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Abstract
When surveyed about economic conditions, supporters of the president’s party often report more
positive conditions than its opponents. Scholars have interpreted this finding to mean that partisans
cannot even agree on matters of fact. We test an alternative interpretation: Partisans give partisan
congenial answers even when they have, or could have inferred, information less flattering to the
party they identify with. To test this hypothesis, we administered two surveys to nationally
representative samples, experimentally manipulating respondents’ motivation to be accurate via
monetary incentives and on-screen appeals. Both treatments reduced partisan differences in reports
of economic conditions by about half. Many partisans interpret factual questions about economic
conditions as opinion questions, unless motivated to see them otherwise. Typical survey conditions
thus reveal a mix of what partisans know about the economy, and what they would like to be true.

In opinion surveys, partisans tend to differ in their reports of objective conditions. In 1988,
at the end of President Reagan’s second term, for example, the American National Election Study
(ANES) asked respondents whether “compared to 1980, the level of unemployment in the country
ha[d] gotten better, stayed about the same, or gotten worse?” Even though the unemployment rate
had declined from 7.1 percent in 1980 to 5.5 percent in 1988, only about 30 percent of strong
Democrats said that “the level of unemployment… ha[d] gotten better.” In contrast, over 80
percent of strong Republicans and nearly 70 percent of weak Republicans correctly reported that
unemployment had declined. When the ANES in 1996 asked about changes during President
Clinton’s first term, more Republicans than Democrats failed to acknowledge positive changes in
some economic indicators. Compared to 39 percent of Democrats, only 25 percent of Republicans
reported that the budget deficit “ha[d] decreased… during Clinton’s time as President”—despite a
sharp decline, from $255 billion in fiscal year 1993 to $22 billion in fiscal year 1997 (Achen and
Bartels 2006). Partisan differences in reports of objective conditions are not limited to the economy.
Across domains, opponents of the president’s party tend to report poorer conditions than
supporters of the president’s party (Bartels 2002; Jerit and Barabas 2012; Ansolabehere et al. 2013;
see also Kuklinski et al. 2000). This study examines whether these patterns reflect deep-seated
perceptual differences between partisans or differences that are only induced during the survey
interview through the operation of partisan motivation.
Whether or not partisan bias extends to perceptions of reality is an important question for
democratic politics. Without agreement on some key facts, democratic decision-making becomes
rather difficult. Democrats and Republicans will likely disagree about the urgency of reducing the
budget deficit. But if they even disagree about the size of the budget deficit, compromise on matters
of policy seems more elusive still. Misperceptions can impair citizens’ application of political values
to policy questions (Hochschild 2001, 321; Shapiro and Bloch-Elkon 2008). People who are

2

misinformed about relevant facts may easily get their attitudes and preferences “wrong” too: “When
partisan disagreements about important factual issues show that large subsets of the public are
necessarily wrong about the facts, then there is clearly cause for concern about the political
preferences that people based on their views of the facts” (Shapiro and Bloch-Elkon 2008, 131).
And if people use economic conditions to judge the incumbent’s performance (e.g., Fiorina 1981),
partisan biases in knowledge of economic conditions weaken accountability. On the other hand, if
partisanship only affects reports of perceptions, not perceptions themselves, estimates of
perceptions’ influence on variables related to partisanship, such as vote choice or presidential
approval, would be biased upwards (see, e.g., Enns et al. 2012, 300). It is thus of considerable
importance to understand whether partisans’ survey reports of objective conditions reflect deepseated beliefs or survey artifacts.
There are reasons to believe that partisan differences in reports of objective conditions
reflect deep-seated beliefs. People tend to more readily accept information that is congenial to their
partisan affiliation (e.g., Lodge and Taber 2000; Redlawsk 2002). The American Voter (Campbell et al.
1960, 133) called this a “perceptual screen through which the individual tends to see what is
favorable to his partisan orientation. The stronger the party bond, the more exaggerated the process
of selection and perceptual distortion will be.” Reliance on partisan stereotypes (“schemas”),
selective exposure and attention, and motivated processing of information may lead partisans to
hold beliefs that are in line with their partisanship (Lodge and Hamill 1986; Zaller 1992; Rahn 1993;
Taber and Lodge 2006).
But a second explanation is also conceivable: Partisans give answers that reflect well on the
party they identify with even when they have information, or could have easily inferred information
that is less flattering to their party. Partisans’ motivation to give an answer consistent with their
partisan predispositions on surveys may outweigh their motivation to give an accurate response.
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Among partisans who lack information, partisan inference may generate greater partisan consistency
in responses than accuracy-motivated answering would.
In order to distinguish between the two explanations, we conducted two experiments that
manipulated respondents’ incentives to answer factual questions accurately. We offered some
respondents extra money for correct answers. Others saw an on-screen textual appeal encouraging
them to answer correctly in order to help research. Respondents in the control group answered
questions in the traditional format, without any accuracy prompts. If partisan differences persist
unabated despite incentives to respond correctly, these differences likely reflect deep-seated beliefs.
If not, our experiments would indicate that differences in partisans’ beliefs are smaller than
traditional surveys convey.
Our main contribution is to show that, under typical survey conditions, answers to factual
questions with partisan implications are contaminated by partisans’ motivation to give answers that
reflect well on their party. Deliberately or not, some partisans treat factual questions with political
relevance as an opportunity to root for their team. Deep-seated perceptual differences between
partisans are substantially smaller than past work suggests. Scholars who want to measure beliefs
must counteract these partisan consistency pressures by raising accuracy motivation.
Theory and Hypotheses
The purpose of this study is to understand how people respond to factual survey questions
with partisan relevance. Their answers depend on a) information they have stored in their memory,
b) the extent to which this information is accessible, which is partly determined by people’s effort to
access it, c) inferences they make during the response process, and d) their motivation to accurately
report the accessible information or on-the-spot inference.
Respondents’ memories may contain correct information, incorrect information, or no
information at all (e.g., Kuklinski et al. 2000). Many people in many political domains lack
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information (Bennett 1995; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). Incorrect information can result from
unrepresentative personal experiences (Conover et al. 1986; Ansolabehere et al. 2011), a misreading
of facts (Nyhan and Reifler 2010), or exposure to sources that deliberately or inadvertently
misrepresent facts (Bullock 2006). Selective exposure, selective attention, and motivated processing,
all caused by prior beliefs or attachments, can also lead people to be uninformed or misinformed
about conditions that do not favor their party (e.g., Lodge and Hamill 1986; Taber and Lodge 2006;
Stroud 2011; Jerit and Barabas 2012).
People may also hold correct or incorrect information without ever being exposed to it.
Information stored in memory can result from partisan inference before the interview. This can
happen when they draw inferences based on other information (Kuklinski et al. 2000, 794-5). For
example, a Democrat may infer that unemployment is high simply because Republicans control the
White House. Because partisan inference rules are easy and often salient, this process can produce
partisan differences in inferred information (Lodge and Hamill 1986; Rahn 1993).
For all these reasons, the information survey respondents hold in their memories when they
are asked about objective conditions may thus reflect well on their party. Many of the processes that
lead to partisan differences in stored information reflect elements of motivated reasoning. Two
kinds of motivations are particularly important: accuracy and consistency motivations (e.g., Festinger
1957; Kruglanski 1990; Kunda 1990; Chaiken et al. 1996). The accuracy goal motivates people to
“arrive at an accurate conclusion, whatever it may be,” whereas the consistency goal motivates them
to “arrive at a particular, directional conclusion” (Kunda 1990, 480). The conclusion is typically set
by people’s existing attitudes and beliefs (Chaiken et al. 1996, 558). 1 For consistency goals to operate
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Consistency goals are an important type of directional goal, but other directional goals can operate.

Here, we focus on consistency goals resulting in partisan bias.
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in the political domain, respondents thus have to (consciously or subconsciously) treat the question
as relevant to their political identity (see Jerit and Barabas 2012). Political scientists have used this
theoretical perspective to explain partisan biases in attitude change and decision-making (e.g., Brady
and Sniderman 1985; Lodge and Taber 2000; Redlawsk 2002; Taber and Lodge 2006; Nir 2011).
It is important to recognize, however, that accuracy and consistency motivations also
operate when measuring what people know (and think and feel). Memory searches and inference
processes work differently when individuals are motivated to be accurate than when they are
motivated to be consistent (e.g., Kunda 1990; Chaiken et al. 1996; Kruglanski 1996). Survey context
may influence what information respondents access. Consistency goals are liable to lead respondents
to terminate their memory search when it produces information that reflects well on their party,
whereas respondents motivated to be accurate are liable to search more evenhandedly, and continue
searching even after accessing congenial information. Consistency goals likely lead respondents who
lack accessible information to rely on partisan cues to infer answers, whereas respondents motivated
to be accurate may rely less on partisan inference (see Lodge and Taber 2000, 205-209).
Once memory searches or inferences yield a result, motivations affect whether or not
respondents report it faithfully. Respondents may want to give answers that they believe to be true
(accuracy goal), but may also want their answers to reflect well on their partisan predispositions
(consistency goal). The accuracy goal motivates them to report accessible information faithfully. The
consistency goal may interfere, however, when accessible information clashes with partisan
predispositions, or other information they hold. It may lead respondents to knowingly give a
consistent but incorrect response. Some partisans may give consistent answers they know to be
wrong for expressive reasons, while others may do so strategically with the aim of influencing public
opinion.
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In all, partisans may report conditions they would like to see, not conditions they necessarily
believe to be true. For example, during a Republican administration, partisan consistency pressures
may lead Democrats to report worse economic conditions than Republicans even though they know
that conditions are better, or could have counteracted the inference that conditions are poor.
Because the information respondents hold in memory is unobservable, we translate this claim into
the following testable hypothesis:
H1: Increasing accuracy motivation reduces the difference between Republicans’ and
Democrats’ propensity to report (un)favorable objective conditions.
If increasing accuracy motivation, which does not change the information available to respondents,
reduces partisan differences in reported conditions, it follows that respondents can counteract their
partisan tendencies. Either they have inconsistent information in memory that they believe to be
accurate but choose to reveal only when motivated to be accurate. Or sufficient motivation to be
accurate prompts them to counteract partisan inferences.
Several reasons may lead us to reject H1. If partisan consistency pressures do not operate
during the survey response, respondents will give the answer they believe is most accurate with or
without accuracy incentives. Alternatively, partisan consistency pressures may be so powerful that
accuracy appeals do not budge them.
H1 null : Increasing accuracy motivation does not change the difference between Republicans’
and Democrats’ propensity to report (un)favorable objective conditions.
We evaluated the hypothesis by experimentally manipulating motivation to be accurate. A randomly
selected subset of respondents received an accuracy appeal or a monetary reward for accurate
answers to questions about objective economic conditions. The treatment strengthens the accuracy
goal relative to the consistency goal. If the operation of partisan consistency motivation during the
response process explains why we observe perceptual bias in surveys without accuracy incentives,
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then respondents in the treatment group should provide answers that are less consistent with their
partisan predispositions, and observed partisan perceptual bias should decrease.
To complete our argument about competing incentives, we also examine the effect of
varying consistency motivation. Greater partisan consistency pressures should widen partisan gaps in
reported beliefs. They may also thwart the impact of accuracy incentives:
H2: Increasing partisan consistency motivation increases the difference between
Republicans’ and Democrats’ propensity to report (un)favorable objective conditions and
attenuates the impact of accuracy incentives.
We manipulate partisan consistency by randomly including an explicit political reference in the
question text.
Past research has found partisan bias in reports of economic conditions to be greater among
knowledgeable respondents (Shani 2006; Bartels 2008, 153-57). According to Lodge and Taber
(2000, 211), it is knowledgeable partisans “who typically hold the strongest attitudes, with the most
confidence, and who have the most facts at hand, thereby making them more able to assimilate
supporting evidence and better equipped to discredit arguments that challenge their established
beliefs or attitudes.” This suggests that knowledgeable partisans are the likeliest to both, experience
consistency pressures, and hold accurate information (have “the most facts at hand”), when
answering questions about objective conditions. This combination makes it particularly likely that
they will report consistent answers they know are incorrect. Greater accuracy motivation may
therefore make a particularly big difference for the most knowledgeable partisans:
H3: Increasing accuracy motivation reduces the difference between Republicans’ and
Democrats’ propensity to report (un)favorable objective conditions more strongly among
partisans with high political knowledge than among partisans with low political knowledge.
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Research Design, Data, and Measures
To assess our hypotheses, we conducted two studies, in 2004 and 2008. In both studies, respondents
answered a series of factual questions about current economic conditions. In Study 1, we
manipulated respondents’ accuracy motivation by offering a randomly chosen subset $1 for each
correct answer. In Study 2, we used two treatments to increase respondents’ accuracy motivation.
One-third of respondents received $2 for each correct answer. Another third was presented with an
on-screen appeal that emphasized the importance of accurate answers to research.
The text of the monetary incentive treatment in Study 2 ran as follows:
We will pay you for answering questions correctly. You will earn 2000 bonus points ($2) for
every correct answer you give. So, if you answer 3 of the 5 questions correctly, you will earn
6000 bonus points ($6). If you answer all 5 questions correctly, you will earn 10000 bonus
points ($10). The more questions you answer correctly, the more you will earn. At the end of
this study, you will see a summary of how many questions you answered correctly.
The accuracy appeal was worded as follows:
As you probably know the government gathers a lot of statistical information about the
economy. We are interested in learning whether this information is finding its way to the
general public.
These are questions for which there are right and wrong answers. [In red font:] In order for
your answers to be most helpful to us, it is really important that you answer these questions as
accurately as you can. [End red font.] At the end of this study, you will see a summary of how
many questions you answered correctly.
Respondents in the control group only saw a general introduction—shown in Supporting
Information (SI) Part A along with complete 2004 instructions—that was common to all
conditions. 2
To test the second hypothesis, Study 2 included a second orthogonal treatment designed to
increase partisan consistency motivation. For a random half of respondents, a reference to President
2

Screen completion times, measured in the 2008 study, provide a manipulation check: medians were

9 seconds in the control, 30 seconds in the monetary incentive, and 22 seconds in the accuracy
appeal condition.
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Bush was added to each factual question, making it explicit that questions refer to changes in
economic conditions during the Bush presidency. (See SI Table A1 for wording.) Even without
partisan cues, some policy issues may have enough partisan salience to trigger consistency goals. But
a political reference in the question text should strengthen partisan consistency motivation by
politicizing the question further. 3
Both experiments were embedded in nationally representative surveys of U.S. residents
conducted by Knowledge Networks (KN). KN interviews national probability samples over the
Internet by providing a large panel, recruited through Random Digit Dialing, with WebTV units
and/or free Internet connections in exchange for taking surveys. The participants in this study
constitute a randomly selected subset of the KN panel and approximate a random sample of the
U.S. adult population. Respondents completed surveys using an Internet browser or a WebTV unit.
Subject were paid using the company’s system of “bonus points” described in SI Part A. Study 1,
conducted from October 19 to November 1, 2004, was assigned to 775 panelists, of whom 618 (80
percent) completed it. Study 2, conducted from March 26 to April 8, 2008, was assigned to 1,633
panelists, of whom 1,511 (93 percent) completed it. 4
Each survey included five questions about objective economic facts. Respondents were
asked to provide their best estimates of the unemployment rate (both studies), federal debt (both),
share of population without health insurance coverage (both), share of population liable for estate
tax (both), poverty rate (Study 1), and price of gas (Study 2). Five of the questions were open-ended,
five were closed-ended. SI Table A1 presents question wording and response options. No ‘Don’t
Know’ option was offered, following recommendations by Mondak and Davis (2001) and Miller and
3

This design follows Achen and Bartels (2006, 24), who suggest that the reference to President
Clinton in the 1996 ANES budget deficit question “may have encouraged people… to connect their
responses to their partisan predispositions.”
4
There is no evidence that treatment affected completion rates (see SI Part A).
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Orr (2008). Respondents were encouraged to offer their best guess if unsure about the right answer.
While respondents could hit “Next Question” without marking any answer, very few did. 5 The ten
knowledge items are a mix of easy and hard questions. At one end of the spectrum are the estate tax
questions, which close to half of respondents answered correctly (45% in Study 2, 44% in Study 1).
At the other end are questions about the share of population without health insurance coverage,
which fewer than ten percent of respondents were able to estimate within 1 percentage point.
In order to prevent respondents from consulting help, we limited the time respondents had
to answer each factual question in both studies. In Study 1, respondents were allowed 60 seconds to
read and answer each question. Whether or not respondents had selected a response option, the
next question appeared automatically after 60 seconds. Respondents could also move to the next
question sooner by clicking the “Next Question” button. In Study 2, respondents were initially given
45 seconds to respond, with a 10-second warning after 35 seconds. Respondents who had not
marked any response option after 45 seconds were prompted, “It is helpful for us if you answer this
question, even if you’re not perfectly sure. Please mark your best guess.” They then received another
45 seconds to answer. In both surveys, respondents were informed about the time constraints
before the knowledge battery. Respondents had the opportunity to pause the interview when they
learned that they would be asked political knowledge questions, but not after they saw the first
question.
We operationalize partisan bias as the strength of the relationship between party
identification and reports of objective economic conditions. A weakening of this relationship
indicates attenuation in partisan bias. The direction of consistency pressure depends on which party

5

The average fraction selecting “next question” without answering was 3.2 percent in Study 1 and

1.7 percent in Study 2.
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is considered responsible for the economic conditions. Our experiments occurred during the
presidency of George W. Bush. We define partisan bias as the extent to which Republicans report
more favorable economic conditions than Democrats. We thus define responses that understate
economic problems as Republican-congenial and responses that overstate economic problems as
Democratic-congenial. 6
In order to analyze all ten questions in one (hierarchical) model, we require a common
metric for reported conditions. Drawing on ANES question wording, much of the work on
knowledge of economic conditions distinguishes accurate answers from over- and underestimates
(e.g., Conover et al. 1986; Bartels 2002). We follow this convention by trichotomizing answers into
underestimates, correct answers, and overestimates. This scoring focuses on the most theoretically
relevant response feature, the direction of the error. It also avoids treating closed-ended responses as
point estimates (Holbrook and Garand 1996). Most importantly, it allows us to deal with implausible
responses to open-ended questions. For example, about ten percent of respondents reported
unemployment rates greater than 30 percent, uninsured rates of 50 percent and higher, and doubledigit gas prices. Treating these responses at face value gives a lot of weight to difficult-to-interpret
responses. Using trichotomous coding, we can conveniently treat these responses as overestimates. 7
The downside of trichotomizing open-ended responses is the arbitrariness of the interval
that is treated as correct. To address this concern, we present robustness tests using several different

6

On the estate tax question, partisan consistency leads Republicans to overstate how many people

pay estate tax (following the Republican argument that it affects many people and businesses) and
Democrats to understate the estate tax base (following the argument that it only affects the wealthy).
7

We make one correction even for trichotomized variables: Gas price responses of $100 or higher

were divided by 100 on the assumption that they failed to include a decimal point.
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intervals for the five open-ended questions. Our main scoring rule sets the “correct” interval such
that approximately 33 percent of responses are correct. This interval matches the average percentage
of correct responses across the five multiple-choice questions. In robustness checks, we use three
other intervals: (1) the predetermined ranges for which respondents received the payouts; (2) ranges
set to approximate 23 percent “correct” answers, allowing for the fact that open-ended questions
tend to be more difficult than multiple-choice questions; and (3) “correct” defined in absolute terms,
within 10 percent of the correct answer.
As detailed below, our results are highly robust to differences in scoring what is “correct”.
Using predetermined payout ranges has the advantage that the “correct” interval was set before data
collection, but the share of correct responses varies widely across questions. Given our statistical
model (see below), we prefer the “33 percent” scoring rule because it roughly standardizes question
difficulty.
No matter which scoring rule we use, more respondents overstate than understate economic
problems. Across all ten questions, 50 percent overstate and 15 percent understate using our main
scoring rule. (The exception is federal debt, which more respondents understate than overstate.) The
expected partisan bias (in the control group) is evident in Democrats’ greater propensity to overstate
economic problems (56 percent compared to 40 percent among Republicans) and lower propensity
to understate problems (12 percent compared to 18 percent among Republicans). Our main task is
to examine if experimental treatments reduce these differences.
By the spring of 2008, many Republicans were dissatisfied with President Bush. As
Republicans, they would have liked to report strong economic conditions. But their dissatisfaction
with Bush created a second, countervailing consistency pressure: Those dissatisfied with President
Bush might not have wanted to credit him with positive economic outcomes. In order to focus on
respondents for whom consistency pressures are unambiguous, we exclude Republicans who
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disapproved of Bush’s handling of the economy (15% of the 2008 sample) as well as Democrats
who approve of Bush (2% of the sample). Additional analyses (see SI Part B) confirm that partisan
bias in the control group and treatment effects are lower among these partisans with ambiguous
consistency pressures. We also exclude pure independents (16% of the sample) because the concept
of partisan consistency motivation does not apply to them. The 2004 survey did not include a
measure of presidential approval, so we were only able to exclude pure independents. The analysis
thus compares Democrats, with mostly unfavorable views of President Bush, to Republicans with
mostly favorable views of President Bush.
Model and Estimation
We use a hierarchical ordered logistic model to estimate treatment effects. Each respondent i = 1,…,
n answers economic knowledge questions j = 1,…, k. All questions have response categories c =
(higher, correct, lower). The resulting proportional odds model has the form:
𝑃𝑟�𝑦𝑖𝑗 ≤ 𝑐�
𝑙𝑜𝑔 �
� = 𝜅𝑐 − �𝑋𝑖 𝛽 + 𝛼𝑖 + 𝐼𝑗 �
1 − 𝑃𝑟�𝑦𝑖𝑗 ≤ 𝑐�
𝛼𝑖 ~ 𝑁(0, 𝜎𝛼2 )

The model includes fixed effects for survey questions (I j ) and random effects for respondents (α i ) to
capture the dependence of observations from the same respondent. 8 𝜅𝑐 denotes cut points, which
are constrained to increase. This analytic strategy is the log-odds counterpart of the conventional
repeated measures analysis.
The main components of X i will be the experimental treatments, respondents’ party
identification, and the interaction between treatment and party ID. The resulting specification

8

Using clustered standard errors does not change the results.
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estimates the causal effect of the treatments on the difference between Democrats and Republicans
in response to economic knowledge questions. 9
Results
To test if monetary incentives reduce partisan differences in reported economic conditions,
we regressed trichotomized responses on party ID, monetary incentives, and the interaction between
the two. Party ID is 1 for Democrats, 0 for Republicans, and treats leaners as partisans. Column (1)
of Table 1 shows that, in the control group, the association between partisanship and economic
conditions is in the expected direction: Democrats are likelier than Republicans to overstate
economic problems.

9

We estimate the model via maximum likelihood using the Stata library GLLAMM (Rabe-Hesketh

et al. 2004b, 2005). Within GLLAMM, we use adaptive quadrature (Naylor and Smith 1982) to
numerically integrate the marginal likelihood (which has no closed-form solution).
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Table 1: Impact of Accuracy Incentives on Responses, by Partisanship

Monetary

(1)

(2)

Studies 1 & 2

Study 2

.24 (.10)*

.36 (.13)*

Appeal

.27 (.13)*

Partisanship (Democrat)

.72 (.09)*

.86 (.12)*

Monetary×Partisanship

-.30 (.13)*

-.47 (.17)*

Appeal×Partisanship
σI2

-.37 (.16)*
.27 (.05)

.24 (.05)

# Responses

5575

4965

# Respondents

1131

1002

Log-Likelihood
* p<.05 (two-tailed)

-5113

-4845

Note: Entries are coefficients from hierarchical ordered logistic model (standard errors in
parentheses). Model (1) includes control and monetary incentive conditions from Studies 1 and 2.
Model (2) includes control, monetary incentive, and on-screen accuracy appeal from Study 2.

However, monetary incentives significantly reduce the impact of partisanship on reports of
economic conditions. The main effect of monetary incentive captures its effect on Republicans:
Republicans become significantly more likely to report unfavorable economic conditions. The
interaction effect is significant and negative, indicating that the effect of incentives is in the opposite
direction among Democrats. Figure 1 graphs predicted probabilities of overestimating economic
problems to illustrate the experimental effects. 10 (Predicted probabilities of underestimating are
roughly a mirror image. We verify the ordinality assumption below.) Monetary incentives reduce the
gap between Democrats and Republicans by half, from a probability difference of .15 to .07.

10

Predicted probabilities were obtained by integrating over the random effects distribution.
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Figure 1: Partisan Differences in Reporting Poor Conditions, With and Without Monetary
Incentives (Studies 1 & 2)

Note: Graphs show predicted values from model (1) in Table 1.

Next we test if an on-screen appeal for accuracy reduces partisan bias in the same way as a monetary
incentive. Column (2) in Table 1 reports the results for Study 2 using both incentive treatments.
Substantively, results are highly similar to the joint model in column (1). Explaining the purpose of
the questions to respondents and telling them that “it is really important that you answer these
questions as accurately as you can” significantly reduces differences between Democrats and
Republicans. Although point estimates of the effect of the accuracy appeal are slightly smaller than
those for monetary incentives, we cannot reject the hypothesis that these differences are due to
sampling error alone, and hence conclude that the effect of the accuracy appeal cannot be
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distinguished from the effect of the monetary incentive. 11 Figure 2 graphs predicted values from this
model to illustrate the reduction in partisan bias through accuracy appeal and monetary incentives.
Again, perceptual bias is cut roughly in half by accuracy incentives.
Figure 2: Partisan Differences in Reporting Poor Conditions, by Type of Accuracy Incentives (Study
2)

Note: Graphs show predicted values from model (2) in Table 1.

Ruling Out “Cheating” by Respondents
If incentives for correct answers merely cause respondents to look up answers, it would be invalid to
conclude that the treatment reveals withheld knowledge or adjusted inference rules. We designed
our surveys so that respondents had little opportunity to consult help, and there is compelling
evidence that attempts to look up answers, if they occurred, did not distort our results.

11

Equality constraints yield p values of .49 and .51 for the main and interaction effects, respectively.

18

First, both surveys made it hard for respondents to look up answers by limiting the time they
had to answer each question. As discussed above, time limits were 60 seconds in Study 1 and up to
90 seconds in Study 2 (although respondents were told only about the first 45 seconds).
Second, Study 2 included screen completion timers for all knowledge questions, allowing us
to exclude slower responses, which may indicate attempts to look up answers. The results in Table 1
are robust to excluding long response times using a variety of different cutoffs, ranging from 30 to
60 seconds. As shown in Table B1 (Supporting Information), limiting response times to less than 60,
45, or 40 seconds barely changes the estimates at all. An even more aggressive filter of less than 30
seconds, which excludes 42 percent of all responses, produces some changes, but in opposite
directions: The monetary incentive effect becomes slightly stronger, the accuracy appeal effect
slightly weaker. It seems highly unlikely that these changes arise from respondents looking up
information.
Third, respondents who completed their surveys via a WebTV unit effectively did not have
the opportunity to use a web browser. Respondents who accessed the Knowledge Networks website
through a dial-up Internet connection also could not have easily taken advantage of the online
resources. Realistically, only respondents with high-speed connections could have looked up answers
in the allotted time. Allowing the coefficients in Table 1 to vary by availability of a high-speed
connection does not improve the model fit (χ2[3] = 2.4, p = .49 for (1); χ2[5] = 2.0, p = .85 for (2)),
suggesting that respondents who had the option of looking up answers and respondents who did
not have this option behaved similarly. In sum, we find little evidence that respondents consulted
help as they answered the knowledge questions.
Additional Robustness Checks
Testing if the results in Table 1 are robust to alternate ways of coding the dependent variable
and party identification shows that the results do not hinge on these coding decisions. Columns (1) –
19

(6) in Table 2 examine the robustness of both the joint model (Table 1, column 1) and the expanded
model for Study 2 (Table 1, column 2) to different definitions of “correct” for open-ended
questions. Whether we use the predetermined definitions for which respondents received payouts,
or define ranges of “correct” in absolute terms (within 10 percent of the correct answer), or score
open-ended questions so that 23 (rather than 33) percent of responses are classified as correct, the
results are statistically and substantively indistinguishable. The robustness tests, and the replication
using the predetermined definitions of correct answers in particular, demonstrate that our results do
not depend on idiosyncratic or post-hoc scoring of the dependent variable.
Columns (7) and (8) of Table 2 replicate our main results using a 7-point party ID scale
rather than an indicator for Democrats. The replications produce results that are substantively
similar. To test if experimental effects differed by strength of partisanship, we tested a fullyinteracted specification using indicator variables for levels of the 7-point scale against a model that
constrained the treatment interactions to be the same within each party. Allowing treatment effects
to vary by strength of partisanship did not improve model fit (χ2[4] = 3.4, p = .49 for the joint
model; χ2[8] =3.0, p = .93 for the expanded Study 2 model), so we prefer the model specifications in
Table 1. 12

12

Additionally, including conflicted partisans and relaxing the proportional odds assumption behind

the ordered logit model does not change the substantive interpretation of the results (see Tables B2
and C1).
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Table 2: Robustness Checks (Definition of “Correct” Interval; Partisanship Coding)

Coding Rule

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(7)

(8)

Payout

+/- 10%

23%

Payout

+/- 10%

23%

33%

33%

Studies 1 & 2

Study 2

.26*
(.11)

.26+
(.14)

Studies 1 & 2
Monetary

.20*
(.10)

.23*
(.10)

Study 2
.24*
(.10)

Appeal
Partisanship (Democrat)

.70*
(.09)

.69*
(.09)

.75*
(.09)

.31*
(.13)

.33*
(.13)

.37*
(.13)

.26*
(.13)

.27*
(.13)

.22*
(.13)

.81*
(.12)

.83*
(.12)

.85*
(.12)

Partisanship (7-point)
Monetary×Partisanship

-.27*
(.13)

-.29*
(.12)

-.33*
(.13)

Appeal×Partisanship

-.42*
(.17)

-.39*
(.16)

-.47*
(.17)

-.33*
(.16)

-.37*
(.16)

-.35*
(.16)

.39*
(.15)

.15*
(.02)

.18*
(.02)

-.06*
(.03)

-.07*
(.03)
-.10*
(.03)

σI2

.22 (.05)

.15 (.05)

.28 (.05)

.23 (.05)

.17 (.05)

.23 (.05)

.27 (.05)

# Responses

5575

5575

5575

4965

4965

4965

5575

4965

# Respondents

1131

1131

1131

1002

1002

1002

1131

1002

-4897

-4806

-5000

-4727

-4636

-4775

-5110

-4842

Log-Likelihood
* p<.05, + p<.10 (two-tailed)

Note: Entries are coefficients from hierarchical ordered logistic model (standard errors in parentheses).

.23 (.05)

Comparing the Effect of Accuracy and Consistency Motivation
So far, we have examined the effect of increasing accuracy motivation on partisan bias in
reports of economic conditions. According to our second hypothesis, increasing consistency
motivation should have the opposite effect and thus thwart the de-biasing impact of accuracy
incentives. The 2008 Study manipulated consistency pressure by randomly varying whether or not
the five questions mentioned President Bush. The first column in Table 3 allows all coefficients to
vary by Bush reference. Compared to model (2) in Table 1, this improves the model fit significantly
(χ2[6] = 14.4, p = .03).

Table 3: Impact of Accuracy Incentives on Partisan Differences in Reported Conditions, by
Politicization of Questions and General Political Knowledge
(1)
Monetary

.42 (.18)**

Appeal

.46 (.17)**

Any Incentive (Monetary/Appeal)

(2)

(3)

.44 (.15)**

-.01 (.24)

Bush Reference

.01 (.18)

.01 (.19)

Democrat

.74 (.16)**

.74 (.16)**

Political Knowledge – 4

.39 (.23)*
-.28 (.12)*

(Political Knowledge – 4)2

.029 (.014)*

Monetary ×Democrat

-.54 (.23)**

Appeal×Democrat

-.50 (.22)*

AnyIncentive×Democrat

-.52 (.19)**

Democrat×BushRef.

.25 (.23)

Monetary×BushRef.

-.14 (.27)

Appeal×BushRef.

-.45 (.26)*

AnyIncentive×BushRef.

.02 (.26)

.25 (.23)

-.31 (.23)

Monetary×Dem. ×BushRef.

.13 (.33)

Verba×Dem.×BushRef.

.32 (.32)

AnyIncentive×Dem. ×BushRef.

.24 (.28)

Democrat× (Knowledge – 4)

.27 (.13)*

Democrat× (Knowledge – 4)2

-.025 (.015)*

AnyIncentive× (Knowledge – 4)

.28 (.13)*

AnyIncentive× (Knowledge – 4)2

-.032 (.015)*

AnyIncentive×Dem.×(Knowledge – 4)

-.26 (.14)*

AnyIncentive×Dem.×(Knowledge – 4)2

.024 (.017)

σI2

.23 (.05)

.23 (.05)

.23 (.05)

# Responses

4965

4965

4950

# Respondents

1002

1002

999

Log-Likelihood

-4838

-4839

-4826

** p<.01, * p<.05 (one-tailed)

Note: Entries are coefficients from hierarchical ordered logistic model (standard errors in
parentheses).
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Without accuracy incentives, partisanship has a somewhat stronger impact on reported
beliefs when the question mentions the president: The coefficient for Democrats is a third higher
than when the question doesn’t refer to President Bush. More importantly, the treatment effect of
accuracy incentives is lower when reference to President Bush is present. Although this contrast
looks more pronounced for the accuracy appeal than the monetary incentive, we lack statistical
power to say so. Collapsing the two treatments in column (2) of Table 3 does not significantly
change the model fit (χ2[4] = 2.4, p = .67), so we base our interpretation on this simpler model. 13
Results in column (2) show that the Bush reference significantly reduces the impact of
accuracy incentives. Without a Bush reference, accuracy incentives reduce the partisanship
coefficient by over two thirds (β Dem×Acc.Incentive = -.52, p = .004). When the question mentions President
Bush, not only is partisan bias larger without incentives, but incentives have a reduced and only
marginally significant impact (β Dem.×Acc.Incentive + β Dem×Acc.Incentive×BushRef = -.28, p = .18). Figure 3
illustrates these results graphically. With the Bush reference, accuracy incentives reduce the
probability difference in overstating economic problems between Democrats and Republicans from
.22 to .16. Without the Bush reference, the partisan gap declines from .16 to .05. These results
support H2 and show that, just like accuracy motivation reduces partisan bias, consistency
motivation increases it. The two are not additive, however: When a cue politicizes the question, the
resulting consistency motivation is not as effectively counteracted by accuracy incentives.

13

Model (2) in Table 3 fits the data significantly better than the equivalent model that averages over

the Bush reference treatment (χ2[4] = 12.6, p = .014).
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Figure 3: The Impact of Politicization on Treatment Effects
a) Accuracy & Consistency (Bush Reference)

b) Accuracy Only (No Bush Reference)

Note: Graphs show predicted values from model (2) in Table 3.
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The Role of General Political Knowledge
According to our final hypothesis, accuracy incentives should disproportionately reduce
partisan differences in reported economic conditions among politically knowledgeable respondents,
because they experience the strongest partisan consistency pressures in the control condition, and
are also the likeliest to have accurate information about the economy. We measure general political
knowledge using 13 unrelated questions asked earlier in the 2008 Study (listed in SI Part A). Figure
4a plots the relationship between overestimating economic problems and general political
knowledge for Democrats and Republicans in the control group (thin lines) and with accuracy
incentives (thick lines). The accuracy appeal and monetary incentive are pooled because they
generate almost identical patterns. Data are smoothed using locally weighted (lowess) regressions.
Since only three Republicans in the control group answered fewer than four general knowledge
questions correctly, we do not attempt to characterize the relationship for the least knowledgeable
Republicans in the control group.

Figure 4: Treatment Effects by General Political Knowledge
a. Probability of Overstating Economic Problems (raw data, lowess smoother)
cgs fds

c. Probability of Correct Answer (raw data, lowess smoother)

b. Predicted Probability of Overestimation from Model (3) in Table 3

Two findings in Figure 4a stand out. First, the pattern in the control group is similar to that
obtained in previous research: more knowledgeable respondents exhibit greater partisan differences
in reports of economic conditions than less knowledgeable respondents (Shani 2006; Bartels 2008).
The partisan difference narrows slightly at the very highest knowledge levels, a pattern Achen and
Bartels (2006) show for the 1996 ANES budget deficit item.
Second, and previously unknown, the extent of partisan bias is unrelated to general
knowledge when respondents receive an accuracy incentive. The two thick lines are almost exactly
parallel for the entire observed range of general political knowledge. Both lines dip at high
knowledge levels, indicating that knowledgeable Democrats and Republicans are less likely to
overstate economic problems. Regardless of general knowledge, however, the difference between
Democrats and Republicans with accuracy motivation is constant, and it is of the same modest
magnitude observed at low knowledge levels in the control conditions. These results support H3.
To statistically test H3, we interact knowledge levels with the variables in model (2) in Table
1. Figure 4a indicates that the relationship between treatment effect and political knowledge is nonlinear in the control group. We therefore include linear and quadratic knowledge terms. We again
collapse the two accuracy treatments as allowing them to vary does not improve model fit (χ2[6] =
3.0, p = .80). For convenience, general knowledge is centered on the score of four. Predicted values
in Figure 4b demonstrate that this model recovers the main patterns in the raw data in Figure 4a.
Estimates in Table 3 (column 3) indicate that partisan differences in reports of economic
conditions are marginally significant among less knowledgeable partisans (4 correct out of 13) in the
control condition.
As knowledge increases, Republicans become less likely to overstate economic problems
(indicated by the significant negative main effect of knowledge), while Democrats do not (indicated
by the significant interaction of knowledge and party ID of almost exactly the same magnitude as

the knowledge main effect). The significant positive quadratic knowledge main effect and negative
interaction with party ID indicate that this trend reverses among the most knowledgeable
respondents. A joint test of β PID×Knowledge and β PID×Knowledge 2 confirms that the quadratic relationship in
the control group between knowledge and reports of economic conditions differs significantly by
party ID of the respondent (χ2[2] = 5.8, p = .06). In sum, partisan bias in the control group increases
significantly with general political knowledge and reaches its maximum at medium-to-high
knowledge levels.
The accuracy treatments reduce partisan bias significantly more among more knowledgeable
respondents. Among the less informed, partisan differences are essentially the same in treatment and
control group. The accuracy treatments do not significantly affect the partisan difference at these
knowledge levels (β PID×Treat is not significant). Accuracy incentives make Republicans significantly
more likely to overstate economic problems as knowledge increases (β Treat×Knowledge =.28, p<.05), but
this effect declines among the most knowledgeable Republicans (β Treat×Knowledge 2 =-.032, p<.05)
significant positive quadratic knowledge term). The two significant three-way interactions confirm
that the treatment effect conditional on knowledge is different for Democrats, making the most
knowledgeable Democrats less likely to overstate economic problems. The joint significance level
for β PID×Treat×Knowledge and β PID×Treat×Knowledge 2 is p=.11, suggesting that the reduction in the partisan gap
through the treatment is quadratic in knowledge. In sum, the effect of accuracy motivation in
reducing partisan differences is significantly greater among more the knowledgeable, supporting H3.
Implications of General Knowledge Results for Mechanisms
Two types of motivated responding could explain our findings: When partisans access
information in memory that they deem accurate but inconsistent with their partisan predispositions,
they may withhold it during the interview and report partisan congenial answers on purpose. When
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their memory search fails to produce relevant information, consistency motivation may prompt
partisans to apply partisan inference rules and give congenial answers.
In the first situation, raising accuracy motivation leads partisans to report information which
they believe to be more accurate and would have otherwise withheld. In the second case, accuracy
motivation prompts partisans to search their memory more thoroughly or apply a less partisan
inference rule. In this case, a correction for partisan inferences does not necessarily increase the
accuracy of the answer. When consistency and accuracy pressures push in the same direction, raising
accuracy motivation may reduce consistency motivation and lead to answers that are less
consistent—and also happen to be less accurate.
Our research design does not allow us to observe these mechanisms directly. This section is
therefore more speculative than what we have presented so far.
The knowledge results hint at the operation of both of the described mechanisms, albeit for
different types of respondents. The average Democrat in the control group overstates the extent of
economic problems, so partisan consistency motivation and accuracy motivation during the survey
response process push her in opposite directions. The accuracy goal leads her to report better
conditions, but partisan consistency pressures lead her in the opposite direction. Figure 4a shows
that increased accuracy motivation indeed causes politically knowledgeable Democrats to give less
consistent answers. And Figure 4c shows that accuracy motivation raises the probability that the
most knowledgeable Democrats acknowledge unwelcome (positive) economic realities. For the same
reasons they are generally informed, they are likely to be informed about economic conditions.
Hence, this is the segment whose control group responses possibly reflect withholding of
inconvenient information.
The average Republican in the control group also overstates economic problems, so for him
accuracy and partisan consistency point in the same direction: He would like the economy to be
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better, and a more positive description of the economy would in fact be more accurate (until the
point where it overstates economic strength). The experimentally induced accuracy motivation
makes Republicans with medium to high general knowledge more likely to overstate economic
problems. They give answers that are both less consistent and, as Figure 4c shows, less accurate.
These results are better explained by the second mechanism. For this group, partisan bias under
control group conditions emerges not because they withhold information—after all, they are unable
to give more accurate answers even with accuracy incentives—but because they apply partisan
inference rules. These rules are not deeply ingrained, however: When prompted, this group can
counteract consistency motivation and reduce reliance on partisan inferences. Although we cannot
determine the relative importance of the two mechanisms by which accuracy motivation reduces
partisan bias, our results suggest that both are at play.
Conclusion
Partisan bias in perceptions of objective economic conditions is smaller than what previous
research indicates. Our results demonstrate that a portion of what scholars have treated as
perceptual bias is in fact the result of partisan consistency pressures during the measurement of
those perceptions. Even on factual questions, partisan respondents like to report partisan consistent
answers. But, as we have shown, they can sacrifice at least some partisan consistency when
motivated to do so. Both a monetary incentive for correct answers and an on-screen appeal to
accuracy substantially reduce partisan differences in reports of economic conditions. Politicizing
questions through references to the president increases partisan differences. Put together, these
results show that motivated reasoning during the survey interview leads to motivated responding.
These results are an important corrective to the dominant view of pervasive, rigid
partisanship in the American electorate. They demonstrate that a considerable portion of what is
often treated as deep-seated partisan bias does not in fact run particularly deep. If it is possible to
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reduce partisan differences substantially by telling respondents that “it is really important that you
answer these questions as accurately as you can,” the supposed inability of opposing partisans to
agree on facts is less of an obstacle to political decision-making than commonly believed.
Motivated responding also resolves a puzzle that emerged in past studies of partisan
perceptual bias: Political knowledge and partisan bias appeared to be positively correlated (Shani
2006; Achen and Bartels 2006; Bartels 2008, 153-57). But why would individuals who are generally
knowledgeable about politics be so poorly informed about economic conditions? Our results show
that accuracy motivation removes the correlation between general knowledge and the extent of
partisan bias in reports of economic conditions. It follows that politically knowledgeable people do
not in fact have more strongly colored perceptual screens than less knowledgeable people. What
distinguishes knowledgeable partisans is their stronger motivation to respond in partisan consistent
manner in typical survey contexts.
Our findings indicate that, in the absence of accuracy incentives, many partisans answer
knowledge questions about economic conditions as if they were opinion questions. Typical survey
conditions thus reveal a mix of what partisans know about the economy and what they would like to
be true about it. As a result, the questions in the American National Election Studies, analyzed by
Bartels (2002) and Shani (2006), overstate partisan perceptual bias. It is prudent for researchers to
consider responses to survey questions as acts of political expression when the questions touch on
partisan considerations—even when the questions are strictly factual. Based on our analysis we
recommend using accuracy incentives in surveys to counteract partisan consistency goals. Given that
we find a larger partisan gap when questions contained a reference to President Bush, we also
recommend removing political references from factual questions.
Our findings are by no means a wholesale challenge to the concept of motivated reasoning
in politics. Even our strongest treatment did not completely eliminate the gap between Democrats
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and Republicans. And the motivated responding we document is a type of motivated reasoning,
albeit a previously underappreciated one. It is, however, necessary to distinguish motivated
responding from motivated information processing. Motivated information processing means
people ignore, downplay, or dismiss arguments and information that clash with their existing beliefs
and attitudes. Motivated responding implies that partisans have, or can infer, information that
reflects poorly on their party than scholars previously believed.
The finding is important for several reasons. Representatives and other elite actors often
have incentives to understand people’s true beliefs. To the extent that reported differences in
perceptions of objective conditions emerge because respondents lack relevant information and
derive their answers applying misleading partisan inference rules, surveys manufacture partisan bias.
As scholars, we want to measure people’s true beliefs about conditions so we can better
understand the role beliefs play in decision-making. Uncongenial information that respondents are
reluctant to reveal may still affect their judgments. Partisans who withhold inconvenient information
during a survey interview can draw on it when they develop policy preferences and make voting
decisions. Gerber and Huber (2009, 2010) show that some partisan beliefs about the economy
translate into behavior. After an election, supporters of the winning party increase their prospective
economic assessments and their intention to spend. Areas with high concentrations of supporters of
the winning candidate experience actual rises in consumption, implying that people’s prospective
beliefs about economic conditions are genuine enough to influence actual consumption decisions.
But the topic of our study is different. We examine partisan bias in retrospective assessments of
economic conditions and ask if it reflects deep-seated beliefs or motivated responding. While
partisan differences in prospective economic assessments are not necessarily inconsistent with
rational expectations about future economic policy (see Gerber and Huber 2009, 418-420, 424),
differences in perceptions of economic conditions indicate a denial of reality that hinders rational
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economic behavior. Gerber and Huber (2009, 418) expect that after an election, “citizens learn how
well their partisan-tinged beliefs about economic performance will or will not coincide with
economic realities.” It is precisely this learning process that becomes difficult if partisan bias extends
to perceptions of economic conditions. That partisan differences partly reflect cheerleading, strategic
behavior, or lazy inference is thus good news from a normative perspective as it demonstrates that
partisans have some capacity to correct their wishful thinking.
The demonstration that citizens have the capacity to perceive reality in a less partisan
manner than previously thought is important in and of itself. It is possible that partisans are aware of
uncongenial facts, but still ignore them in their judgments. Future research should examine this
possibility directly. Its frequency may depend on elite incentives. When elites would benefit from
voter beliefs that depend on the presence of accuracy motivations, it will be in their interest to create
the motivational context that corrects partisan-tinged beliefs. At any event, perceiving reality with
some accuracy, but occasionally disregarding this information is less pernicious than misinformation.
Genuine belief in incorrect information precludes doubt. Dismissal of facts as irrelevant or
contested, on the other hand, implies at least an initial seed of doubt and preserves the possibility of
recognizing one’s own biases. From a normative perspective, we may prefer partisans who can
correct their own partisan distortions to partisans who hold on to their false beliefs even when they
try to be accurate.
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Supporting Information: Part A

Survey Instructions for Knowledge Questions
In the 2004 study, respondents saw this common introduction:
In the next part of this study, you will be asked 14 questions about politics, public policy, and
economics. Many people don't know the answers to these questions, but it is helpful for us if
you answer, even if you're not sure what the correct answer is. We encourage you to take a
guess on every question. At the end of this study, you will see a summary of how many
questions you answered correctly.
In this paper, we only use the five questions about economic conditions. The common
introduction in 2008 was similar:
In the next part of the study, you will be asked five questions about how well the economy is
doing.
You will have 45 seconds to answer each question. If you are not entirely sure which answer is
correct, please mark your best guess.
In the 2004 study, respondents in the pay conditions received the following instructions:
We will pay you for answering questions correctly. You will earn 1,000 bonus points ($1) for
every correct answer you give. So, if you answer 3 of the 14 questions correctly, you will earn
3,000 bonus points ($3). If you answer 7 of the 14 questions correctly, you will earn 7,000
bonus points ($7). The more questions you answer correctly, the more you will earn.

Administration of Incentive Payments
Respondents received credit for correct answers in the form of “bonus points.” Knowledge
Networks sends their panelists checks for $25 when they reach 25,000 points (which they can also
earn in other surveys they take). For all practical purposes, our incentives can be seen as direct cash
rewards. The instructions in the pay conditions mentioned the bonus points as well as their dollar
equivalents. Respondents in the pay conditions were reminded on every screen with a knowledge
question that a correct answer would earn them a specific monetary reward.

To facilitate payment for open-ended questions in the relevant experimental conditions, we
specified in advance a range of answers (e.g., “within X percentage points of the true percentage”)
that would earn compensation. These ranges were never revealed to the respondents. At the very
end of the interview, they learned the number of questions they had answered correctly (and the
rewards they earned).

No Treatment Effects on Question Completion
We examined whether assignment to the experimental conditions affected completion rates (i.e.,
whether paying respondents for correct answers would affect the likelihood that they complete the
entire interview). If it did, then we must estimate this indirect effect of the experimental
manipulations as well as their direct effects. Part of this complication is avoided because the
assignment of the experimental condition occurred only when respondents reached the knowledge
section of the interview. Respondents who quit the survey before that point could not have been
affected by the monetary incentive as we had not yet revealed that aspect of the survey. After
respondents learned about the experimental condition they were assigned to, only 7 respondents in
2004 and 8 respondents in 2008 quit the interview. Furthermore, the drop-out was roughly evenly
distributed across conditions (2004: 4 in the ‘pay’ condition, 3 in the control; 2008: 2 in ‘pay’, 4 in
‘accuracy appeal’, 2 in the control.) Hence, selection effects are very unlikely. Therefore, we consider
experimental differences between respondents who completed the interview as valid estimates of the
true treatment effects.
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Table A1: Economic Knowledge Questions
Question ID

Question wording

Response options (Correct response in bold)

Unemployment
rate, 2004

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics counts a person as
unemployed if they are not employed at any job and are
looking for work. By this definition, what percentage of
Americans was unemployed in August of 2004?

•
•
•
•
•

Unemployment
rate, 2008

Uninsured
Americans,
2004

Uninsured
Americans,
2008

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics counts a person as
unemployed if the person is not employed at any job and is
looking for work. By this definition, 4.7 percent of
Americans were unemployed in 2001 [at the beginning of
President Bush's first term in office]. What percentage of
Americans are currently unemployed?
In August 2004, the United States Census Bureau reported
an estimate of the number of Americans without health
insurance. The Census Bureau classified people as uninsured
if they were not covered by any type of health insurance at
any time in 2003. By this definition, what percentage of
Americans did not have health insurance in 2003?
Each year, the United States Census Bureau reports an
estimate of the number of Americans without health
insurance. The Census Bureau classifies people as uninsured
if they were not covered by any type of health insurance at
any time during the year. By this definition, 14.1 percent of
Americans did not have health insurance in 2001[, the year
President Bush took office]. According to the latest estimate
(for 2006), what percentage of Americans do not have
health insurance?
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around 11 percent
around 9 percent
around 7 percent
around 5 percent
around 3 percent

open-ended, correct: 4.8

open-ended, correct: 15.6

open-ended, correct: 15.8

Table A1 (cont.): Economic Knowledge Questions
Question ID

Question wording

Response options (Correct response in bold)

Estate tax, 2004

There is a federal estate tax – that is, a tax on the money
people leave to others when they die. What percentage of
Americans leaves enough money to others for the federal
estate tax to kick in?

•
•
•
•
•

Estate tax, 2008

Federal Debt,
2004

Federal Debt,
2008

There is a federal estate tax – that is, a tax on the money
people leave to others when they die. [President Bush has
repeatedly proposed to eliminate the estate tax.] What
percentage of Americans leave enough money to others for
the federal estate tax to kick in?

•

The outstanding public debt of the United States is the total
amount of money owed by the federal government. Every
year the government runs a deficit, the size of the public
debt grows. Every year the government runs a surplus, the
size of the public debt shrinks. In January of 2001, when
President Bush took office, the outstanding public debt of
the United States was approximately 5.7 trillion dollars.
Which of the following responses is closest to the
outstanding public debt today?

•

The outstanding public debt of the United States is the total
amount of money owed by the federal government. Every
year the government runs a deficit, the size of the public
debt grows. Every year the government runs a surplus, the
size of the public debt shrinks. In January of 2001, [when
President Bush took office,] the outstanding public debt of
the United States was approximately 5.7 trillion dollars.
Which of the following responses is closest to the
outstanding public debt today?

•
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•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

About 95 percent of all Americans
About 70 percent of all Americans
About 50 percent of all Americans
About 25 percent of all Americans
Less than 5 percent of all Americans
About 95 percent of all Americans
About 70 percent of all Americans
About 50 percent of all Americans
About 25 percent of all Americans
Less than 5 percent of all Americans
Less than 3.5 trillion dollars
4.5 trillion dollars
5.5 trillion dollars
6.5 trillion dollars
7.5 trillion dollars
8.5 trillion dollars
More than 9.5 trillion dollars
Less than 5.5 trillion dollars
6.5 trillion dollars
7.5 trillion dollars
8.5 trillion dollars
9.5 trillion dollars
10.5 trillion dollars
More than 11.5 trillion dollars

Table A1 (cont.): Economic Knowledge Questions
Question ID

Question wording

Response options (Correct response in bold)

Poverty rate,
2004

In August 2004, the Census Bureau reported how many
Americans live in poverty. The poverty threshold depends
on the size of the household. For example, a person under
age 65 is considered to live in poverty if his or her 2003
income was below $9,573 and a family of four is considered
to live in poverty if its 2003 income was below $18,810. By
this definition, what percentage of Americans lived in
poverty in 2003?

open-ended, correct 12.5

Gas price, 2008

According to the American Automobile Association (AAA), open-ended, correct $3.27 (average during field period)
the national average price for a gallon of regular gasoline was
$1.49 in January 2001 [at the beginning of George W. Bush's
presidency in January 2001]. What is the current national
average price for a gallon of regular gasoline?

Note: For 2008 items, phrases in parentheses were randomly shown for half the sample.
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Table A2: General Political Knowledge Questions (Study 2)
Question wording

Response options (Correct response in bold)

Who is the current secretary of defense?

Donald Rumsfeld, John Ashcroft, Robert Gates, Colin Powell

Who is the current Speaker of the U.S. House of
Representatives?

Nancy Pelosi, Dana Perino, Barbara Boxer, Elizabeth Edwards

Who is the Chief Justice on the U.S. Supreme Court?

William Rehnquist, John Roberts, Antonin Scalia, Samuel Alito

Who is the President of Iran?

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, Nouri al-Maliki, Hamid Karzai, Pervez
Musharraf

What office is currently held by Condoleezza (“Condi”)
Rice?

Director of the Central Intelligence Agency, National Security Adviser,
Secretary of State, White House Chief of Staff

What position is currently held by Ben Bernanke?

Treasury Secretary, Chairman of the Federal Reserve, Secretary of
Homeland Security, Chairman of the National Economic Council

What position is currently held by Michael Mukasey?

U.S. Attorney General, President’s General Counsel, Senate Majority
Leader, Supreme Court Justice

What position is currently held by Nicolas Sarkozy?

President of France, Foreign Minister of the European Union (EU),
Prime Minister of Turkey, UN Secretary General

For each of the following politicians, please indicate to
which party they belong (Republican, Democrat, Green
Party, Reform Party):

Bill Richardson, Fred Thompson, Mike Huckabee, Ron Paul

Of the 100 members of the U.S. Senate, how many are
members of the Democratic [Republican] party?

51 [49]

Note: As part of an independent study, the first twelve questions randomly varied whether names, faces, or names and faces were shown. The design
was balanced so that all respondents answered some questions in all three modalities. The randomization was orthogonal to the randomization for this
study.
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Supporting Information: Part B
Table B1 below displays the results from using a variety of screen completion time cutoffs. Our
results are robust to using cutoffs of 30, 40, 45, and 60 seconds, making it unlikely that our findings
can be explained by respondents looking up answers to our questions.
Table B1. Robustness of Column (2), Table 1 to Different Completion Time Cutoffs
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

All

< 60
seconds

< 45
seconds

< 40
seconds

< 30
seconds

.36**
(.13)
.27*
(.13)
.86**
(.12)
-.47**
(.17)
-.37*
(.16)
.24
(.05)

.33**
(.14)
.23+
(.13)
.85**
(.12)
-.44*
(.17)
-.32+
(.17)
.25
(.05)

.33*
(.14)
.25+
(.14)
.89**
(.13)
-.49**
(.18)
-.41*
(.17)
.27
(.06)

.31*
(.15)
.23
(.14)
.87**
(.13)
-.53**
(.18)
-.34+
(.18)
.25
(.06)

.42*
(.17)
.19
(.15)
.69**
(.14)
-.53*
(.21)
-.27
(.20)
.22
(.07)

# Responses

4965

4660

4245

3896

2865

# Respondents

1002

999

993

981

864

-4115

-3770

-2759

Monetary
Appeal
Partisanship
(Democrat)
Monetary ×
Partisanship
Appeal × Partisanship
σI2

Log-Likelihood

-4845
-4252
** p<.10, * p<.05, + p<.10 (two-tailed)
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Table B2 below displays our main results when we include conflicted partisans in the
analysis. We define conflicted partisans as Republicans who disapprove of President Bush’s handling
of the economy and Democrats who approve of President Bush’s handling of the economy.
Including these respondents (which we can only do in Study 2) reduces partisan bias in the control
condition, which is evident from the decreased coefficients for partisanship (e.g. from 0.86 to 0.49 in
Study 2). This confirms our expectation that ambiguous consistency pressures reduce partisan bias
in the first place. Including conflicted partisans also attenuates the effect of both kinds of accuracy
incentives, though they remain in the predicted direction and are marginally significant (p < .10). As
partisans with countervailing consistency pressures are less likely to give partisan congenial answers
in the first place, it is unsurprising that accuracy incentives have less of an effect on them.
Table B2: Robustness of Table 1 Results to Including Conflicted Partisans

Monetary

(1)

(2)

Studies 1 & 2

Study 2

.15 (.09)*

Appeal

.16 (.10)
.14 (.10)

Partisanship (Democrat)

.62 (.08)**

.49 (.09)**

Monetary×Partisanship

-.20 (.12)*

-.23 (.12)*

Appeal×Partisanship
σI2

-.23 (.12)*
.25 (.05)

.24 (.04)

# Responses

6280

6506

# Respondents

1274

1316

-5828

-6423

Log-Likelihood
** p<.05, * p<.10 (two-tailed)
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Supporting Information: Part C
The proportional odds model assumes that intercepts depend on the category, but slopes are
equal across categories. Relaxing this assumption by letting the slopes vary transforms the ordered
logistic model into a multinomial logistic model. Keeping the same notation,
𝑙𝑜𝑔 �

𝑃𝑟�𝑦𝑖𝑗 ≤ 𝑐�

1 − 𝑃𝑟�𝑦𝑖𝑗 ≤ 𝑐�

� = 𝜅𝑐 − �𝑋𝑖 𝛽𝑐 + 𝛼𝑖 + 𝐼𝑗 �

Table C1 below shows results for the multinomial logistic model for column (1) in Table 1.
Results below indicate that both the main effect of partisanship and the reduction in this effect
through incentives are stronger for the comparison between “less than” and “greater than” than
between “less than” and “correct”. Importantly, the sign on all coefficients is the same for both
comparisons, indicating that the proportional odds assumption does not lead us astray. It is not the
case that the difference between Republicans and Democrats increases between one set of categories
but contracts between another.
Table C1. Robustness of Results to Multinomial Specification
Correct

Greater Than

Monetary

.29+
(.17)

.46***
(.16)

Partisanship (Democrat)

.41***
(.15)

1.03***
(.15)

Monetary × Partisanship

-.41+
(.22)

-.49**
(.21)

σI2

.31
(.14)

# Responses

5575

# Respondents

1131

Log-Likelihood
-4711
+
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05, p<.10 (two-tailed)
Note: Entries are multinomial logistic coefficients (standard errors
in parentheses). Reference category is “Less Than Correct”.
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