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How Do Voters Decide?
• The Democratic Ideal…

• In reality…
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Endorsements



Issue-Oriented Voter Guides



Information about Donors



Importance of an Informed Electorate

“A popular government 
without popular information, 
or the means of acquiring it, is 
but a prologue to a farce or a 
tragedy; or perhaps both” 

James Madison



Informing the Electorate is Possible, But…

• Three challenges:
1) Are people willing to receive information?

2) Will they trust it?

3) Can they apply it effectively to their choices?  



Receiving Information
• Most citizens lack interest in and knowledge of politics

• Research shows that political information can help 
citizens with their choices
– Experiments that isolate the effects of information from all 

other causes

• Experiments typically force participants to receive the 
information and then measure its effects
– In reality, people choose whether to receive information

• Will citizens opt to receive information when given a 
choice?  If so, how does it affect their decisions?  



Receiving Information

• Survey experiments in the 2018 mayoral special 
election in San Francisco

• Measured candidates’ and citizens’ views on local 
policies

• Respondents randomly assigned to receive either:

1) Political party endorsements (forced exposure)
2) Issue oriented voter guide (forced exposure)
3) No information (control group)
4) Choice between party endorsements, voter guide, or nothing

Source: Boudreau, Elmendorf, & MacKenzie (Journal of Experimental Political Science, 2022)



Citizens are Willing to Receive Information
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Citizens Choose Policy over Partisan Information
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Who Chooses to Receive Information?

Republican

Independent/Other
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Information Helps People Choose Candidates 
Who Share their Policy views
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Receiving Information:  Take Away Points

• Citizens take advantage of low-cost opportunities to 
receive political information

• Less politically interested citizens are more likely to 
choose to receive information
– When they do so, it has powerful effects on their decisions

• Half the sample chose not to get information; these 
tend to be more informed citizens

• Challenge: Motivating the remaining uninformed 
citizens to receive information
– Making information personally relevant can help



Trusting Information

• Citizens must believe the information is credible

• Two conditions must be met:
1) Source must be perceived as knowledgeable

2) Source must be perceived as trustworthy (common interests) 

• Credibility is in the eye of the beholder!  

• What sources of information do people trust?  

Source: Lupia & McCubbins (The Democratic Dilemma, Cambridge University Press, 1998)



Trust in Own Party

Source: Boudreau, Elmendorf, & MacKenzie (Political Research Quarterly, 2015)

P
ro

b
a
b

il
it

y
 o

f 
S

u
p

p
o

rt



Trust in Ethnic Interest Groups
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Source: Boudreau, Elmendorf, & MacKenzie (American Journal of Political Science, 2019)



Trust in Ethnic Interest Groups
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Source: Boudreau, Elmendorf, & MacKenzie (American Journal of Political Science, 2019)



Trust in Nonpartisan Experts
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Source: Boudreau & MacKenzie (Political Research Quarterly, 2021)



Trust in League of Women Voters!

• 95% said the guide was “somewhat” or “very” helpful
• 52% spent 1-5 minutes reading the guide; 36% spent longer



Trust in League of Women Voters!
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Source: Boudreau, Elmendorf, & MacKenzie (Political Behavior, 2018)



Trust in League of Women Voters!

Uninformed Citizens Informed Citizens

Source: Boudreau, Elmendorf, & MacKenzie (Political Behavior, 2018)
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Trusting Information:  Take Away Points

• Citizens must perceive information to be credible
– Perceived knowledge and trustworthiness are key

• Citizens tend to perceive their own party and ethnic 
interest groups as sharing common interests with them
– Information from these groups can be powerful

• Information from nonpartisan, expert sources (e.g., 
LAO, LWV) also effective

• Challenge: Can citizens identify the interests of lesser 
known, but politically active groups?



Applying Information
• Fears that citizens cannot identify whether sources 

share common interests with them

• Concerns that citizens will misinterpret or misapply 
political information
– Lack of comprehension

– Biased processing/motivated reasoning

• Can citizens apply information to their choices 
effectively? 



Applying Information
• Survey experiment before the 2016 general election in CA

• Measure opinions about 8 initiatives on the ballot
– Included social (e.g., repeal death penalty), fiscal (e.g., cigarette 

tax), and complex (e.g., revenue bonds) policy issues

• Control group:  Express opinions about initiatives

• Treatment groups: Receive information before doing so

– Donor information (drawn from FPPC website)
– Political party endorsements 
– Policy information from a nonpartisan expert source (LAO)

Source: Boudreau & MacKenzie (Political Research Quarterly, 2021)



Example:  
Early Parole for Nonviolent Offenders

• Control group 

This November, Californians will be asked to vote on a ballot 
measure that would allow inmates convicted of nonviolent 
crimes to be given parole consideration upon completion of 
their primary sentence.  Currently, many prisoners receive both 
a primary sentence for a crime and “enhancements” or extra 
time if there are multiple victims or if they previously were in 
prison.  This measure would allow prison officials to award 
credits toward early release to prisoners who demonstrate good 
behavior, efforts to rehabilitate themselves, or participate in 
prison education programs.  



• Donor information group

Example:  
Early Parole for Nonviolent Offenders



• Party endorsements group 

The Democratic Party supports allowing inmates convicted of 
nonviolent crimes to be given early parole consideration, 
while the Republican Party opposes this.  

Example:  
Early Parole for Nonviolent Offenders



• Policy Information from LAO

This initiative would help reduce significant overcrowding 
problems in state prisons by increasing the number of non-
violent inmates eligible for parole consideration. California’s 
nonpartisan Legislative Analyst’s Office estimates that this 
initiative could save the state tens of millions of dollars each 
year in correctional and other costs.

Example:  
Early Parole for Nonviolent Offenders



Results
Donors: Groups affiliated with own party support
Party endorsements: Own party supports 
Policy info: Reason for supporting
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Why?

• Are uninformed respondents unwilling to process 
or unable to use donor information?

• Reaction times indicate that uninformed 
respondents spend more time processing donor 
information than party endorsements

• Both informed and uninformed citizens are willing 
to process the information



Measuring Donors’ Interests

• Respondents rate groups on a seven-point liberal-
conservative scale

– Included the two CA political parties, the LAO, and 29 
donors to the campaigns for and against the 8 initiatives

– Examine whether perceptions of groups are accurate

• Measure the extent to which respondents perceive 
differences in these groups’ policy views

• A necessary condition if they are to relate these 
groups’ interests to their own



Informed Citizens Can Perceive 
Groups’ Interests
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Uninformed Citizens Do Not 
Perceive Groups’ Interests
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Applying Information:  Take Away Points

• Citizens can apply information about initiatives to 
their choices

– Donor information comparable to party cues and policy
– Suggests the value of sources with identifiable interests

• Uninformed citizens have difficulty identifying 
donors’ political or financial interests 

• Challenge: Helping uninformed citizens connect this 
information to their choices

– Providing information about groups’ ideological positions 
and/or partisan allegiances (or lack thereof) can help



Power and Possibility

• An informed electorate is possible, but challenges exist

– Receiving information
– Trusting it 
– Applying it effectively

• Willingness to receive information, but must identify 
trusted sources for different communities 

– Who do they perceive as knowledgeable and trustworthy?

• Uninformed citizens need help identifying groups’ 
interests and relating them to their own
– Provide information that helps them connect their interests to 

their choices in real time
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