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Abstract

A growing body of empirical work suggests that political attitudes are unstable when

individuals are ambivalent, or hold opposing considerations about a political matter. Much

of the empirical evidence of this attitude instability comes from “indirect” tests of atti-

tude instability due to ambivalence, which demonstrate that measures of ambivalence based

on opposing considerations are related to less predictable political attitudes. This article

demonstrates that these indirect tests are actually inconclusive. Measures of ambivalence

based on opposing considerations can also plausibly be interpreted as measures of strength

of preference, and weak preferences can lead to empirical results in the indirect tests iden-

tical to those we would expect to see under ambivalence, even if all individuals hold stable

preferences on political matters. Thus, much of the empirical support for attitude instability

due to ambivalence is open for reinterpretation.



1 Introduction

Do individuals hold stable, well-defined attitudes on political matters that only change sys-

tematically, such as in response to new information, or do they hold unstable attitudes, which

vary in response to influences that can change from moment to moment? This question of

attitude stability is at the heart of one of the most enduring debates in political science (e.g,

Achen 1975, Campbell et al. 1960, Converse 1964, Erikson 1979, Lacy 2001, Zaller 1992).

At stake is our understanding of public opinion, political behavior, and even the normative

meaning of democratic representation.

Recent work in this area suggests that political attitudes are unstable when individuals are

ambivalent. While individual attitudes towards political matters are traditionally thought of

as positive, neutral, or negative, some researchers have raised the possibility that individuals

can view political matters as simultaneously positive and negative – individuals who hold

such opposing considerations are termed ambivalent. These opposing considerations mean

that when ambivalent individuals are asked to express their attitudes, they draw on a more

diverse set of considerations (Zaller 1992), face a more psychologically difficult choice problem

(Alvarez and Brehm 1995), and are more likely to have different considerations become salient

in response to changes in the choice context (Tourangeau et al. 1989). Therefore, individuals

do not hold stable attitudes on those political matters on which they are ambivalent, but

instead hold a distribution of possible attitudes, with preferences at any given moment

subject to essentially stochastic forces. In short, ambivalence causes attitude instability.

Empirical tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence can be grouped into two cate-

gories. The first examines situations where the shifting forces that might influence attitudes

can be observed. These tests are typically experiments that directly manipulate the choice

context faced by individuals and demonstrate that the attitudes subsequently expressed by
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these individuals change in a predictable way. For example, Nelson et al. (1997) demon-

strated that individual support for allowing a Ku Klux Klan rally to take place was stronger

if the story was framed as a free speech issue than if it was framed as a public order issue.

Bassili (1996) showed that individuals who held opposing considerations about their posi-

tions on policy issues such as hate speech and job quotas for women were more likely to

change their stated positions in response to a counterargument. In an interesting natural

experiment, Zaller (1992, p. 97) described how support among Republican activists for wage

and price controls more that doubled after Nixon made a surprise announcement that he

was imposing such controls (see also Barton 1974-5). Studies of this type might best be

described as direct tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence.

The second category, and the focus of this article, might best be described as indirect

tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence. Rather than studying situations where the

forces that might influence attitudes can be observed, indirect tests treat these forces as

unobserved. As the attitudes of ambivalent individuals are expected to be more strongly

influenced by these unobserved (and hence observationally stochastic) forces than the atti-

tudes of unambivalent individuals, the attitudes of ambivalent individuals are expected to be

less predictable than those of unambivalent individuals. Indirect tests for attitude instability

due to ambivalence thus seek to demonstrate that some measure of ambivalence is related

to less predictable political attitudes.

A growing body of empirical work has relied on this indirect approach, and has produced

results consistent with preference instability due to ambivalence – relative to individuals

holding one-sided considerations, individuals with opposing considerations express prefer-

ences that are harder to predict with other observed variables, are less stable over time,

and appear to be less influenced by relevant attitudes and information. For instance, Al-

varez and Brehm (1995) created a measure of ambivalence toward abortion policy based
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on the number of reasons individuals provided for and against allowing abortion through

an open-ended survey question. They found that individuals with opposing considerations

(who named reasons both to oppose and to allow abortion) had less predictable attitudes

towards abortion than individuals with one-sided considerations (who only named reasons

to oppose or to allow abortion). Similarly, Zaller and Feldman (1992) found that individu-

als who provided opposing considerations on policy issues were more likely to change their

positions on those issues over time than individuals who provided one-sided considerations.

Lavine (2001) created a measure of ambivalence towards US Presidential election candidates

through open-ended questions that asked survey respondents to name reasons to vote for and

against various candidates, and found that individuals with opposing considerations about

candidates had less stable candidate preferences over time and appeared to be less influenced

by relevant attitudes and information when forming attitudes towards candidates.

Unlike direct tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence, these indirect tests do not

require any special experimental setup – any survey that measures political attitudes and

also contains questions that can be used to form a measure of ambivalence is suitable for

this approach. This has allowed researchers to expand testing for attitude instability due to

ambivalence beyond the relatively limited range of political issues considered in the direct

tests to all facets of political life. Evidence of attitude instability due to ambivalence has

emerged not only for policy issues (Alvarez and Brehm 1995, Craig et al. 2005b, Feldman and

Zaller 1992), but even more fundamental political matters such as attitudes towards social

groups (Lavine and Steenbergen 2005), political parties (Basinger and Lavine 2005) and

election candidates (Lavine 2001, McGraw et al. 2003, Meffert et al. 2002). Although some

have sounded cautionary notes (e.g., Alvarez and Brehm 2002, Jacoby 2005, Steenbergen

and Brewer 2002), there appears to be a growing consensus that ambivalence about political

matters is widespread, leading much of the public to hold unstable attitudes on even the
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most basic political matters.

However, this article demonstrates that these indirect tests of attitude instability due to

ambivalence are actually inconclusive. Measures of ambivalence based on opposing consid-

erations can also plausibly be interpreted as measures of strength of preference, and weak

preferences can lead to empirical results in the indirect tests identical to those we would

expect to see under ambivalence, even if all individuals hold stable preferences on political

matters. Thus, much of the empirical support for attitude instability due to ambivalence is

open for reinterpretation.

2 Indirect Tests of Attitude Instability Due to Am-

bivalence

Indirect tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence begin by creating a measure of the

ambivalence experienced by individuals on some political matter. Although conceptualiza-

tions and definitions of ambivalence vary (Albertson et al. 2005, McGraw et al. 2003),

virtually all of the indirect tests have adopted the same basic measurement strategy. These

measures of ambivalence are based on a set of positive and negative considerations reported

by individuals, with these considerations gathered either through open-ended survey ques-

tions, or Likert scales that ask individuals to separately rate the positive and negative di-

mensions of some political matter. These considerations are then combined by some formula

into a measure of ambivalence, with individuals who report opposing considerations coded

as more ambivalent than individuals who report one-sided considerations.

For example, Lavine (2001) created a measure of ambivalence about political candidates

using the American National Election Study (ANES) “likes/dislikes” items, which allow
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individuals to provide up to five positive and five negative considerations when asked if

there is “anything in particular about [CANDIDATE] that might make you want to vote

[FOR or AGAINST] him?” These positive (P) and negative (N) considerations were then

combined into a measure of ambivalence by the formula [(P +N)/2]−|P−N |, which increases

as the number of positive and negative considerations grows more equal (Thompson et al.

1995). Most indirect tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence have adopted a similar

measurement strategy (e.g., Alvarez and Brehm 1995, 2002, Basinger and Lavine 2005, Craig

et al. 2005a, 2005b, McGraw et al. 2003, Meffert et al. 2002, Steenbergen and Brewer 2002,

Zaller 1992).

The indirect tests then demonstrate that these measures of ambivalence are related to the

predictability of political attitudes, with attitudes becoming less predictable as ambivalence

increases. Unlike direct tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence, under the indirect

tests the forces that might influence the attitudes of ambivalent individuals are unobserved.

However, evidence of attitude instability due to ambivalence will still be observable, as the

forces that influence attitudes will result in a distribution of possible attitudes for each

individual, with more ambivalent individuals having distributions with greater variance (less

stable attitudes) than less ambivalent individuals. This is illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1 here.

In this figure the propensity of an individual to express a particular attitude is represented

on the horizontal axis by a latent variable y∗, with a threshold dividing this latent variable

into two choice categories. This could be the choice of whether to agree or disagree with some

policy position, a choice between two candidates, or some other decision on a political matter.

We do not observe an individual’s position on this latent variable, but we do observe y, which

indicates which choice category an individual selects. We observe y = 0 for individuals who
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are at or below τ , the threshold between choice categories, and y = 1 for individuals above

the threshold. We also observe X, a set of individual characteristics believed to be related

to attitudes on this political matter. Each individual’s position on this latent variable (and

thus each individual’s expected attitude on this political matter) is estimated through Xiβ,

which can be obtained through a probit or some other discrete choice model.

The effect of the unobserved forces that can influence the attitudes of ambivalent indi-

viduals is represented by a probability distribution over the latent variable centered on Xiβ,

with the attitude expressed by an individual at any given moment determined as if the indi-

vidual took a draw from this distribution (Alvarez and Brehm 2002, p. 62). Two probability

distributions are presented in Figure 1, representing two different levels of ambivalence for

a hypothetical individual.

Examination of Figure 1 reveals that while an empirical model of choice behavior would

estimate a higher probability of selecting the alternative denoted by y = 0 than the alterna-

tive denoted by y = 1 for this hypothetical individual, we are more likely to observe y = 1

as ambivalence increases. This means that we will be able to observe evidence of the forces

influencing the attitudes of ambivalent individuals, even if these forces themselves are unob-

served. Evidence of attitude instability due to ambivalence will emerge in two ways. First,

attitude instability over time (switching from y = 0 to y = 1 and vice-versa) will become

more common as ambivalence increases. Second, at any given point in time the relationship

between the set of observed characteristics (X) and expressed attitudes (y) will weaken as

ambivalence increases. Indirect tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence are based on

these two observations.

Tests of attitude instability over time due to ambivalence are relatively straightforward,

relying on panel data to relate a measure of ambivalence to changes in attitudes measured
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at several points in time. Using either a dependent variable that indicates a change in

attitude (e.g., Craig et al. 2005a, Fournier 2005) or correlations between attitudes expressed

at different times (e.g., Zaller 1992, Zaller and Feldman 1992), these studies have shown

that as a measure of ambivalence increases, individuals are more likely to change their

attitudes from one wave of the panel to the next. Similarly, several studies have reported

that as a measure of ambivalence increases, individuals report forming a final voting decision

later in the political campaign (e.g., Lavine and Steenbergen 2005, Lavine 2001) – this is

also consistent with attitude instability due to ambivalence, as ambivalence increases the

likelihood that attitudes will be influenced by unobserved forces just before the election.

Evidence of attitude instability due to ambivalence will also emerge in cross-sectional

data, as the relationship between expressed attitudes and the observed characteristics thought

to influence those attitudes will weaken as ambivalence increases. An examination of Figure

1 reveals that the effect of ambivalence on expressed attitudes will not be reflected through

an individual’s expected attitude – if the measure of ambivalence was simply included in Xiβ

we would expect the coefficient on this measure to be 0. Instead, the effect of ambivalence

will be reflected through increased variance in expressed attitudes. Thus, studies of attitude

instability due to ambivalence that use cross-sectional data are based on the observation that

as ambivalence increases, the variance of the distribution of possible attitudes increases, and

the probability of expressing either attitude (y = 0 or y = 1) approaches 0.5. That is,

expressed attitudes become less predictable as ambivalence increases.

One way to examine the relationship between a measure of ambivalence and less pre-

dictable attitudes in cross-sectional data is through heteroskedastic discrete choice models

(e.g., Albertson et al. 2005, Alvarez and Brehm 1995, 2002).1 These models estimate the

variance of the error term (the variance of the distributions in Figure 1) through the proba-

bility that individuals will have a value of yi that is the opposite of that expected given their
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observed characteristics (Xiβ) – a higher probability of a mismatch between expected and

actual attitudes suggests that the stochastic variance in expressed attitudes is greater.

For instance, the effect of ambivalence on the predictability of expressed attitudes can

be estimated through a heteroskedastic probit, which assumes the error term in a probit is

normally distributed with mean zero and a variance given by σi = exp(aiλ), where ai is a

measure of individual i’s ambivalence, and λ is a coefficient to be estimated. The probability

that yi = 1 for this heteroskedastic probit is given by:

Pr(yi = 1|Xi, ai) = Φ

(
Xiβ

exp(aiλ)

)
(1)

Past work has found the coefficient on ambivalence (λ) to be positive and statistically signif-

icant, suggesting there is greater stochastic variance in expressed attitudes as ai increases.2

As the term exp(aiλ) increases, it drives the term Xiβ
exp(aiλ)

towards 0, which in turn drives

the predicted choice probabilities towards 0.5 for either alternative.

Another method for estimating the effect of ambivalence on the predictability of expressed

attitudes in cross-sectional data is to interact the measure of ambivalence with some other

observed characteristics thought to influence attitudes (e.g., Basinger and Lavine 2005, Craig

et al. 2005b, Lavine 2001). For instance, consider a probit model of choice specified to

examine the moderating influence of ambivalence (ai) on some other independent variable

in the model expected to influence choice behavior (xi):

Pr(yi = 1|xi, ai) = Φ(β0 + xiβ1 + aiβ2 + (xi × ai)β3) (2)

Past work using models of this type has found the sign of the coefficient on the interaction

term (β3) to be the opposite of that on xi (β1), indicating that the variable x has less

influence on expressed attitudes as ambivalence increases. In fact, this model operates in
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much the same way as the heteroskedastic probit described above – as ai increases, the

opposing signs of β1 and β3 work to drive the index function of the probit closer to 0, which

in turn pushes the predicted choice probabilities towards 0.5 for either alternative. In some

cases this method has been used to test for attitude instability due to ambivalence over time,

with xi representing an individual’s previous attitude (e.g., Lavine 2001).

Thus, for both panel and cross-sectional data, indirect tests of attitude instability due

to ambivalence work by demonstrating that a measure of ambivalence based on opposing

considerations is related to less predictable attitudes. However, as demonstrated below,

the empirical results from these indirect tests are also consistent with a situation where all

individuals have stable attitudes on political matters.

3 The Indirect Tests Are Inconclusive

3.1 Are We Measuring Ambivalence or Weak Preferences?

The measures of ambivalence used in the indirect tests are based on the positive and negative

considerations individuals report in regard to some political matter, with individuals who

report opposing considerations coded as more ambivalent than individuals who report one-

sided considerations. However, another plausible interpretation of these measures is strength

of preference for one choice option over another on that political matter.3 One-sided consid-

erations might indicate an individual more strongly prefers one choice option over another

than we would expect given the set of observed characteristics X, while opposing consider-

ations could indicate weaker preferences than expected. The specific positive and negative

considerations provided by individuals could be additional information that each individual

has factored into their attitude (Kelley and Mirer 1974), or simply post hoc rationalizations
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for a pre-existing attitude (Lodge et al. 1989, Rahn et al. 1994, Smith 1989). That is, these

measures of opposing considerations may capture factors not included in the set of observed

characteristics X that influence the proximity of attitudes to a neutral or indifference point

between choice categories (τ in Figure 1).

Several previous studies have noted that measures based on opposing considerations could

have interpretations other than ambivalence (e.g., Alvarez and Brehm 1995, Kaplan 1972,

Meffert et al. 2002). For this reason, researchers have developed a number of formulas

for combining the positive and negative considerations an individual reports into measures

of ambivalence that are designed to be distinct from strength of preference, indifference,

or neutrality (e.g, Thompson et al. 1995). However, in practice these formulas do little

to distinguish these concepts. Thompson et al. (1995) discuss a number of measures of

ambivalence, all of which are higher when positive and negative considerations are balanced

– yet any measure of strength of preference we would construct with these considerations

would also have this property. In fact, the net difference between positive and negative

considerations (which could plausibly be considered a measure of strength of preference) is

a key component of most measures of ambivalence. Thus, there will always be a strong

relationship between measures of ambivalence and measures of strength of preference based

on opposing considerations, regardless of the specific ambivalence formula used.

For instance, the “standard practice in political science” (Basinger and Lavine 2005, p.

172) is to measure ambivalence by combining the positive (P) and negative (N) considerations

provided by individuals using the formula [(P +N)/2]−|P−N |. This is known as the Griffin

formula, which is designed to capture both the intensity and the similarity of the positive

and negative considerations.

A simple measure of strength of preference with the same numerical range as the Griffin
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formula can be calculated by replacing the intensity portion of the Griffin formula with M/2,

where M is the maximum number of positive and negative considerations an individual can

provide – this yields a strength of preference formula of M/2−|P−N |. This measure is simply

the net preference for a choice option subtracted from a constant, and the only difference

between this formula and the Griffin formula emerges from the number of considerations

provided by individuals (which could be a function of respondent verbosity or interviewer

aggressiveness in soliciting more considerations (Smith 1989, p. 53)).

Both this strength of preference formula and the Griffin formula increase as the number of

positive and negative considerations grows more equal, and in fact they are highly correlated

in most data. For example, calculations using considerations gathered from the open-ended

“likes-dislikes” items for presidential candidates and political parties in the 2004 American

National Election Study (ANES) reveal that the correlations between the Griffin formula

and this strength of preference formula were 0.81 for Bush, 0.79 for Kerry, 0.68 for the

Democrats, and 0.69 for the Republicans.

The relationship between some other measures of ambivalence and strength of prefer-

ence is even stronger. For instance, when studying ambivalence about the choice between

presidential candidates Lavine (2001) uses the ambivalence formula:

P1 + P2 + N1 + N2

4
− [|P1 − P2|+ |N1 −N2|] (3)

where P1 and P2 are the positive considerations and N1 and N2 are the negative considera-

tions for candidates 1 and 2. A measure of strength of preference with the same numerical

range as this ambivalence formula can be calculated as:

M1 + M2

4
− [|P1 − P2|+ |N1 −N2|] (4)
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where M1 and M2 are the maximum number of positive and negative considerations an

individual can provide for candidates 1 and 2. Calculations using the “likes-dislikes” items

in the 2004 ANES reveal a correlation of 0.96 between these two measures when considering

the presidential candidates Bush and Kerry, and 0.93 when considering the Democratic and

Republican parties.

Other hints of the strong relationship between these measures of ambivalence and strength

of preference have emerged in past work. For instance, some studies have found that individ-

uals with opposing considerations about political candidates are more likely to place these

candidates near the neutral points of thermometer scales (Lavine 2001, Meffert et al. 2002)

and be more moderate in expressions of approval (Meffert et al. 2002). Thus, measures of

ambivalence based on opposing considerations could plausibly be interpreted as measures of

strength of preference.

3.2 Weak Preferences and Apparent Attitude Instability

Past work has argued that the indirect tests are capturing attitude instability due to ambiva-

lence because many alternative interpretations of the ambivalence measures are not expected

to lead to equivalent empirical results. For instance, Alvarez and Brehm (1995) point out

that some other interpretations of opposing considerations, such a desire to appear informed,

are not expected to lead to less predictable choice behavior. Similarly, Lavine (2001) points

out that there is no reason to expect that individuals who report opposing considerations

in an attempt to appear informed or evenhanded would delay the formation of their vote

intention.

However, if measures of opposing considerations are actually capturing weak preferences,

this can lead to empirical results in the indirect tests that are indistinguishable from those
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expected under ambivalence, even if all individuals hold stable attitudes on political matters.

This is demonstrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2 here

As in Figure 1, the propensity to of an individual to express a particular attitude is repre-

sented on the horizontal axis by a latent variable y∗, with a threshold dividing this latent

variable into two choice categories. However, in this case each individual’s position on this

latent variable is stable, only changing in response to new information or some other system-

atic (rather than stochastic) forces. Under this scenario the latent variable y∗ could represent

the difference between an individual’s “online tallies” (Hastie and Park 1986, Lodge et al.

1989) or utility scores (Downs 1957) for the two choice options.

Although individual attitudes are stable points on this latent variable, and are not subject

to the stochastic forces that influence the attitudes of ambivalent individuals, they will still

be observationally random due to our inability to perfectly observe everything that influences

an individual’s attitude. As in Figure 1, we can represent these unobserved influences on

attitudes with a probability distribution over the latent variable centered on the estimate of

each individual’s attitude Xiβ. However, in this case we assume these unobserved influences

are independently and identically distributed across individuals (the distributions have equal

variance across all individuals).

If measures of ambivalence based on opposing considerations are actually capturing fac-

tors that influence strength of preference that are not included in X, in terms of Figure 2 this

means these measures are providing us with additional information about each individual’s

location on y∗ – as the number of positive and negative considerations grows more equal, the

preference for one choice category grows weaker, and the proximity to the threshold between

choice categories τ increases. This is represented in Figure 2 with two different influences
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on the strength of preference (wi0 and wi1) for a hypothetical individual.

Even though the measure of strength of preference influences the location of this indi-

vidual on the latent variable y∗, if this measure was included in Xiβ we would expect the

coefficient on this measure to be 0. This is because the values of β tell us how the observed

characteristics X affect the probability of y = 1 – weakness of preference will not increase or

decrease this probability, but instead move individuals on both sides of the choice threshold

towards the threshold between choice categories τ . Thus, evidence of weak preferences will

emerge in the same way it does for ambivalence, through less predictable attitudes.

Examination of Figure 2 reveals that while an empirical model of choice behavior would

estimate a higher probability of selecting the alternative denoted by y = 0 than the alter-

native denoted by y = 1 for this hypothetical individual based on the value of Xiβ, we are

more likely to observe y = 1 as preferences weaken from Xiβ + wi0 to Xiβ + wi1. This will

have two consequences for the attitudes we observe. First, individuals with weaker prefer-

ences will be more likely to switch their attitudes over time (switching from y = 0 to y = 1,

and vice-versa) in response to new information and other systematic forces. Second, the

relationship between the set of observed characteristics (X) and expressed attitudes (y) will

be weaker for those individuals with weaker preferences. Together, these observations reveal

that weak preferences can also account for the empirical results obtained from indirect tests

of attitude instability due to ambivalence.

3.3 Monte Carlo Simulations

A set of simple Monte Carlo simulations was performed in order to demonstrate that both

weak preferences and ambivalence can produce equivalent empirical results in indirect tests

of attitude instability due to ambivalence.
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Each simulation begins by creating a dataset with 1000 observations of “individual at-

titudes” under two different conditions. Under the “ambivalence” condition, attitudes are

given by:

y∗a = 2x + ε (5)

where x and ε are drawn from a normal distribution with mean 0 and variance 1. 500

observations are then selected to be “ambivalent”, and the equation above is modified by

multiplying ε for these observations by 2 – this simulates the increased variance in unobserved

forces that influence attitudes under ambivalence, as seen in Figure 1. For each observation

the observed attitude ya is coded as 1 if y∗a > 0, and 0 otherwise. A dummy variable is coded

1 for those observations in the ambivalence condition, and 0 otherwise – this variable will be

labeled “opposing considerations” in the Monte Carlo results below.

Under the “weak preferences” condition, attitudes are given by:

y∗w = 2x + w + ε (6)

where x and ε are the same variables as in the ambivalence condition and w = 0. 500

observations are then selected to have “weak preferences”, and the equation above is modified

by setting w = −x – this simulates the increased proximity to the choice threshold under

weak preferences, as seen in Figure 2. For each observation the observed attitude yw is coded

as 1 if y∗w > 0, and 0 otherwise. A dummy variable is coded 1 for those observations in the

weak preferences condition, and 0 otherwise – again, this variable will be labeled “opposing

considerations” in the Monte Carlo results below.

Consider first the indirect tests of attitude instability over time due to ambivalence,

which rely on panel data to relate opposing considerations to changes in expressed attitudes.

Instability in attitudes over time in the ambivalence condition is simulated by taking a
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new draw from ε for each observation, recalculating y∗a, and calculating a new observed

attitude ya′ – this simulates the influence of stochastic influences on attitudes over time.

Under the weak preferences condition attitudes are stable, but can be updated in response

to new information or some other systematic influence. This is simulated by drawing an

“information” term from a normal distribution with mean 0 and variance 1, adding this

term to y∗w, and calculating a new observed attitude yw′ – this simulates the influence of

systematic influences on attitudes over time.

One method for testing for attitude instability due to ambivalence is to examine the

correlations between attitudes expressed at different points in time to demonstrate that this

correlation decreases as some measure of ambivalence increases (e.g., Zaller 1992, Zaller

and Feldman 1992). Here the correlation between ya and ya′ was 0.59 when the ambivalence

measure was equal to 0, and 0.33 when this measure was equal to 1. Similarly, the correlation

between yw and yw′ was 0.73 when the neutrality measure was equal to 0, and 0.61 when

this measure was equal to 1. Thus, both ambivalence and weak preferences can reduce the

correlation between attitudes on some political matter expressed at different times.

Another method for testing for attitude instability due to ambivalence is to create a

variable that indicates a change in attitude, and demonstrating that this is related to some

measure of ambivalence (e.g., Craig et al. 2005a, Fournier 2005). To implement this test a

new variable for both the ambivalence and weak preferences conditions was created, coded

1 if attitudes changed over time (if ya 6= ya′ or yw 6= yw′ , respectively) and 0 otherwise.

These variables were then used as dependent variables in a probit, with x and the “oppos-

ing considerations” measure as independent variables. The results of these estimations are

presented in Table 1.

Table 1 here
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Again, both ambivalence and weak preferences make it more likely that individuals will

change attitudes over time. The relationship between measures of opposing considerations

and reports for forming a final voting decision later in a political campaign (e.g., Lavine and

Steenbergen 2005, Lavine 2001) can also be explained by weak preferences – new information

arriving late in a campaign is more likely to change the attitudes of individuals with weaker

preferences than those with stronger preferences.

Further, both ambivalence and weak preferences will weaken the relationship between

expressed attitudes and other observed characteristics, leading to empirically indistinguish-

able results in tests of attitude instability that use cross-sectional data. For instance, several

studies have linked a measure based on opposing considerations to less predictable attitudes

through a heteroskedastic probit (e.g., Albertson et al. 2005, Alvarez and Brehm 1995,

2002). Using the simulated data, heteroskedastic probit models were estimated as described

in Equation 1 for both the ambivalence and weak preferences conditions. The results of these

estimations are presented in Table 2.

Table 2 here

Examination of Table 2 reveals that both ambivalence and weak preferences can produce

similar results in a heteroskedastic probit model. In fact, in this particular case ambivalence

and weak preferences produce identical empirical results. This is due to the specific way

in which weak preferences were operationalized in the simulations. Since the fit of the

probit model to the data depends on a single parameter (the index function), shifting an

observation’s position on the latent variable halfway to the choice threshold of 0 (by adding

−x) is equivalent to doubling the variance of the error term – in both cases this reduces the

index function of the probit by half, yielding identical results in the heteroskedastic probit

(see also Achen 2002, p. 444).
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Ambivalence and weak preferences will also have similar effects on models that interact

a measure of opposing characteristics with some other observed characteristics thought to

influence attitudes (e.g., Basinger and Lavine 2005, Craig et al. 2005b, Lavine 2001). Using

the simulated data, interaction models as described in Equation 2 were estimated for both the

ambivalence and weak preferences conditions. The results of these estimations are presented

in Table 3.

Table 3 here

Examination of Table 2 reveals that both ambivalence and weak preferences can produce

similar results in these interaction models, and once again ambivalence and weak preferences

produce identical results in this particular case for the same reason as in the heteroskedastic

probit example above.

Overall, the results of this simple Monte Carlo study reveal that weak preferences and

ambivalence can produce similar empirical results in indirect tests of attitude instability due

to ambivalence.

4 Discussion

This article demonstrates that weak preferences can produce empirical findings in indirect

tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence that are indistinguishable from those we would

expect to see under ambivalence. Further, this article demonstrates hat the measures of

ambivalence generally used by the indirect tests can also plausibly be interpreted as measures

of strength of preference. Thus, indirect tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence are

inconclusive, producing empirical results that are also consistent with a situation where all
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individuals hold stable attitudes on political matters.

As the indirect tests are inconclusive, researchers must adopt different approaches to

testing for attitude instability due to ambivalence. Obviously, one approach would be to

expand the use of direct tests of attitude instability due to ambivalence to cover more facets

of political life. Evidence that manipulation of the choice context leads to changes in US

Presidential vote choice, for instance, would be powerful evidence of the effect of ambivalence

on attitude stability in elections. However, direct tests will generally be more costly and

more difficult to implement than indirect tests, as they involve specially designed surveys or

experiments.

Another possibility is to examine instability in attitudes over several time periods, long

enough to distinguish the pattern of changes in attitudes expected under ambivalence from

changes due to other forces, such as the resolution of uncertainty. This is essentially the

method used by Converse (1964) to test the stability of issue preferences. However, data

that has measures of ambivalence, political attitudes, and multiple waves are rare, and might

have to be specially designed and collected. Again, cost and difficulty of implementation

becomes a factor.

Perhaps a less costly way to expand testing for attitude instability due to ambivalence

is to develop measures of ambivalence that are clearly distinct from strength of preference.

This task is complicated by the fact that conceptualizations and definitions of ambivalence

vary widely (Albertson et al. 2005, McGraw et al. 2003). For those that view ambivalence

as a subjective feeling of internal conflict, it might be possible to design survey questions to

measure the concept. Note that not all “subjective” measures of ambivalence in past work

are designed to capture internal conflict. For instance, McGraw et al. (2003) examine a

survey question that asks respondents to indicate on a 7-point scale their agreement with
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the statement “I have positive and negative feelings about [CANDIDATE]” – this appears

to be an alternative measure of opposing considerations rather than a measure of subjective

internal conflict. A question that appears to more directly tap into the subjective feeling

of ambivalence appears in Albertson et al. (2005), who examine the question “How hard

was it for you to make up your mind on that last question – not hard at all, not very

hard, somewhat hard, or very hard?” However, they note several points of concern that may

indicate this question is tapping into something else (for instance, women are more likely than

men to report ambivalence under this measure), and others have noted that respondent’s self-

reports of mental processes can be unreliable (e.g., Bassili 1996, Nisbett and Wilson 1977).

Further, measures of subjective feelings of ambivalence will not capture the alternative view

of ambivalence as an objective structural property of the mental representation of attitudes.

Finally, more work must be undertaken on the theory of ambivalence in political choices.

A great deal of work has focused on defining ambivalence, providing definitions that range

from conflicting core values (e.g., Alvarez and Brehm 1995) to simply holding “considerations

that might lead [individuals] to decide the issue either way” (Zaller and Feldman 1992,

p. 585). However, there has been much less focus on the types of political choices that

might be subject to ambivalence. For instance, when describing the choice process under

ambivalence, Zaller (1992, p. 36) writes “... they make these choices in great haste – typically

on the basis of the one or perhaps two considerations that happen to be at the ‘top of the

head’ at the moment of response.” This suggests that ambivalence will primarily influence

“surprise” political decisions, such as answering survey questions on policy issues that the

respondent spends little time thinking about. Will this same model apply in situations

where an individual is actively seeking to make a decision on a political matter, such as

a vote choice? The answer to this and similar questions remains unknown. While careful

attention to the theoretical motivation behind our empirical models is always valuable, it is
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likely to be of particular importance here.
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Notes

1 Note that these models do not make inferences about individual-level behavior from

aggregate levels of choice variance, as has been suggested elsewhere (e.g., Martinez et al.

2005, p. 66) – like the other indirect tests described here, heteroskedastic discrete choice

models relate an individual-level measure of ambivalence to less predictable individual choice

behavior.

2 Alvarez and Brehm (1995) report negative coefficients on a measure of ambivalence in

their heteroskedastic probit models that examine opinions towards abortion in “easy” cases

(mother’s health at risk, rape, and birth defect). While two of these coefficients were reported

as statistically insignificant, the coefficient on ambivalence in the “mother’s health” model

was reported as -0.44 and statistically significant – however, this appears to be a misprint.

A replication of this model using data from the ICPSR Publication-Related Archive (Study

Number 1113) and the heteroskedastic probit command in Stata 10 produces a statistically

insignificant coefficient of -0.04. Statistically insignificant coefficients on the measure of

ambivalence are not inconsistent with the description of these indirect tests provided here,

and are perhaps unsurprising given the lack of variance in the dependent variable in these

models (90.4% favored allowing abortion if the mother’s health was at risk, 83.9% in the

case of rape, and 82.1% in the case of birth defects).

3 The term “strength of preference” used here is distinct from the various meanings of the

term “attitude strength,” such as attitude accessibility or importance (Miller and Peterson

2004).
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Table 1: Indirect Test of Attitude Instability Over Time

Ambivalence Weak Preferences
Independent Variable Coeff. S.E. Coeff./S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff./S.E.

x -0.00 0.04 -0.01 -0.00 0.05 -0.01
Opposing Considerations 0.40 0.09 4.61 0.25 0.10 2.65

Constant -0.83 0.06 -12.94 -1.11 0.07 -15.70

Note: Entries are averages over 1000 estimates using simulated data.
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Table 2: Indirect Test of Attitude Instability: Heteroskedastic Probit

Ambivalence Weak Preferences
Independent Variable Coeff. S.E. Coeff./S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff./S.E.

Choice Model
x 2.02 0.17 12.17 2.02 0.17 12.17

Opposing Considerations -0.01 0.15 -0.04 -0.01 0.15 -0.04
Constant 0.00 0.08 0.04 0.00 0.08 0.04

Variance Model
Opposing Considerations 0.70 0.12 5.83 0.70 0.12 5.83

Note: Entries are averages over 1000 estimates using simulated data.
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Table 3: Indirect Test of Attitude Instability: Interaction Model

Ambivalence Weak Preferences
Independent Variable Coeff. S.E. Coeff./S.E. Coeff. S.E. Coeff./S.E.

x 2.02 0.17 12.17 2.02 0.17 12.17
Opposing Considerations -0.00 0.10 -0.04 -0.00 0.10 -0.04

x × Opposing Considerations -1.01 0.19 -5.37 -1.01 0.19 -5.37
Constant 0.00 0.08 0.04 0.00 0.08 0.04

Note: Entries are averages over 1000 estimates using simulated data.
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Figure 1: Attitude Instability Due to Ambivalence
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Figure 2: Apparent Attitude Instability Due to Weak Preferences
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