedding economic evaluations in surveys with more sociotropic questions, or ques-
tions that ask respondents to think like a partisan, can also inflate the observed association between
partisanship and their appraisal of economic variables.

By highlighting these two neglected considerations, we hope to help researchers design and field
surveys that avoid introducing unwanted political bias. In light of important debates about the preva-
lence of insincere responding (Malka andAdelman, 2023) versus truly held, self-flattering, but flexible
beliefs which may serve as self-justification mechanisms, we expect the academic community to
remain interested in experimenting with survey features which increase the likelihood of sincere
responding.18 We hope applied researchers can use our findings to pilot surveys that test different
question wordings and survey designs which fit their specific research goals.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/.10.1017/psrm.
2025.32. To obtain replication material for this article, see the repository at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/9MDTGD.

Competing interests. The author(s) declare none.

Data availability statement. Replication data and code are available at https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/9MDTGD.

17Separately, no evidence of partisan priming effects is found in Tyler and Iyengar 2024 in the context of thermometer ques-
tions for estimating affective polarization. In an experiment, participants who completed a survey largely devoid of political
content before giving their thermometer scores showed similar levels of polarization to those who responded to an extensive
set of politically charged evaluations with obvious partisan valence. Their outcome measure, however, was purely political,
whereas our interest lies in the politicization of economic evaluations.

18However, we do not provide an exhaustive list of question types that elicit stronger or weaker biases, nor do we provide a
detailed how-to on what questions should and should not be mixed together in a survey.
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