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This dissertation looks at political attitudes. The determinants of political attitudes 

are numerous, but recent work paid particular attention to information. Information 

undoubtedly matters, but so does the thought given to information already held. 

Using data from two originally designed survey-experiments conducted in Brazil 

and in the U.S., I examine the ways in which thought, alone or in combination with 

information, affect attitudes from three different angles:  the effects of thought on the 

development, authenticity, and extremity and polarization of political attitudes. 

Attitude development matters because public opinion polls matter. They inform 

representatives about what people want, fuel public debate, and affect policymaking. 

Examining the effects of thought on attitude development is thus of great interest because 

the value of polls depends heavily on how many voices are heard and how that affects the 

aggregate distribution of attitudes. 

Attitude authenticity refers to holding attitudes that are reflective of underlying 

interests. It also matters because electoral democracy requires a competent citizenry, and 

citizen competence is partly defined by the citizenry’s ability to express political attitudes 
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and preferences that reflect their interests. This ability is, of course, particularly important 

during elections and referenda, but also when citizens are asked about their attitudes and 

preferences in surveys because the latter affect policymaking. 

Attitude extremity refers to the degree to which one holds an attitude that is 

further away from the middle. Polarization, on the other hand, is the possible aggregate 

consequence of attitude extremity. Studying the effects of thought on attitude extremity 

and polarization is important because it may suggest ways in which public opinion can 

change when given issues receive increased attention by the media and the political elites. 

Finally, it is worth noting that the results presented also provide useful insights 

into survey, and specifically questionnaire design. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

This dissertation looks at political attitudes. The determinants of political attitudes 

are numerous, but recent work paid particular attention to information. Gilens (2001), for 

example, using both traditional surveys and survey-experiments, shows that policy-

specific information induces attitude change. The evidence from Deliberative Polling, in 

which the participants learn and talk about the issues, is similar: policy preferences 

frequently change, even in the aggregate (Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). The work 

by Althaus (1998), Bartels (1996), and Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) are also strongly 

suggestive: people identical in every respect but in levels of political knowledge 

frequently hold different attitudes and vote differently. 

But all these studies focus on the impact of information or of thought and 

information bundled together, rather than on the impact of thought as distinct from and in 

addition to information. Information undoubtedly matters, but so does the thought given 

to information already held. 

Zaller and Feldman (1992) claim to have examined the effects of thought on 

political attitudes. Their experimental design, borrowed from Wilson and colleagues 

(Wilson et al. 1984; Wilson, Dunn, and Lisle 1989; Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn 1989), 

stimulates thought by asking respondents to voice their thoughts about political issues 

before expressing their preferences. But, for reasons to be discussed later, their design is 

an impure measure of the effect of thought. 

More appropriate to the question I consider here is the work by the social 

psychologist Abraham Tesser (Tesser 1976 and 1978; Tesser and Cowan; 1975; Tesser 

and Leone 1977). In his studies, respondents are typically invited to think without saying 

anything about their thoughts before responding to a standard close-ended question 
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(Tesser 1976; Tesser and Cowan; 1975; Leone and Ensley 1985; Tesser and Leone 1977). 

The results show that mere thought leads to self-generated attitude change. This 

dissertation differs, however, from the work by Tesser and his colleagues because it looks 

at political attitudes and induces thought by also manipulating the information subjects 

can think about. 

I examine the ways in which thought, alone or in combination with information, 

affect attitudes from three different angles:  the effects of thought on the development, 

authenticity, and extremity and polarization of political attitudes. 

Attitude development occurs when an individual who does not initially hold an 

attitude toward a particular object eventually develops one. It matters because public 

opinion polls matter.1 They inform representatives about what people want, fuel public 

debate, and affect policymaking (e.g., Jacobs and Shapiro 2000; Page and Shapiro 1992). 

Examining the effects of thought on attitude development is thus of great interest because 

the value of polls depends heavily on how many voices are heard and how that affects the 

aggregate distribution of attitudes. 

Attitude authenticity, on the other hand, refers to holding attitudes that are 

reflective of underlying interests. It also matters because electoral democracy requires a 

competent citizenry (Dahl 1979), and citizen competence is partly defined by the 

citizenry’s ability to express political attitudes and preferences that reflect their interests. 

This ability is, of course, particularly important during elections and referenda, but also 

when citizens are asked about their attitudes and preferences in surveys because, as 

indicated above, the latter affect policymaking (see also Shapiro and Jacobs 1989 for a 

review).  

                                                 
1 I use survey and poll interchangeably to refer to any study aiming to measure people’s attitudes and/or 
behaviors by questioning samples of relevant publics. 
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Attitude extremity, the opposite of attitude moderation, refers to the degree to 

which one holds an attitude that is further away from the middle. Polarization occurs 

when the aggregate distribution of the attitudes is skewed away from the middle (i.e. 

when most people hold extreme attitudes all in one direction) or shows a bipolar 

distribution with the two poles being away from and on both sides of the middle (i.e. 

when people hold extreme attitudes that are distributed between the two sides). Studying 

the effects of thought on attitude extremity and polarization is important because it may 

suggest ways in which public opinion can change when given issues receive increased 

attention by the media and the political elites. 

Finally, it may be added that while we have learned a good deal about the 

determinants of survey responses (e.g., Schuman and Presser 1981; Tourangeau, Rips and 

Rasinski 2000; Sudman and Bradburn 1982), we do not yet know anything about the 

effects of thought. Thus this project may provide useful insights into survey, and 

specifically questionnaire design. 

‘JUST THINKING ’ 

Attitude Development 

Public opinion polls are generally more egalitarian than elections and referenda 

because their samples are more representative than the fraction of the electorate who 

actually vote (J. M. Converse 1987; P. E. Converse 1987; Gallup and Rae 1940; Gosnell 

1940; and Verba 1996). But if generally more representative than elections, polls are still 

imperfectly representative. One source of distortion is sampling error: the discrepancy 

between sample and population (Asher 2001). This may stem, in part, from the sampling 

frame by excluding some kinds of people more than others –an example of systematic 
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sampling error.2 Random-digit-dialing techniques, for example, naturally exclude anyone 

who does not possess a phone line thus underrepresenting the poor and the young 

(Groves 1989; Schuman and Presser 1981). 

A second source of distortion is unit nonresponse. The designated respondents 

may never be reached, may decline to be interviewed or may fail to complete the 

interview. The actual sample refers to all the selected respondents while the effective 

sample refers only to those who agreed to complete the interview. The latter is less 

representative than the former, but, again, there exists ways to reduce these discrepancies 

like increasing callbacks and providing respondents with incentives to complete the 

interview. 

A third source of distortion is nonopinion response or item nonresponse.3 The 

poor, the young, the less educated, women, and African Americans give more nonopinion 

responses than more affluent and older educated people, males, and whites (Bishop, 

Tuchfarber, and Oldendick 1986; Francis and Busch 1975; Schuman and Presser 1981). 

The sharpest gradient, however, is with knowledge: the less knowledgeable give more 

nonopinion responses than the more knowledgeable (Althaus 1996, 2003; Ehrlich 1964; 

Faulkenberry and Mason 1978; Krosnick and Milburn 1990; Wright and Niemi 1983). As 

a result, some people receive less weight in polls. The effective sample is now reduced to 

the “measured” sample which refers only to respondents who provide opinions –an even 

lesser representative sample. 

                                                 
2 Systematic sampling error is distinct from random sampling error in that we know the source of the 
discrepancies. Random sampling error could only be corrected by drawing repeated samples of the same 
population, a very expensive enterprise. 
3  Nonopinion responses or item nonresponses refer to the expression of “don’t knows” or refusals to 
answer a question. 
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Political knowledge reduces the expression of nonopinion responses but so does 

the thought given to knowledge already held because it promotes attitude development. 

Voices that would otherwise be silent are now heard. 

Attitude Authenticity 

Several decades of empirical research have established that most citizens know 

very little about politics (Converse 1964, 1970; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Luskin 

1987; Kinder 1998; Price 1999). Most of the recent work in the area has focused on the 

consequences for vote choices and policy preferences in evaluating citizen competence. 

Some scholars have argued that by using cues from friends, interest groups, or 

other sources, even ill-informed citizens arrive at roughly the same policy and electoral 

preferences as they would hold if they were highly informed (Bowler and Donovan 1998; 

Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Popkin 1991; Sniderman et al. 1991). Others, 

however, have suggested that the more politically knowledgeable have preferences more 

in line with their underlying interests (Althaus 1998; Bartels 1996; Delli Carpini and 

Keeter 1996). Still others have shown that providing people with information helps them 

hold more authentic attitudes (Gilens 2001; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). 

Again, political knowledge helps people expressing more authentic attitudes but 

so does the thought given to knowledge already held. 

Attitude Extremity and Polarization 

There is a lot of talk these days about the polarization of American politics (Bond 

and Fleischer 2000; Hetherington 2001; Jacobson 2006; and Theriault 2006). Political 

parties gradually take more extreme positions, leaving the center relatively empty 

(Fleischer and Bond 2004; and Theriault 2006). The mass public also shows signs of 

polarization by increasingly supporting more extreme parties, candidates, and policies 
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(Fleischer and Bond 2000; Jacobson 2000; and Stonecash, Brewer, and Mariani 2003; but 

see Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2005 for a different point of view). 

The sources of this polarization are less clear (Oppenheimer 2005; and Theriault 

2006). Are the parties driving the mass public to hold more extreme attitudes and 

preferences (Hetherington 2001)? Or is the mass public electing more extreme candidates 

as a result, for example, of redistricting (Carson, Crespin, Finocchiaro, and Rohde 2004; 

and Hirsch 2003) or migration (Abramowitz, Alexander, and Gumming (forthcoming); 

Gimpel and Schucknecht 2003; Giroux 2005; and Oppenheimer 2005)? Probably both are 

true. 

The results presented in this project show that thought does produce attitude 

extremity, which can, at times, lead to polarization. 

DATA  

I rely on two original survey-experiments to examine the effects of thought on 

political attitudes. Experimentation has its usual advantages for isolating causal effects 

(Kinder and Palfrey 1993; Green and Gerber 2002; McDermott 2002), and more 

importantly for present purposes, allows for the manipulation of thought. The first 

survey-experiment was conducted in the fall of 2004 with an urban sample of 1054 

Brazilians, and the second in the summer of 2005 with a national sample of 760 

Americans. In both studies respondents’ assignment to control and treatment groups was 

randomized. 

The Brazil study is larger, with five treatment groups and a control group, all 

randomly assigned. The interviews were conducted by telephone by Market Analysis 

Brazil. The questions measured respondents’ knowledge about their government and 

asked about their attitude toward government spending in general. This study was funded 

by a National Science Foundation Dissertation Improvement Grant. 
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The U.S. study was conducted over the internet by Knowledge Networks and had 

two treatment groups and a control group, and 760 respondents, also all randomly 

assigned. The survey measured respondents’ knowledge about health care in the U.S. and 

asked about their attitude toward federal government intervention in the provision of 

health care services. An additional question also asked about respondents’ current and 

past health care coverage. This study was funded by an award from the NSF-funded 

TESS (Time-Sharing Experiments for the Social Science). 

In the experiments, thought is induced in one or more of three different ways: 1) 

by motivating respondents to think and giving them more time to do so before answering 

the attitude question; 2) by asking attitude-relevant knowledge questions to flag 

important considerations before measuring attitudes; and 3) by providing information to 

stimulate thought also before measuring attitudes. Other treatments combine these stimuli 

to thought. 

Finally, previous work in political and social psychology has been criticized for 

being conducted exclusively in the United States or other industrialized countries (Amir 

and Sharon 1987; Conover and Searing 2002; Moghaddam et al. 1992) Conducting 

studies in both the U.S. and Brazil is a strength because it allows me to consider whether 

the results vary cross-culturally or may be universal (Moghaddam et al. 1992; Nisbett 

2003). Thus I hope to make a contribution to the nascent field of comparative political 

psychology (Conover and Searing 2002). 

PLAN OF THE DISSERTATION  

This dissertation has seven chapters including this one. Chapter 2 proposes 

theories to explain how thought affects the development, authenticity, extremity and 

polarization of attitudes and defines key concepts. Chapter 3 describes the two survey-

experiments, their treatments, and the latter’s expected effects. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 
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examine thought’s effects on attitude development, attitude authenticity, and attitude 

extremity and polarization, respectively. Chapter 7 reviews briefly some of the findings 

and sketches implications for democratic theory, the practice of survey research, and 

political psychology more generally. This last chapter also offers future research avenues 

for scholars interested in studying the effects of thought, alone or in combination with 

information, on political attitudes. 
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Chapter 2:  Thinking and Political Attitudes 

My concern here is with political attitudes at the mass level. Attitudes are 

generally defined as any type of evaluation with some degree of favor or disfavor. The 

theories that I propose here rest, in part, on previous work in survey research 

(Tourangeau 1984, 1987; Tourangeau and Rasinski 1988; Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski 

2000; see also Strack and Martin 1987) which posits that respondents go through various 

cognitive processes including most notably the capacity of thought of affecting the 

considerations one brings to mind when developing or revisiting an attitude. 

THINKING AND ATTITUDE DEVELOPMENT  

Depending on the attitude object, some, many, or most people do not hold much 

of an attitude about it. Thus many respondents decline to answer survey questions. 

Instead, they say “don’t know” or simply refuse to say anything. In the survey research 

literature, “don’t knows” and refusals are generally referred to as “item nonresponses” or 

“nonopinion responses”. Some of those nonopinion responses are true reflections of the 

absence of an attitude toward a particular object. Some others are simply the refusal to 

publicly express an attitude despite holding one.4 This is particularly true for sensitive 

issues like race where some respondents may prefer not to voice a preference that is not 

socially acceptable (Berinsky 1999 and 2004; Tourangeau, Rips, and Rasinski 2000). 

But, in practice, it is impossible to make the distinction between those that truly 

do not hold an attitude from those that hold one but prefer not to voice it. What we know, 

however, is that attitude expression is a function of attitude development. As attitude 

development increases nonopinion responses decrease. 

                                                 
4 Of course, many other respondents who voice an attitude do not hold one that truly reflects their 
underlying interests. This question is further discussed in the next section and in Chapter 5. 
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The issue is what affects attitude development. Some of the answers may be 

found in the literature on question order effects and wording (see Schuman and Presser 

1981; and Schwartz and Sudman 1992 for good reviews). One possibility is rapport: the 

respondent’s feeling “more relaxed, trusting, or committed as an interview proceeds” 

(Schuman and Presser 1981: 50). Thus Sigelman (1981) finds respondents more willing 

to answer the presidential popularity question if asked late in the questionnaire. By being 

more relaxed and trusting respondents are more likely to reveal their attitudes, increasing, 

in turn, attitude expression. Being more committed, on the other hand, indicates that the 

respondent is putting some cognitive effort like thinking when answering survey 

questions. The focus here is about this sort of cognitive effort. 

Thought promotes attitude development. First, it affects comprehension. Difficult 

or badly worded questions may elicit more nonopinion responses by making it hard to tell 

what information is being sought. More motivation (and enough time) to think, however, 

should improve respondents’ comprehension by increasing attention to the question and 

any accompanying instructions, decreasing, ultimately, the expression of nonopinion 

responses. Second, and more importantly, thought assists the retrieval of relevant 

considerations (Sadler and Tesser, 1973). With more considerations in mind, the easier 

should it be to develop an attitude. 

This is consistent with Zaller’s belief-sampling model which stipulates that most 

respondents, when asked to express an attitude in a survey, make up a quick answer, 

highly influenced by the most salient considerations they have in mind (Zaller 1992; 

Zaller and Feldman 1992). Thought affects the sampling of considerations by expanding 

the number of considerations retrieved. 

But the effects of thought on attitude development are conditioned by political 

knowledge of the attitude object. The most knowledgeable, by definition, have the most 
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considerations to recall (Sadler and Tesser 1973), which should increase thinking’s 

effect, but also tend to have well-developed attitudes already (Althaus 1996, 2003; 

Fischhoff 1991; Alwin and Krosnick 1991), which should reduce it. The least 

knowledgeable are less likely to have well-developed attitudes already but have fewer 

considerations to recall. It is the respondents in-between, lacking well-developed attitudes 

but possessing the considerations from which to develop them, who should benefit the 

most. This reasoning resembles that in Converse (1962), McGuire (1960), and Zaller 

(1991). 

I should also argue that the provision of domain-specific information, which also 

stirs some thought, promotes attitude development. Providing people with information 

increases the number of considerations that can be used to develop an attitude both 

directly or indirectly, by triggering the retrieval of relevant considerations already held. 

This too should benefit the moderately knowledgeable most. Then again the provision of 

information may hinder the expression of an attitude for those already holding one 

because new and convincing information contradicting an original attitude may induce 

uncertainty or ambivalence. To be sure, information helps develop attitudes but it may 

also reduce attitude expression by making some respondents more uncertain or 

ambivalent. That, of course, may also be true of thought. 

THINKING AND ATTITUDE AUTHENTICITY  

In recent years, a great deal of attention has been devoted to the study of the 

consequences of unsophisticated mass electorates, as generally measured by their level of 

political knowledge, on people’s political attitudes and preferences (Althaus 1998; 

Bartels 1996; Bowler and Donovan 1998; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Gilens 2001; 

Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002; Popkin 

1991; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991). While these scholars reach divergent 
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conclusions about citizen competence in expressing attitudes and electing candidates and 

parties that reflect their underlying interests, they all focus their attention on information, 

be it detailed or encapsulated in simple cues. Information undoubtedly matters but I argue 

that mere thought helps people in expressing more authentic attitudes, that is, attitudes 

more reflective of underlying interests. 

Attitude change occurs when the quantity, balance, and range of accessible 

considerations are altered. Not surprisingly, people often change their attitudes when 

exposed to new information (Gilens 2001; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002) or 

persuasive communications (Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Zaller 1992). By increasing 

thought, as mentioned earlier, Sadler and Tesser (1973) have found that people tend to 

recall more considerations which, in turn, open up opportunities for expressing more 

authentic attitudes. 

It is not just that thinking leads to retrieving more numerous considerations. It 

also promotes a better evaluation of the considerations retrieved. People with more 

motivation and opportunity to think review the considerations they retrieved more 

carefully and integrate them better into attitudes (Fazio 1990; Petty and Cacioppo 1986; 

Sanbonmatsu and Fazio 1990). They weight the considerations more in line with their 

interests. This sort of cognitive “elaboration” (Petty and Cacioppo 1986) should tighten 

the connections between attitudes and interests. 

The effects of thought should also be conditioned by knowledge. The more 

knowledgeable, again, have more considerations to retrieve and possess greater cognitive 

abilities to tie the retrieved considerations with their interests. Thus knowledge should 

strengthen thought’s effects on attitude authenticity. 

It is worth noting here that the work by Wilson and colleagues suggests, to the 

contrary, that thought produces lower “quality” attitudes (Wilson, Dunn, and Lisle 1989; 
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Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn 1989). But, as I will discuss in the next chapter, the disruptive 

effects of thought found by Wilson are the result of how he manipulates thought. 

Finally, providing people with domain-specific information on an issue also often 

induces them to change their attitudes to make them more reflective of their interests 

(Gilens 2001; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). Of course the provision of domain-

specific information has a similar effect to that of thinking. But the two together–the 

additional information plus a greater opportunity to think–should have a more than 

additive effect, a proposition finding some support in Kuklinski et al. (2001). 

THINKING AND ATTITUDE EXTREMITY AND POLARIZATION  

The social psychologist Abraham Tesser and his colleagues have long argued and 

showed that increased thought produces attitude extremity, i.e., attitudes that were 

initially positive became more positive and those being negative became more negative 

(Sadler and Tesser 1973; Tesser and Conlee 1975; and Tesser 1976 and 1978).5 The 

argument is that thought induces attitude extremity by promoting the generation of 

consistent considerations with one’s initial attitude (Chaiken and Yates 1985; Tesser 

1976) and by reinterpreting and/or eliminating inconsistent ones (Chaiken and Yates 

1985; Tesser and Cowan 1977). 

I argue, like Tesser and his colleagues, that thinking makes for more extreme 

attitudes because it promotes the generation of considerations consistent with one’s initial 

attitude and the reinterpretation and/or elimination of inconsistent ones. But the effects of 

thought on attitude extremity are conditioned by political knowledge. The least 

knowledgeable, because they don’t have many considerations to recall (Sadler and Tesser 

1973), cannot really benefit from the extra thought. The most knowledgeable, on the 

                                                 
5 Tesser and colleagues refer to attitude polarization but what they are looking at is really attitude extremity 
because they examine the individual level changes in attitudes. 
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other hand, benefit the most because more thought allows them to retrieve many more 

consistent considerations from memory. The most knowledgeable are also better 

equipped to resolve their interpretation of inconsistent ones as they generally possess 

greater cognitive ability (Luskin 1990; Luskin and Ten Barge 1995; Neuman 1986). Thus 

the effects of thought on attitude extremity should increase with political knowledge. 

This is somewhat similar to Zaller’s argument that attitude extremity in response to elite 

messages is greatest among the most sophisticated (Zaller 1992). 

The provision of domain-specific information is also likely to make for more 

extreme attitudes because it stirs some thought. More information, like more thought, 

makes for more extreme attitudes because it helps in the retrieval of consistent 

considerations. But the effects of information on attitude extremity could also possibly be 

attenuated if the information provided increases the salience of inconsistent 

considerations with one’s initial attitude. The inconsistent considerations may actually 

produce greater attitude uncertainty or ambivalence, as argued earlier. 

This reasoning is consistent with previous work finding the effects of thought on 

attitude extremity to be attenuated, but not eliminated, in the presence of “reality 

constraints”, i.e. when thought is induced in the presence of the object under evaluation 

(Tesser 1976; Leone and Balwin 1983; and Leone, Taylor, and Adams 1991). For 

example, attitude extremity was strongest when subjects were required to evaluate a 

painting without actually seeing it (Tesser 1976). In the object’s presence, subjects cannot 

as easily ignore attributes that may contradict their initial evaluation. This in turn reduces 

the possibilities for attitude extremity. 

Domain-specific information is equivalent to “reality constraints” in highlighting 

attributes of the attitude object. The effects of information on attitude extremity may thus 

be attenuated if the information provided about the attitude object contradicts one’s initial 
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attitude. That new information can hardly be ignored. Thus, the provision of domain-

specific information is also likely to make for more extreme attitudes, but its effects may 

be less than those of mere thought, depending whether or not the new information 

highlights inconsistent considerations. 

One possible consequence of attitude extremity is polarization. As said earlier, 

polarization occurs when the aggregate distribution of the attitudes is skewed away from 

the middle or shows a bipolar distribution with the two poles being away from and on 

both sides of the middle. Thought therefore can affect attitudes at the individual level but 

also in the aggregate. 

In conclusion, I have argued that increased thought should promote the 

development, authenticity, extremity, and possibly, polarization of attitudes. The last two 

concern the nature of the attitudes developed. I propose that attitudes that are more in line 

with one’s interests are also generally more polarized. The hypothesis is that interest-

based attitudes rarely lie in the middle.6 People will prefer either more or less 

government spending on a given social program depending on what they get from and 

pay for it. Of course, some people may have interests that lead them to preferences in the 

middle but the work of Converse and Pierce (1986), for example, suggests most of those 

expressing preferences in the middle are expressing something close to “non-attitudes”. 

                                                 
6 As discussed in greater length in Chapter 5, this hypothesis may depend on the type of attitudes 
examined. Here, the concern is with attitudes that are closely related to one’s self-interests. 
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Chapter 3:  Survey-Experiments to Gauge Thought’s Effects on Political 
Attitudes 

I rely on two original survey-experiments to examine the effects of thought on 

attitudes. The first was conducted in the fall of 2004 with a national sample of 1054 

Brazilians, the second in the summer of 2005 with a national sample of 760 Americans. I 

refer to them hereafter as the Brazil and U.S. studies. The former concerns attitudes 

toward public spending, the latter attitudes toward universal health care services. 

 The usual advantages of randomized experiments apply: randomization 

makes for strong causal inference (Kinder and Palfrey 1993; Green and Gerber 2002; 

McDermott 2002). Experimentation also allows me to manipulate the degree of thought, 

which would have to be measured in a non-experimental design and is difficult to 

measure. 

EXPERIMENTS AND TREATMENTS  

Table 3.1 provides a summary of all the treatments in the two experiments, along 

with their anticipated effects. The details are as follows. 

Brazil 

The Brazil study was conducted by Market Analysis Brazil. Respondents were 

selected from ten large Brazilian cities scattered around the country, and the interviews 

were conducted by telephone. Thus the sample is not a perfect national sample but close 

enough as Brazil’s urban population now accounts for over 80% of Brazil’s population 

and these ten cities harbor, themselves, over 28% of the total population. The sampling 

follows a proportionate to population size distribution, with stratified clustering of census 

districts and sectors within each city, and random selection of districts, clusters, and 

household. The sample frame includes all adults 18-69 years old from general population, 
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and quotas of gender, age, and socio-economic level are followed to ensure 

representativeness.7 The response rate was 29.1%.8 

The experimental manipulation involves five treatment groups and a control 

group, all randomly assigned. Each group was asked one question about their preferred 

level of public spending and five knowledge questions, but with differences in wording, 

ordering, and surrounding script to manipulate information and thought. 

The control group was simply asked these questions in an unadorned, 

conventional way, with the spending question preceding the knowledge questions. The 

first treatment group (ST, for “stop and think”) was asked the same questions in the same 

order but also asked to think for 30 seconds before answering the spending question. A 

still longer period for thinking might produce stronger effects (Tesser and Conlee, 1975), 

but 30 seconds was the longest pause I felt I could afford. The interviewers were barred 

from recording any preference before the 30 seconds elapsed. 

The second treatment group (FLAG) received the same questions as the control 

group but with the order of the spending and knowledge questions reversed. The 

exposure to the knowledge questions flags the factual information they ask about as 

relevant considerations and may stir some thought. The third group (INFO) received the 

same questions in the same order as in the FLAG treatment (i.e., knowledge before 

spending), but respondents were also told the right answers to each knowledge question 

after answering it. The fourth treatment (ST-FLAG) was the same as FLAG, except that 

the subjects were also asked, just before answering the spending question, to stop and 

think about the issue before choosing their preferred level of spending, just as in the ST 

                                                 
7 Socio-economic level follows the standard Brazilian criterion classification (Associação Nacional de 
Empresas de Pesquisa (ANEP), www.anep.org.br). 
8 As measured by AAPOR’s RR5: the “number of complete interviews divided by the number of 
interviews (complete plus partial) plus the number of non-interviews (refusal and break-off plus non-
contacts plus others) (AAPOR, 2004). 
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treatment. The fifth treatment (ST-INFO), similarly, is the same as INFO, except that the 

subjects were also asked, just before answering the policy question, to stop and think, 

again just as in the ST treatment. 

Note that the stop-and-think instruction differs from the manipulation in Zaller 

and Feldman (1992). Their design, borrowed from Wilson and colleagues (Wilson et al. 

1984; Wilson, Dunn, and Lisle 1989; Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn 1989), has the respondents 

required not only to stop and think but to voice their thoughts as they do so. Zaller and 

Feldman call their manipulation “stop-and-think, but it is really “stop-and-think-aloud.” 

The voicing of relevant thoughts makes this manipulation an impure measure of the 

effect of thought alone. Interviews are social interactions, and the thoughts respondents 

choose to express are not necessarily an unbiased sample of the thoughts they have. But 

this possibly biased sample then affects subsequent expressions of attitude. Wilson 

himself has found that thinking aloud, coupled with pervasive tendencies to be–and 

appear–consistent, biases the ensuing policy responses toward whatever consideration the 

respondent voiced and generally produces lower “quality” responses (Wilson, Dunn, and 

Lisle 1989; Wilson, Kraft, and Dunn 1989; Wilson and Hodges, 1992). The reasons 

voiced also underrepresent the affective, the felt-to-be embarrassing, and the hard-to-

articulate (Millar and Tesser 1986). Thus I stimulate thought only by requesting 

respondents to spend 30 seconds thinking. 

The design proposed here also diverges from the “Deliberative Polls” conducted 

by Fishkin and Luskin (e.g., Fishkin, 1991 and 1997; Fishkin and Luskin, 1999; Luskin 

and Fishkin, 1998; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). In their experiments, randomly 

selected participants gather over a weekend period and are provided with objective and 

balanced information on a targeted issue. During the weekend, participants are also 

required to take part into group discussions. Their deliberation design, therefore, differs 
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from mine in that participants also interact with other participants. What I propose here is 

deliberation "from within" (McGuire 1960, 2000: 191).9 

The public spending item asks first whether public spending should be increased, 

kept as is, or decreased. Those respondents wanting to increase or decrease it are then 

asked by how much: a little, somewhat, or a lot. There are also five multiple-choice 

knowledge questions, all domain-specific, i.e., on public finance in general. Since the 

knowledge questions are asked to provide as well as measure knowledge, it is worth 

noting that the facts being asked about are balanced, in the sense that some might be 

expected to make most people want to spend less, others to make most people want to 

spend more. The knowledge questions asked about items on which governments in Brazil 

spend the most (social security) and the least (culture), about where most of the 

government’s revenues come from (corporate income tax), about the evolution of the 

national debt (it has decresed), and about the consequences of the recent social security 

reform (the reform is likely to reduce the costs of the program). The order of the 

knowledge questions was randomized. Market Analysis Brazil also collects information 

on socio-demographic variables including gender, age, education, household income. 

Thus a total of six questions were asked to each of six groups (one control and 

five treatments), each numbering about 175 respondents. Appendix A provides the 

question wording and question order for all treatments. 

U.S. 

The U.S. study was conducted by the online survey firm Knowledge Networks 

through TESS (Time-Sharing Experiments for the Social Sciences), by the National 

                                                 
9 In addition, most of their events are really only quasi-experiments with “control groups” not quite 
separated by random assignment. 
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Science Foundation. Respondents were randomly selected from the U.S. adult population 

to take part into an internet survey-based experiment. The response rate was 30.9%.10 

The experimental design involves two treatment groups and a control group, all 

randomly assigned. Each subject was asked a question about his or her preferred level of 

federal intervention in the provision of health care services and one about their current 

and past health care coverage. 

Subjects in the control and first treatment groups were also asked questions 

measuring their knowledge regarding health care in the U.S. The questions measured the 

respondents’ knowledge about the percent of Americans without health insurance (15%), 

about the percent of the federal government’s budget devoted to health care services 

(22%), about the costs of a universal health care system and its waiting period as 

compared to a private one (the costs would be highest for average and above average 

income people; waiting lists are generally longer in universal health care systems), and, 

finally, about the current health care systems found in other industrialized countries 

(Britain, Canada, France, and Germany all have universal health care systems). The 

knowledge questions were aimed to be balanced, and their order was randomized for each 

subjects. 

The control group was simply asked these questions in a straightforward, 

conventional way, with the health care question preceding the domain-specific 

knowledge questions. The control group has 247 respondents. 

The first treatment group (ST-FLAG) received the questions in the reverse order 

and was required to stop and think for 30 seconds before answering the health care 

                                                 
10 As measured by AAPOR’s RR3: the “number of complete interviews divided by the number of 
interviews (complete plus partial) plus the number of non-interviews (refusal and break-off plus non-
contacts plus others) plus all cases of unknown eligibility. It also estimates what proportion of cases of 
unknown eligibility is actually eligible (AAPOR, 2004). RR3 could not be measured in Brazil because 
Market Analysis Brazil could not estimate what proportion of cases of unknown eligibility is actually 
eligible. 
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question. Respondents were urged to think carefully about the various aspects of the 

question before answering it (e.g., thinking about the reasons for or against it and how it 

could impact their welfare, that of their family, or that of the country as a whole). The ST-

FLAG treatment group has 251 respondents. 

The second treatment group (INFO') first received information about health care 

in the U.S. and then was asked the health care question without the stop-and-think 

prompt, just as in the control group. The prime distinguishes this treatment notationally 

from the INFO treatment in Brazil. As in the INFO treatment, the respondents are 

provided information. In the INFO treatment, the information is the correct answers to 

the knowledge questions, provided just after each has been asked and answered. In 

INFO', the information was a list of five facts, randomly ordered, constituting the correct 

answers to the knowledge questions being asked of the other groups. The INFO' 

respondents are not asked the questions, just given the facts constituting the correct 

answers. The facts are displayed on a one-page screen with no need to scroll. 

The rationale was to prevent ill-informed respondents from getting discouraged 

by discovering that they have been answering incorrectly.11 The downside of simply 

providing the information is that domain-specific knowledge cannot be measured for 

respondents in the INFO' treatment. The INFO' treatment group has 262 respondents. 

Knowledge Networks also collects information on socio-demographic variables 

including gender, age, race, marital status, education, current employment status, 

household income, home ownership, household size and head, housing type, state of 

residence, and urban/rural. Finally, subjects were asked about their current and past 

                                                 
11 Note that the Brazil study was conducted first and after talking with some of the interviewers, I realized 
how rapport could, at times, be affected by providing the right answer after each question. I decided 
therefore to provide information differently in the U.S. 
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health care coverage. Appendix A also provides the question wording and question order 

for all treatments for this study. 

EXPECTED EFFECTS 

The treatments are expected to affect cognitive processing and thus the responses 

to the attitude question. Table 3.1 summarizes these expected effects. Recall that the 

experiments stimulate thought in three different ways. First, the stop-and-think 

instruction in ST, ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO is intended to increase thought by motivating 

respondents to think and giving them more time to do so before answering the attitude 

question. Second, asking the knowledge questions before the attitude question in FLAG, 

INFO, ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO serves to highlight some relevant empirical 

considerations and thus to stimulate thought. Third, INFO, ST-INFO, and INFO' provide 

information, activate considerations, and stimulate thought. Finally, note that ST-FLAG 

and ST-INFO benefit from two and three of the stimuli to think, respectively. 

As compared to the control group, respondents in all the treatment groups should 

express fewer nonopinion responses. Respondents in treatment groups should also 

express attitudes more in line with their underlying interests. The effects should be 

strongest for those in ST-INFO, whose members benefit from all three stimuli to think. 

As compared to the control group, all the treatment groups should also express more 

extreme attitudes. Attitude extremity should be strongest in the pure “stop-and-think” 

treatment (ST) where there is no information provided or “reality constraint”. 

BALANCE  

The value of randomization depends on the control and treatment groups’ sharing 

equal observed and unobserved characteristics, in which case we say that the groups are 

“balanced.” “Unbalanced” groups can greatly affect inferences (Imai 2005; Barnard, 
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Frangakis, Hill, and Rubin, 2003; Horiuchi, Imai, and Taniguchi, 2005; cf. Gerber and 

Green, 2005). The problem is particularly acute when the imbalance involves 

characteristics affecting compliance with the treatment and the dependent variable. To 

draw any meaningful inference, the only major difference between the treatment and 

control groups should be the stimulus they received. 

To check for balance, I conducted difference-of-means t tests between the 

treatment groups and their respective control group over a series of respondents’ 

characteristics. The results are presented in Tables 3.2 and 3.3. I looked at differences on 

socio-demographic attributes and domain-specific knowledge. As one can see, the Brazil 

and U.S. studies are very well balanced. The small differences found in Brazil are not 

worrisome because they are not big in size and not found across all treatment groups. 
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Table 3.1: The Treatments and Their Expected Effects 

 Control Group Treatment Groups 
  ST FLAG INFO ST-FLAG ST-INFO INFO' 

Stimulus(i) 
prior to the 
attitude 
question 

None Stop-and-think Domain-specific 
knowledge 
questions 

Domain-specific 
knowledge 

questions plus 
answers 

 

Domain-specific 
knowledge 
questions 

+ 
Stop-and-think 

Domain-specific 
knowledge 

questions plus 
answers 

+ 
Stop-and-think 

Domain-specific 
knowledge 
provided 

Effect(s) on 
cognitive 
processing 

None Increased thought Activation of more 
stored 

considerations 

Activation of more 
stored 

considerations 
+ 
 

Increased 
information 

Increased thought 
+ 

Activation of more 
stored 

considerations 

Increased thought 
+ 

Activation of more 
stored 

considerations 
+ 

Increased 
information 

Activation of more 
stored 

considerations 
+ 

Increased 
information 

Effects on the 
response 

None Fewer nonopinion 
responses as 

compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more reflective of 
one’s underlying 

interests as 
compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more polarized as 
compared to all 

groups 

Fewer nonopinion 
responses as 

compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more reflective of 
one’s underlying 

interests as 
compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more polarized as 
compared to the 
control group 

Fewer nonopinion 
responses as 

compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more reflective of 
one’s underlying 

interests as 
compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more polarized as 
compared to the 
control group 

Fewer nonopinion 
responses as 

compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more reflective of 
one’s underlying 

interests as 
compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more polarized as 
compared to the 
control group 

Fewer nonopinion 
responses as 

compared to all 
groups 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more reflective of 
one’s underlying 

interests as 
compared to all 

groups 
+ 

Attitudes that are 
more polarized as 
compared to the 
control group 

Fewer nonopinion 
responses as 

compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more reflective of 
one’s underlying 

interests as 
compared to the 
control group 

+ 
Attitudes that are 
more polarized as 
compared to the 
control group 

Study Both studies Brazil Brazil Brazil Both studies Brazil U.S. 
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Table 3.2: Differences between Subjects in the Control and Treatment Groups, Brazil 

Variable Mean 

 Control ST FLAG INFO ST-FLAG ST-INFO 

Gender (male=1; female=0) .52 .59 .44 .52 .53 .59 

Age (18-69) 39.2 37.9 38.2 38.3 38.5 35.7* 

Education (scale: 1-10) 5.90 6.48* 5.61 5.99 6.04 5.82 

Income (scale: 1-9) 4.99 5.38 4.86 4.84 5.27 5.02 

Domain-specific knowledge (scale: 0-5) 1.56 1.45 1.10* 1.30* 1.35 1.36 
 
*  indicates statistical significance at the conventional .05 level or higher (two-tailed) as compared to the Control group. 
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Table 3.3: Differences between Subjects in the Control and Treatment Groups, U.S. 

Variable Mean 

 Control ST-FLAG INFO' 

Gender (male=1; female=0) .52 .52 .52 

Age (18-92) 44.9 45.2 46.3 

Education (scale: 1-9) 4.02 4.09 4.04 

Income (scale: 1-19) 9.69 10.08 9.84 

Health insurance coverage (scale: 0-4) .84 .62 .81 

Domain-specific knowledge (scale: 0-5) 2.03 1.87 NA 
*  indicates statistical significance at the conventional .05 level or higher (two-tailed) as compared 
to the Control group. 
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Chapter 4:  Thinking and Attitude Development 

There is also ample evidence that “don’t know” options in survey questions 

(commonly referred to as “nonopinion filters”) substantially increase nonopinion 

responses (Ehrlich 1964; Schuman and Presser 1981). The rationale for including 

nonopinion filters is to induce those that truly do not hold an attitude to say so (Bogart 

1972; Converse and Presser 1986; Payne 1950; Vaillancourt 1973), and improve, in turn, 

the data quality by sorting out the meaningful attitudes from the nonattitudes. 

Nonexperimental work examining the differences between items asked with and 

without nonopinion filters suggests that their inclusion does indeed improve data quality 

(Andrews 1984; Bishop, Oldendick, Tuchfarber, and Bennett 1978; Gilljam and 

Granberg 1993), but other experimental and nonexperimental studies do not find 

evidence supporting this claim (Alwin and Krosnick 1991; Krosnick and Berent 1990; 

Krosnick et al. 1999; MClendon 1991; McClendon and Alwin 1993; Poe et al. 1988; 

Schuman and Presser 1981). Krosnick (2002) even suggests that nonopinion filters 

induce some true opinion holders not to voice an opinion because people, at times, may 

prefer “satisficing” over “optimizing” (Krosnick 1991). 

Krosnick suggests that many respondents possess “latent” attitudes, i.e. attitudes 

that are not totally developed but for which respondents have enough ingredients to 

develop one given certain efforts. Indeed, developing an attitude requires respondents 

some cognitive effort by recalling bits of information related to the issue at hand and 

integrating them into a response, i.e. “optimize” (Tourangeau 1984; Norman 1973). 

Depending on the respondents’ level of interest in the issue, familiarity and engagement 

with it, and cognitive ability, they may sometimes find it easier to simply shortcut the 

whole cognitive process and select “don’t know” as an answer, i.e. “satisfice”. As a 
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result, Krosnick strongly argues in favor of not including nonopinion filters.12 Reducing 

nonopinion responses, after all, seems like a good idea to make samples more 

representative. 

While there is some truth in Krosnick’s claim, I argue that keeping the real 

attitudes and the nonattitudes by removing nonopinion filters is not a very good idea 

either, especially when we know nonattitudes to be rampant (Converse 1964). Ideally, 

one would want to keep the real attitudes only and discard the nonattitudes, just like the 

nonopinion filters initially intended to do. It is necessary therefore to design carefully 

questionnaires that foster attitude development by promoting “optimizing” over 

“satisficing” while keeping the door open for the true nonopinion holders to express 

themselves. Moreover, nonattitudes will always be found under disguised attitudes 

irrespective of the inclusion or not of nonopinion filters. Just as satisficing may lead some 

respondents to voice a nonopinion response it may also lead others to randomly select 

any option offered to them, avoiding altogether the fear to appear ignorant. I am 

personally more worried about the latter form of satisficing. 

More in line with what I want to show is the work by Fournier and Turgeon 

(2004) that finds respondents to be more likely to answer vote intention questions when 

preceding questions have already evoked useful considerations. The authors label this a 

deliberation effect. In a split-sample experiment where half the respondents received a 

vote intention question early in the questionnaire, and the other half late, late-answering 

respondents were more likely to express a vote intention than early-answering ones, 

presumably because they had been stimulated by the earlier questions to think about some 

relevant considerations. 

                                                 
12 Mondak (1999 and 2001) argues the same for measures of political knowledge, but see Bennett (2001) 
and Luskin and Bullock (2004, 2005) for a different point of view. 



 29 

In the following section, I present results from the two survey-experiments 

discussed in the precedent chapter and show thought to promote attitude development. 

The effects are strongest for the moderately knowledgeable. The chapter ends by 

discussing some of the implications for democratic theory and survey design. 

THE EFFECTS OF THOUGHT ON ATTITUDE DEVELOPMENT  

Attitude development fostered by thought should manifest itself empirically by 

significantly reducing the expression of nonopinion responses, even in the presence of 

nonopinion filters. Tables 4.1 and 4.2 present the percentages of subjects expressing 

nonopinion responses in Brazil and the U.S., respectively. In Brazil, the percentage 

giving nonopinion responses is lowest, as expected, in ST-INFO. The mean percentage in 

all the treatment groups together (labeled “Non-Control”) is 8.1% versus 8.5% in the 

control group. In ST-FLAG and ST-INFO, the percentage of nonopinions is lower than in 

the control group, in INFO it is the same, and in ST and FLAG it is slightly higher. But 

none of these differences is statistically significant. 

In the U.S., the pooled treatment group had fewer subjects giving nonopinion 

responses than in the control group (10.2% versus 13.4%), but that difference was only 

significant in ST-FLAG (8.8% versus 13.4%). 

The smallness of the differences in Brazil can probably be explained by the 

commercial polling firms’ general tendency of not taking “don’t knows” or refusals for 

an answer.13 The U.S. study, which was self-administered, did not have that problem. 

This leads me to suspect that many Brazilian subjects who might otherwise have 

given nonopinion responses, gathered instead in the middle category (Keep as is). 

Converse and Pierce (1986) have shown the middle category to be a safe harbor for 

                                                 
13 According to informants in the polling industry, their reluctance in accepting nonopinions as responses is 
justified by their need to satisfy their clients who expect completed interviews to include few nonopionated 
respondents. 
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“nonattitudinal” respondents in France. Similarly, Erhlich (1964) shows that nonopinion 

filters mostly tend to attract respondents who would otherwise express moderate 

attitudes. If the interviewers are reluctant in accepting nonopinion responses as valid 

answers, then it is quite plausible that true nonopinion holders in Brazil would have 

chosen the middle category instead. 

Figures 4.1 presents the distribution of attitudes on general government spending 

in Brazil. The evidence speaks for itself. The middle category is the modal response in 

every treatment but ST and FLAG where it falls only .1% and .2% short of being the 

modal response. Across treatments, the middle category averages 26.9% of the responses, 

compared to 20.3% for the next largest category (Somewhat fewer services). 

Nonopinion givers, therefore, might be better proxied by summing the percentage 

of Nonopinions with those of the middle category (Keep as is) for the Brazil study 

(results reported in Table 4.1).14 The differences among groups are now clearer: the 

largest percentage of nonopinion responses is in the control group. Three of the five 

treatments (FLAG, INFO, ST-FLAG) and the pooled treatment group have significantly 

fewer nonopinion responses (p<.05, one-tailed). It is worth noting also that the two other 

differences are both on the verge of being statistically different.15 

The results, so far, strongly suggest an important role for thinking in affecting 

attitude development. But other variables also affect it. I argued in Chapter 2 that 

knowledge should do so–and should condition thinking’s effect. Other factors like 

education and age have also been found to affect attitude development (Bishop, 

Tuchfarber, and Oldendick 1986; Francis and Busch 1975; Schuman and Presser 1981). 
                                                 
14 Similarly, Luskin and colleagues (Luskin and Bullock 2004; Luskin, Cautrès, and Lowrance 
forthcoming) urge to treat the middle category (4) as an incorrect answer for knowledge measures 
manufactured from 7-point candidate or party placement scales. 
15 Note that adding the middle category to the nonopinion responses in the U.S. decreases the differences 
between the control and treatment groups. There are still fewer nonopinion responses in ST-FLAG, but 
INFO’ has now more nonopinion responses. None of these differences, however, reaches statistical 
significance. 
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More educated and older people tend, on average, to express fewer nonopinions. Thus I 

estimate the following logit model. 

 

P(Yi=1)=f(β0+β1*Agei+β2*Educationi+β3*K i+β4*K i
2+β5*T i+β6*K i*T i+β7*K i

2*T i) 

 

where f(x)=1/(1+e-x), Ki is Knowledge and Ti is Treatment. The βs are coefficients to be 

estimated and the subscript i identifies the individuals. 

The dependent variable takes on the value of 1 for nonopinion responses defined 

as don’t knows or refusals (or middle-category responses in Brazil) and 0 otherwise. The 

Treatment dummy is coded 1 if the subject was included in a treatment group and 0 

otherwise. Political knowledge is measured as described in Appendix B. Note that 

Treatment interacts with Knowledge and Knowledge2 allowing to account thought’s 

effects to be strongest among the moderately knowledgeable. 

Table 4.3 presents the maximum likelihood estimates. These results are 

interesting in many respects. First, knowledge plays an important role in explaining 

attitude development but one that is different for subjects in the control and treatment 

groups. The effect of knowledge is also nonlinear. Second, age, as expected, reduces the 

probability of expressing a nonopinion response, but its effect is only found to be 

significant in the U.S. Third, education has no effect on the probability of voicing a 

nonopinion in both studies. 

To help show the magnitude of these effects, Figures 4.2 and 4.3 present for both 

Brazil and the U.S., respectively, the probability of expressing a nonopinion response for 

subjects in the control and treatment groups given levels of political knowledge, holding 
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age and education at their means.16 The whiskers drawn on the lines represent 90% 

confidence intervals. 

Figures 4.2 and 4.3 show very similar patterns in both studies. Knowledge affects 

nonopinion responses nonlinearly, but in different ways for the control and treatment 

groups. For the control group, an increase in knowledge first increases (Brazil) or has no 

effect (U.S.) on the probability of a nonopinion response, then decreases it as knowledge 

increases further. For subjects in the treatment group, increased knowledge reduces the 

probability of a nonopinion response, then increases it. 

The effects of thought are strongest, as expected, for the moderately 

knowledgeable. The figures indicate that thought had essentially no effect on the least 

and most knowledgeable (0, 3 or more), but significantly reduced nonopinion responses 

for the moderately knowledgeable (1 or 2). The only exception is those scoring 4 on 

knowledge in Brazil, among whom the treatment group had a significantly greater 

probability of expressing a nonopinion. The probability of expressing a nonopinion is 

reduced by .21 and .11 in Brazil and the U.S., respectively, for subjects who scored 1 on 

the political knowledge scale. Those who scored 2 on knowledge saw their probability of 

expressing a nonopinion reduced by .16 and .08 in Brazil and the U.S., respectively. 

These differences are significant at .05 (one-tailed). 

Interestingly, as knowledge increases further, treated subjects are more likely to 

express a nonopinion. And for subjects who scored 4 in Brazil that difference was 

statistically significant at .05 (one-tailed). For those subjects, the probability of voicing a 

                                                 
16 Note that results are only presented for those who scored 4 or less in Brazil and those who scored 5 or 
less in the U.S. People who scored 5 in Brazil or more than 5 in the U.S. represent too few people to draw 
any meaningful inferences. The groups represent now 3% or more of the sample. Also, the bars in Figures 
4.2 and 4.3 indicate the difference in probability of expressing a nonopinion response between the 
treatment and control subjects. The probabilities have been calculated using the statistical software 
CLARIFY which also computes standard errors to test for significant differences under various scenarios 
(Tomz, M., Wittenberg, J, and G. King. 2003. CLARIFY: Software for Interpreting and Presening 
Statistical Results. Version 2.1. Stanford University, University of Wisconsin, and Harvard University. 
January 5. Available at http://gking.harvard.edu/ and King, G., Tomz M., and J. Wittenberg. (2000)). 
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nonopinion response was higher by .23. Figure 4.3 for the U.S. also suggests that the 

probability of expressing a nonopinion increases with political knowledge even though, 

here, the differences are not statistically significant. 

One explanation may be that the most knowledgeable reach a state of “analysis 

paralysis” or ambivalence when explicitly asked to think extra carefully or consider new 

information. The quest for a “correct” answer reduces their ability to voice an opinion. 

This finding is similar to that suggesting that more knowledgeable voters are less inclined 

to vote when explicitly encouraged to process more systematically information about 

candidates (Barker and Hansen, 2005). 

Breaking Down the Stimuli to Thought 

A more methodological question concerns the effects of the five distinct 

treatments in the Brazil study. Did they have different effects and, if so, which had the 

strongest and weakest? To answer these questions, I turn to a more detailed regression 

analysis of the Brazil study. 

Consider in this light a regression analysis similar to the one in Table 4.3 but with 

the treatment variable now decomposed into three dummy variables, one for each 

stimulus to thought: 1) the stop-and-think prompt labeled ST (in treatments ST, ST-FLAG, 

and ST-INFO); 2) the activation of considerations induced by asking the knowledge 

questions before the public spending question labeled FLAG (in treatments FLAG, INFO, 

ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO); and, 3) the provision of domain-specific information labeled 

INFO (in treatments INFO and ST-INFO). Age and education complete the model. 

Finally, the interactions of ST with FLAG and ST with FLAG and INFO are included to 

account for subjects who were assigned to ST-FLAG and ST-INFO.17 This time, the 

equation can be written as follows: 

                                                 
17 Note that FLAG and INFO are not interacted since INFO always comes together with FLAG. 
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P(Yi=1)=f(β0+β1*Agei+β2*Educationi+β3*K i+β4*K i
2 

+β5*STi+β6*K i*STi+β7*K i
2*STi 

+β8*FLAGi+β9*K i*FLAGi+β10*K i
2*FLAGi  

+β11*INFO i+β12*K i*INFO i+β13*K i
2*INFO i  

+β14*STi*FLAGi +β15*K i* STi*FLAGi +β16*K i
2* STi*FLAGi 

+β17* STi*FLAGi*INFO i +β18*K i* STi*FLAGi*INFO i +β19*K i
2* STi*FLAGi*INFO i) 

 

where f(x)=1/(1+e-x), Ki is Knowledge, and STi, FLAGi, and INFOi are the treatment 

dummies. The βs are coefficients to be estimated and the subscript i identifies the 

individuals. 

This model entails a lot of coefficients but not many variables. It is the 

interactions of these variables in the product terms that make for the numerous 

coefficients. 

The results are reported by treatment group in Table 4.4. To visualize better the 

effects of knowledge and the thought stimuli, Figures 4.4 through 4.8 present, for each 

treatment mapped against control, the probability of expressing a nonopinion response for 

given levels of political knowledge, holding age and education at their means, just like in 

Figures 4.2 and 4.3. 

In every treatment group the effects of thought mimic those reported in Figures 

4.2 and 4.3. The conditioning role of knowledge on thought varies slightly in each 

treatment. In FLAG, INFO, and ST-INFO, the effect of knowledge follows the same 

nonlinear form as the one reported in Figure 4.2, i.e. the probability to express a 

nonopinion is first reduced with knowledge and then increased as knowledge increases 



 35 

further. In the two other treatments, the effects of knowledge on nonopinions are linear. 

Indeed, nonopinions decreases with knowledge in ST and increases in ST-FLAG. 

But despite the differences on the conditioning role of knowledge, the Figures 

suggest that thought alone (ST), the activation of considerations alone (FLAG), 

information alone (INFO), and the combination of either thought and activation of 

considerations (ST-FLAG) or thought, activation of considerations, and information (ST-

INFO) all reduce, with varying degrees, the probability of expressing a nonopinion. 

In every treatment, the thought stimuli have essentially no effect on the least 

knowledgeable (0). The effects are strongest, again, among the moderately 

knowledgeable (1 or 2). Inducing those subjects to think more carefully and/or providing 

them with information reduced substantially their probability to express a nonopinion 

response. The differences are significant in every treatment for all subjects who scored 1, 

and in FLAG and INFO for subjects who scored 2. Note that the three other differences 

are on the verge of being significant. The strongest effects are those found in FLAG 

where the probability of expressing a nonopinion was reduced by .24 and .21 as 

compared to the control for subjects who scored 1 and 2 on the knowledge scale, 

respectively. The weakest effects, but still substantial, are found in ST where the 

probability to express a nonopinion was reduced by .16 and .14 as compared to the 

control for subjects who scored 1 and 2 on the knowledge scale, respectively. As 

expected, the effects of thought ultimately disappear as political knowledge increases 

further up to a point (4), where they then increase again, for reasons discussed earlier. In 

two of the five treatment groups (INFO and ST-FLAG), the difference reaches statistical 

significance (.05, one-tailed) and in two others (FLAG and ST-INFO) it falls only shortly. 

The strongest effect is found for subjects in the ST-FLAG treatment where the probability 

to express a nonopinion was .35 higher than those in the control group. The weakest 
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effect was found, again, in ST where the probability to express a nonopinion was only .10 

higher. 

Contrary to expectations, FLAG rather than ST-INFO produced the strongest 

effects. ST produced the smallest effects. Asking people simply to think more carefully 

helps, but subjects do even better when provided with some considerations worth 

thinking about. 

DISCUSSION 

The results presented in the preceding section suggest an important role for 

thought on attitude development. Thought has been stimulated in many different ways: 

(1) by encouraging subjects to think more carefully; (2) by flagging relevant 

considerations worth thinking about; (3) by providing domain-specific information; and 

(4) by doing a combination of (1) and (2) or of (1), (2), and (3). In all treatments and 

studies, both knowledge and thought help people develop attitudes. Knowledge also 

conditions thought’s effects in expected ways; i.e. most strongly among the moderately 

knowledgeable. Finally, making people think more carefully and providing them with 

information did not have the strongest effect on attitude development. Simply flagging 

relevant considerations produced the strongest effects. This is important because it 

suggests an easy way to reduce nonopinion responses in surveys. 

More importantly, the results suggest that some of the representational distortions 

from nonopinion responses can be palliated simply by paying careful attention to 

question ordering and wording and by encouraging subjects to take more time. Removing 

nonopinion filters reduces the expression of nonopinions, but also discourages some true 

nonopinion holders from expressing themselves. The experiments presented here all had 

nonopinion filters but encouraged subjects to make the effort of developing an attitude 

over the course of the interview. The tendency to “satisfice” in the presence of an explicit 
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don’t know option may be countered by offering an environment more favorable to 

attitude development. 

Finally, it is worth noting that the reduction in nonopinion responses may simply 

be an artifact of a different phenomenon. For example, in three of the treatments (ST, ST-

FLAG, and ST-INFO), subjects were explicitly required to think before expressing an 

attitude. This additional pressure may have encouraged subjects to “manufacture” an 

answer–one entirely made up to satisfy the interviewer. But the effects found in these 

three treatments are very similar to the ones found in the other treatments where that 

pressure was not as explicit. Moreover, the weakest effects are those of ST, which is the 

purest “stop-and-think” treatment. 

At the same time, it is also a possibility that the extra pressure put on subjects 

make them more likely to express a nonopinion response because they do not wish to 

voice any attitude –they want to voice a meaningful one. Each may be true of some 

subjects. Indeed, the two possibilities may balance each other out. In any case, the real 

test is to show that the additional attitudes expressed in the treatment groups reflect better 

the respondents’ underlying interests. 
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Table 4.1: Distribution of Nonopinion Responses on Public Spending, Brazil 

 Total Control Pooled 

treatment 

ST FLAG INFO  ST-FLAG ST-INFO 

Nonopinions 8.2 8.5 8.1 9.0 8.7 8.5 7.6 6.6 

Nonopinions 

+ 
Keep as is 

35.0 41.8 33.5* 33.8 32.7* 33.3* 33.2* 34.7 

N 1055 181 874 175 176 176 175 172 

Note: Entries are percentages. 
* indicates statistically significant differences between treatment and control at the conventional .05 level or higher (one-
tailed). 
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Table 4.2: Distribution of Nonopinion Responses on Health Care, U.S. 

 Total Control Pooled 

treatment 

ST-FLAG INFO'  

Nonopinions 11.2 13.4 10.2 8.8* 11.4 

N 760 247 513 251 262 

Note: Entries are percentages. 
* indicates statistically significant differences between treatment and control at the 
conventional .05 level or higher (one-tailed). 
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 Table 4.3: Nonopinion Responses (Control vs. Treatment Groups), both Studies 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Brazil U.S. 

 Control 
(s.e.) 

Pooled treatment 
(s.e) 

Control 
(s.e.) 

ST-FLAG 
(s.e.) 

Knowledge .67* 
(.40) 

-.28*† 
(.17) 

.19 
(.54) 

-1.16*† 
(.43) 

Knowledge2 -.33* 
(.13) 

.04† 
(.05) 

-.26 
(.19) 

.15† 
(.09) 

Age -.00 
(.00) 

-.02* 
(.01) 

Education .02 
(.03) 

-.17* 
(.10) 

Constant -.22 
(.38) 

-.50* 
(.27) 

.28 
(.64) 

.24 
(.65) 

     

Pseudo-R2 .02 .14 

Log-likelihood -665.91 -148.63 

N 1049 498 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .05 level or higher (one-tailed). 
†indicates coefficients that are statistically significant for the control and treatment groups at the 
conventional .05 (one-tailed). 
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Table 4.4: Nonopinion Responses and Specific Stimuli to Thought, Brazil 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Control ST FLAG INFO ST-
FLAG 

ST-
INFO 

Knowledge .67* 
(.40) 

.04 
(.39) 

-.63† 
(.40) 

-.52† 
(.37) 

.05 
(.42) 

-.38† 
(.37) 

Knowledge2 -.33* 
(.13) 

-.09 
(.11) 

.13 
(.11) 

.12† 
(.10) 

.02† 
(.12) 

.07† 
(.10) 

Age -.00 
(.00) 

Education .02 
(.03) 

Constant -.23 
(.38) 

-.49 
(.38) 

-.39 
(.35) 

-.43 
(.36) 

-.89* 
(.40) 

-.39 
(.37) 

       

Pseudo-R2 .03 

Log-likelihood -662.34 

N 1049 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .05 level or higher (one-tailed). 
†indicates coefficients that are statistically significant for the control and treatment groups at the 
conventional .05 (one-tailed). 
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Figure 4.1: Attitudes on Public Spending, Brazil 
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Figure 4.2: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Public 
Spending by Political Knowledge (Control vs. Pooled Treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 4.3: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Health Care 
by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 4.4: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Public 
Spending by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST), Brazil 
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Figure 4.5: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Public 
Spending by Political Knowledge (Control vs. FLAG), Brazil 
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Figure 4.6: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Public 
Spending by Political Knowledge (Control vs. INFO), Brazil 
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Figure 4.7: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Public 
Spending by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST-FLAG), Brazil 
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Figure 4.8: Predicted Probability of Expressing a Nonopinion Response on Public 
Spending by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST-INFO), Brazil 
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Chapter 5:  Thinking and Attitude Authenticity 

Several decades of empirical research have established that most citizens know 

very little about politics (Bennett 1989, 1995; Bennett et al. 1996; Converse 1964, 1970; 

Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Luskin 1987, 2002; Kinder 1998; Price 1999). The first 

systematic evidence indicating that the electorate was not very knowledgeable came from 

the Columbia group (Lazarsfeld et al. 1944) during the 1940s. Their finding of 

considerable individual-level response instability suggested a paucity of well-developed 

political belief systems. A little later, the Michigan group (Campbell et al. 1960; 

Converse 1964, 1970), exploring the question more deeply and directly, came to similar 

conclusions: most people have very limited political knowledge. 

Converse’s (1964) seminal work showed, first, that most people made little use of 

common ideological abstractions like liberal and conservative in evaluating the two 

major parties and their presidential candidates, second, that most people displayed a 

confused or limited sense of such terms when asked directly about them, third, that across 

individuals the correlations between different policy attitudes were low, fourth that the 

correlations between given individuals’ answers to the same policy questions asked two 

years apart were also low, and fifth and finally that the pattern of these over-time 

correlations was largely consistent with a black-white model, in which some fraction of 

the electorate has true, unchanging opinions and the rest responds randomly. Converse’s 

(1964, 1970) estimates showed these latter respondents, whom he described as possessing 

non-attitudes, to be anywhere from a substantial minority to a large majority, depending 

on the issue. Later work, most notably by Nie, Verba, and Petrocik (1979), challenged 

most of these findings, but still later work laid waste to the challenges (Bishop et al. 

1978, Sullivan et al. 1978, Smith 1989, Luskin 1987), and there is now a strong 
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consensus that Converse’s original conclusions still hold (Luskin 1987, 2002; Kinder 

1998; Price 1999). 

The one partial exception is Converse’s contention that on most issues most 

people did not even have very meaningful attitudes. The non-attitudes thesis has been 

challenged (Achen 1975; Erickson 1979) on the grounds that the undisputed over-time 

wobble in the same people’s responses to the same policy questions stemmed from the 

inherent imprecision of answering closed-ended survey questions, rather than the absence 

of well-formed preferences. These studies have in turn been answered by others adducing 

direct or side evidence in support of Converse’s original thesis (Converse 2000; Converse 

and Pierce 1986, Hill and Kriesi 2001; Judd, Krosnick, and Milburn 1981; Luskin 1987; 

and even, in part, Achen 1983). 

But while the controversy over non-attitudes still simmers, it is hard to see how 

non- or minimal attitudes (to use Luskin’s 1987 softening of Converse’s term) are not 

rampant, given what we now know about the distribution of political knowledge, about 

which there is no longer much controversy. In both the U.S. and elsewhere, mass publics 

know relatively little about most issues (Luskin 1987, Bennett 1989, Delli Carpini and 

Keeter 1996, Price 1999, Baker et al. 1996; Gordon and Segura 1997; Klingeman 1979; 

Fournier 2001; Luskin, Cautrès, and Lowrance forthcoming). 

Current research, taking it as a given that political knowledge has “low mean and 

high variance” (Converse 1990), focuses instead on the consequences for vote choices 

and policy preferences. Some authors argue that it does not matter since citizens get 

where they should be as if they knew as much as the knowledgeable (Bowler and 

Donovan 1998; Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Popkin 1991; Sniderman et al. 

1991). By using shortcuts or heuristics provided by their environment, their friends, or 

groups they like or dislike, the ill-informed approximate the preferences of the well-
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informed. Brady and Sniderman (1985) and Sniderman et al. (1991), for example, suggest 

that people use a “likeability heuristic,” taking positions similar to those of groups they 

like and far from those of groups they don’t like. Similarly, Lupia (1994) suggests that 

people use the positions of stakeholder and public interest groups during referendum 

campaigns to guide themselves. Other authors have argued that individual citizens make 

errors but that these wash out in the aggregate, so that the aggregate distribution of 

preferences still approximates the distribution that would obtain if everyone were highly 

knowledgeable (Page and Shapiro, 1992). 

On the other end, others have shown that the general lack of political knowledge 

introduces important distortions. Statistical simulations, for example, generally show that 

political knowledge affects policy preferences and vote choices, both at the individual 

level and in the aggregate (Althaus 1998, Bartels 1996, Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). 

Knowledgeable individuals hold issue positions and make vote choices that are different 

from less knowledgeable ones, but that are similar socio-demographically. And the 

differences between actual and simulated “full-information” preferences are often 

substantial. Similarly, Gilens (2001), using both traditional surveys and survey-based 

experiments, shows that policy-specific knowledge induces many individuals to hold 

attitudes different from those they would hold otherwise. 

The implications for electoral democracy differ sharply in both groups. In the first 

one, citizens are believed to be competent enough to manage the demands of the political 

system. For the second, citizen competence needs to be improved by increasing political 

knowledge. 

I believe that this literature misses an important part of the story. It focuses on the 

impact of knowledge, rather than on the impact of thought as distinct from and in 

addition to knowledge. Knowledge, be it detailed or encapsulated in simple cues, 
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undoubtedly matters, but so does the thought given to knowledge already held. 

Knowledge without thought is like uncooked eggplant, zucchini, tomato, and onion. It 

takes thought, analogous to seasoning and stewing those raw ingredients, to make a 

ratatouille. 

In his early work, Luskin (1987) referred to political sophistication as the size, 

range, and organization of a person’s political belief system or political knowledge. In 

recent years, however, Luskin has come to view political sophistication only as the size 

and range of one’s political knowledge and recommends measuring it using political 

knowledge items–a recommendation now generally adopted in the field. But political 

sophistication is more than simply holding a large and wide-ranging political belief 

system. It also means the ability to organize political knowledge and that ability develops 

by thinking about politics. Thought has a distinct role: it helps organizing knowledge. 

The evidence from Deliberative Polling, in which the participants learn and think 

about the issues, is telling: policy preferences frequently change, even in the aggregate 

(Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). But are the effects only due to learning, thinking, or 

both learning and thinking? I propose to untangle the effects of thought and knowledge 

on attitudes and show that thought also affects attitudes. 

More precisely, this chapter examines the effects of thought, alone and in 

combination with knowledge, on attitude authenticity. Using data from the two survey-

experiments described earlier, I show that thought produces more authentic attitudes, that 

is, attitudes reflective of underlying interests. 
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THINKING AND POLITICAL ATTITUDES  

Thinking and the Aggregate Distribution of Attitudes 

Past work in the area has shown knowledge to affect, at times, the aggregate 

distribution of policy and electoral preferences. Althaus (1998), for example, shows that a 

fully knowledgeable electorate would prefer a more dovish and interventionist foreign 

policy, more government spending, and more progressive social policies. Bartels (1996), 

looking at vote choices in six presidential elections (1972-1992), finds incumbent 

presidents and Democratic candidates to benefit from the general lack of political 

knowledge. The results from Delli Carpini and Keeter (1996) are similar in that a better 

informed electorate would generally favor more progressive social policies. 

Figures 5.1 and 5.2 present, by treatment groups, the aggregate distribution of 

attitudes on general government spending for Brazil and on health care in the U.S., 

respectively. To complement the information presented in these two figures, Table 5.1 

provides some descriptive statistics about them including the distributions’ mean, and the 

percent of subjects found at the midpoint and on each side of it. The figures and table 

suggest notable differences between the control and treatment groups at the aggregate 

level. 

Attitudes on general public spending in Brazil are measured on a 7-point NES-

type scale where 1 means that “governments should reduce taxes even if it means 

providing a lot fewer services”, 7 that “governments should provide a lot more services 

even if it means increasing taxes”, and 4 “keep spending and taxes as is”. Attitudes on 

health care in the U.S. are measured on a 7-point scale where 1 means that “all medical 

expenses should be paid by individuals, through private insurance company plans or 

other company paid plans” and 7 that “there should be a federal government insurance 
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plan which would cover all medical and hospital expenses for everyone one regardless of 

age, income, and race.” 

For Brazil, we find that subjects in all five treatment groups favor, on average, 

less government spending than those in the control group, and three of these differences 

(ST, INFO, and ST-FLAG) are statistically significant at .05 (one-tailed). Subjects in the 

treatment groups are also significantly less supportive of the status quo, i.e., “keeping 

government spending and taxes as is”, and the differences are significant in all treatment 

groups but ST-INFO where it falls only shortly. Thinking more about general public 

spending in Brazil generally moved people away from the middle category toward 

wanting less government spending. 

The results for the U.S. show fewer differences in the aggregate. The only 

significant difference is found for subjects in the INFO’ group where support for the 

middle category was higher than in the control. 

The aggregate differences are interesting and may suggest a role for thought on 

attitudes, but the hypothesis that thought produces more authentic attitudes does not 

necessary imply differences in the aggregate distribution. The key to evaluating the effect 

of thought on attitude authenticity is to examine the connection between one’s attitude 

and underlying interests. It becomes imperative, therefore, to move from the aggregate to 

the individual level of analysis. 

Thinking and Attitude Authenticity 

Judging the authenticity of attitudes requires making hypotheses about how 

people’s attitudes should be affected by their underlying interests. For example, a 

professional worker that earns an above than average annual income “should” prefer less 

government spending than a low-income manual worker, based on his interests only. 
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The obvious problem that arises with this kind of reasoning is the role attributed 

to values and political predispositions like ideology and party identification? The 

professional worker may be a hard-core Democratic Party member who believes in 

wealth redistribution. Similarly, the manual worker may believe that individuals should 

stand on their own two feet and be distrustful of government. Interests, values, and 

political predispositions may all conflict, complicating further the task of evaluating 

one’s attitude. 

But the problem is even worse because values and political predispositions are 

themselves dependent on other important factors like political knowledge and, possibly, 

thought. Precedent work in the area has avoided including measures of values and 

political predispositions for that particular reason (Althaus 1998; Bartels 1996; Delli 

Carpini and Keeter 1996).18 I also exclude them from my analyses for that same reason 

but also, more practically, because I simply could not afford any questions on values and 

political predispositions in my experiments! 

Thus I propose a model for explaining attitudes on general government spending 

in Brazil and preferred level of federal government intervention in the U.S. that is based 

solely on income. Income is the single most direct measure of one’s interests in 

explaining attitudes on government spending or on health care. The expectations with 

respect to income are straightforward: low income people should favor more government 

spending or a greater federal role in health care as they benefit more from these services 

than they contribute and higher income people should favor less spending and 

intervention in health care as their benefits are smaller than their contributions. 

In Brazil, the dependent variable is defined as the attitudes on general public 

spending as described in the precedent section. In model 1, attitudes on spending are 

                                                 
18 To be more exact, Althaus (1998) includes party identification in his analysis. 



 57 

explained by income and a dichotomous variable (labeled Treatment) that takes on the 

value of 1 for all the subjects included in a treatment group and 0 otherwise. Treatment is 

included by itself to capture a main effect for the thought treatments. Income measures 

the respondent’s income on a 9-point scale. Finally, Income and Treatment are interacted 

and also included into the model to account for different effects for income on attitudes 

toward public spending for subjects induced to think. The equation to estimate can be 

written as follows: 

 

Yi=β0+β1*Incomei+β2*Treatmenti+β3*Incomei*Treatmenti+ui 

 

where βs are coefficients to be estimated, ui is a disturbance term, and the subscript i 

identifies the individuals. The equation is estimated using OLS. 

The estimates from Model 1 are presented in Table 5.2 and are reported for 

subjects in the control and pooled treatment groups. In both groups, Income carries, as 

expected, a negative sign but is only significant for subjects in the pooled treatment 

group. The constants estimated for both groups do not differ, suggesting that thought did 

not have a main effect on attitudes on public spending. Rather, thought’s effects are 

captured through income and in ways expected by the theory. 

To better visualize the effects of thought on income in explaining attitudes on 

general government spending, Figure 5.3 present values for the dependent variable by 

levels of income and treatment group calculated again using Clarify. One cannot stipulate 

where subjects should be on the 7-point scale for each level of income, but one should 

expect the relationship between income and demand for public services to be negative 

and this is exactly what the figure shows. As income increases, people prefer less 
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government spending and, more importantly for the present purpose, this relationship is 

strongest for subjects induced to think. 

It is noteworthy that the attitudes for subjects in the control group do not 

statistically differ from each other at different levels of income. While the richest subjects 

slightly preferred less government spending than the poorest ones (3.30 vs. 3.52) that 

difference did not reach statistical significance. The story is quite different, however, for 

subjects in the non-control group. Subjects low on income in that group significantly 

preferred more spending than those higher on income. For example, subjects who have an 

income of 1 on the 9-point income scale all preferred more government spending than 

those who have an income of 5 or above; those who have an income of 2 and 3, more 

than those who have one of 6 or above; 4 more than 7 or above; and, 5 more than 9. The 

differences in attitudes by income are admittedly not big (e.g., the difference between the 

richest and the poorest is .63 for subjects in the non-control group), but it is statistically 

significant. This constitutes a first piece of evidence suggesting that thought induces 

more authentic attitudes. 

The same model (Model 1) was estimated for the attitudes toward the federal 

government intervention in the provision of health care services in the U.S. but includes, 

in addition, a measure of the subjects’ family present and past health care coverage. This 

variable (labeled Coverage) is measured on a 5-point scale where 0 means that the 

subject or any member of his or her family has never been without any health care 

coverage during the past five year, and 4 that himself or any member of his or her family 

has been without any health care coverage whatsoever for the past five years. The values 

of 1, 2, and 3 capture periods of less than 1 year, one to two years, and three to four 

years, respectively, during which the subject or any member of his or her family has been 

without any health care coverage whatsoever. 
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The inclusion of Coverage into the model accounts for differences between 

subjects with respect to their present and past health care coverage, but, more 

importantly, it is included to account for its conditioning role on income. Indeed, the 

effect of income on attitudes toward health care should be strongest for subjects who 

have not been covered for long periods of time. Middle income families who have private 

health insurance provided by their employers, for example, may not be as inclined to 

favor greater federal intervention in the provision of health care services than those who 

do not receive the same benefits from their employers. Coverage is therefore also 

multiplied by Income which is, here, measured on a 19-point scale. The expectation with 

income is similar to the one for government spending. Subjects who have a high income 

should prefer less federal intervention in the provision of health care services because 

more intervention would mean paying more taxes for receiving lower quality services 

than those they can already afford (or their employer provides) in a private system. Low 

income subjects, however, should favor greater intervention as they would benefit from 

the health services without contributing much. Finally, Treatment is also included in the 

model and interacted with Income, Coverage, and their interaction and takes on the value 

of 1 for all subjects included in the ST-FLAG and INFO’ treatments and 0 otherwise. The 

equation to estimate is now: 

 

Yi=β0+β1*Incomei+β2*Coveragei+β3*Incomei*Coveragei 

+β4*Treatmenti+β5*Incomei*Treatmenti+β6*Coveragei*Treatmenti 

+β7*Incomei*Coveragei*Treatmenti+ui 

 

where βs are coefficients to be estimated, ui is a disturbance term, and the subscript i 

identifies the individuals. The equation is also estimated using OLS. 
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The estimates are presented by treatment groups under Model 1 in Table 5.3. But 

because of the interaction terms, the effects of income are hard to untangle. Figure 5.4, 

instead, presents visually the effects of Income on attitudes toward health care, holding 

Coverage at its mean. 

Figure 5.4 speaks for itself: Income has no effect on attitudes toward health care 

for subjects in the control group but has a substantial one, and in the expected direction, 

for subjects in the thought treatments (ST-FLAG and INFO’). Again, the attitudes of the 

richest subjects do not differ statistically from the poorest ones in the control group but 

differ sharply for those in the non-control group. More precisely, the attitudes of those 

who have an income of 1 or 2 all prefer significantly more federal intervention that those 

who have an income of 8 or above; those who have an income of 3 or 4, more than those 

who have an income of 9 or above; 5 more than 10 or above; 6 or 7 more than 11 or 

above; 8 more than 12 or above; 9 more than 13 or above; 10 more than 15 or above; 11 

more than 16 or above; and, 12 more than 18 or above. Moreover, the differences in 

attitudes by income are large, not like in Brazil. For example, the difference between the 

poorest and the richest subjects is 1.49 (5.35 vs. 3.86). That difference is only .19 for 

subjects in the control group (4.69 vs. 4.50). This constitutes strong evidence that thought 

induces subjects to develop more authentic attitudes. 

But should the effects of thought be the same for all subjects, irrespective of their 

knowledge of the attitude object. The theory suggests that it should not: the effects of 

thought should increase with knowledge. I propose, therefore, a second model (Model 2) 

which takes into account differences in knowledge. In each study, knowledge of the 

attitude object was measured (see Appendix B for details). Model 2 is the same as Model 

1 except that it includes a measure for knowledge that is also multiplied with all the other 

variables. 
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The estimates for Brazil and the U.S. are presented in Tables 5.3 and 5.4, 

respectively, under Model 2. Note that the result for the U.S. are now limited to subjects 

in the control and ST-FLAG treatments as knowledge was not measured for subjects in 

INFO’. The inclusion of knowledge into the model complicates further the interpretation 

of the estimates, but suggests some differences, at least, in the U.S. 

To better visualize these effects, I computed for both studies values for the 

dependent variable by levels of income and knowledge, holding Coverage at its mean in 

the U.S. The results are reported in Figures 5.3 through 5.7 for Brazil, and in Figures 5.8 

through 5.13 for the U.S. 

The results for Brazil indicate that as income increases, subjects in the pooled 

treatment group always prefer less government spending, irrespective of knowledge. For 

subjects in the control group, increases in income only induce a preference for less 

government spending for subjects who scored 2 or more on the knowledge scale. But the 

attitudes of those who scored 2 or more on knowledge in the control group never 

statistically differ from one another for different levels of income. For subjects in the 

pooled treatment group, the attitudes of the poorer differ statistically from those of the 

richer for subjects who scored 1 or 2 on Knowledge. The differences in attitudes are never 

big, as found earlier, but still suggestive (the biggest difference between the poorest and 

the richest, despite not being statistically significant, is found for subjects who scored 0 

on knowledge and reaches .59). Interestingly, here, the effects of thought unexpectedly 

appear to be strongest for the less knowledgeable and not the more knowledgeable. 

The results for the U.S. indicate, for their part, that income essentially has no 

effect on attitudes toward health care for subjects in the control group. Despite having an 

unexpected positive effect on attitudes toward health care as knowledge increases, the 

attitudes of the poorer subjects never differ from those of the richer. The story is quite 
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different, however, for subjects in the ST-FLAG treatment. Again, here, higher income 

subjects always prefer less federal intervention in the provision of health care services, 

irrespective of knowledge. And the differences between the richer and the poorer subjects 

grow, here, with knowledge. For example, the difference between the richest and the 

poorest subjects is of only .36 (4.69 vs. 5.05) for the least knowledgeable subjects but 

reaches 4.23 (2.08 vs. 6.31) for the most knowledgeable. Despite being all in the right 

direction, the differences in attitudes between the poorer and the richer ST-FLAG subjects 

are only significant for those subjects who scored 2 or more on the knowledge scale. 

Contrary to the results found for Brazil, the effects of thought are strongest, here, for the 

more knowledgeable, just like expected by the theory. 

Breaking Down the Stimuli to Thought 

But are the results reported for Brazil the same for all five thought treatments? It 

is a possibility that the thought stimuli (the prompt to stop-and-think, the reversed order 

of the knowledge questions, and the provision of domain-specific information) produced 

different effects. Thus I now turn to a more detailed analysis of Brazil by looking at the 

effects of each thought stimulus individually, just like in the precedent chapter. 

The model proposed is the same as Model 2 for Brazil with the exception that 

Treatment is now decomposed into three dichotomous variables, one for each thought 

stimuli: 1) the stop-and-think prompt labeled ST (found in treatments ST, ST-FLAG, and 

ST-INFO); 2) the activation of considerations induced by asking the knowledge questions 

before the public spending question labeled FLAG (found in treatments FLAG, INFO, ST-

FLAG, and ST-INFO); and, 3) the provision of domain-specific information labeled 

INFO (found in treatments INFO and ST-INFO). Finally, the interactions of ST with 

FLAG and ST with FLAG and INFO are also included to account for subjects who 



 63 

received those stimuli (found in treatments ST-FLAG and ST-INFO, respectively).19 The 

equation to be estimated can be rewritten as follows: 

 

Yi=β0+β1*I i+β2*K i+β3*K i*I i
 

+β4*STi+β5*I i*STi+β6*K i*STi+β7*K i*I i*STi 

+β8*FLAGi+β9*I i*FLAGi+β10*K i*FLAGi +β11*K i*I i*FLAGi 

+β12*INFO i+β13*I i*INFO i+β14*K i*INFO i+β15*K i*I i*INFO i 

+β16*ST-FLAGi+β17*I i*ST-FLAGi+β18*K i*ST-FLAGi+β19*K i*I i*ST-FLAGi 

+β20*ST-INFOi+β21*I i*ST-INFOi+β22*K i*ST-INFOi+β23*K i*I i*ST-INFOi+ui 

 

where I i is Income, Ki is Knowledge, βs are coefficients to be estimated, ui is a 

disturbance term, and the subscript i identifies the individuals. 

Again, this model entails a lot of coefficients but not many variables. It is the 

interactions of these variables in the product terms that make for the numerous 

coefficients. 

Table 5.4 presents the estimates for Brazil by treatment group. The results in 

Table 5.4 resemble somewhat closely those reported under Model 2 in Table 5.2. The 

differences become more evident when looking at the values for the dependent variable 

by Income and Knowledge. I will not report here, however, the 25 tables such an analysis 

produces but instead briefly highlight the differences between the groups. 

The effects of income for subjects in the control group are, of course, the same as 

those reported in Model 2. The results for ST, ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO indicate that as 

income increases, subjects in those groups all prefer lower levels of government 

spending, irrespective of knowledge. In ST and ST-FLAG, the effects of thought are very 

                                                 
19 Note that FLAG and INFO are not interacted since INFO always comes together with FLAG. 
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similar to those reported in Figure 5.2 where results are reported for the treated subjects 

all together. Again, here, the strongest effects are found for subjects lower on political 

knowledge, and the differences in attitudes between the poorer and the richer subjects 

only reach statistical significance for those who score 1 in ST-FLAG. 

On the other hand, the effects of thought in ST-INFO grow with knowledge, as 

expected and as found in the U.S. study. For example, the difference between the poorest 

and the richest subjects is .49 (3.53 vs. 3.04) for subjects who scored 0 on the knowledge 

scale as compared to 1.54 for those who scored 4 on knowledge (3.79 vs. 2.25). None of 

these differences, however, reach statistical significance. 

The effects of thought in FLAG do not follow expectations. As income increases, 

subjects in that group prefer less government spending but only for subjects who scored 2 

or less. The relationship with income unexpectedly becomes positive for those who 

scored 3 or 4. None of the difference between the poorest and the richest subjects, 

however, reaches statistical significance. 

The results for INFO do not follow expectations and match, rather, almost exactly 

those of control. The less knowledgeable (those who scored 0 or 1) want more 

government spending as income increases and only those who scored 2 or more want less 

spending as income increases. None of these differences, again, reaches statistical 

significance. 

In sum, ST, ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO provided the strongest effects despite not 

showing great statistical significance. Again, the size of these effects is not big, e.g. the 

highest difference between the poorest and the richest subjects is only 1.54 for subjects in 

ST-INFO. But more importantly for the present purposes, the results from this detailed 

analysis suggest that the prompt to stop-and-think, or mere thought, helps people develop 

more authentic attitudes. Providing information with no additional opportunity to think, 
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as in INFO, is not enough. People need time to incorporate the new bits of information 

before developing a more authentic attitude. Similarly, flagging important considerations 

worth thinking about without providing actual information, as in FLAG, also does not 

suffice for the same reason. Thought requires time (even as short as 30 seconds!) to allow 

internal deliberation about what we already know or what we just learned. 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter aimed at examining the impact of thought on attitude authenticity. 

The results support the hypothesis that thought produces more authentic attitudes, i.e. 

attitudes that are more reflective on underlying interests. The effects in Brazil are not 

very strong but in the right direction. Those in the U.S., however, show important 

differences between the attitudes of the poorer and the richer subjects in ways expected. 

And the detailed analysis of Brazil suggests that thought is a process that requires time 

for people to arrive at more authentic attitudes. 

These results are interesting for those wanting to increase citizen competence. 

People simply need to think more about what they now or learn about the political world. 

They don’t necessarily need to know all the details about politics or particular cues to be 

competent citizens, all they need is simply thinking more about politics and there are 

good reasons to believe that during elections or during important political crises people 

do give increased thought to politics. 

But before concluding, I would like to note that the use of income as a measure of 

interests is imperfect, but standard since there doesn’t seem to be any other better 

alternative. But the value of income, or interests more generally, in explaining attitudes is 

probably dependent upon the nature of the attitudes studied. One factor is the private-

public good dimension. For example, attitudes measuring people’s preferred level of 

spending on national defense are probably poorly predicted by interests because defense 
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is a pure public good: everyone benefits equally from defense and it is not possible to 

exclude anyone from not benefiting from it. Welfare, on the other end, is more of a 

private good as it benefits essentially only those that receive it, making attitudes on 

welfare probably more easily predicted by interests only. Attitudes measuring preferences 

about public goods should, therefore be less easily predicted by interests only. 

A second factor is the merit good dimension. A merit good is a good for which 

individual consumption of it not only benefits the individual himself but also the society 

as a whole. Education is the best example. A good education benefits the person who 

receives it but also the whole society by promoting democratic citizenship (Nie, Junn, 

and Stehlik-Barry 1996). Attitudes measuring preferences about the provision of merit 

goods, therefore, should also be less easily predicted by interests. 

This short discussion may explain, in part, why income does not explain attitudes 

on general public spending in Brazil as well as it does for attitudes on health care in the 

U.S. General public spending includes a plethora of items on which governments allocate 

funds including national defense, education, welfare, road construction, health care and 

many more. The attitude tapped in Brazil includes a mix of public, private, and merit 

good. The health care attitude measured in the U.S. is, for its part, better circumscribed 

and health care is neither a public nor a merit good–the sole beneficiaries are those 

receiving the service. In the end, attitudes on health care are more easily explained by 

interests than are those on government spending generally defined. 

But the evidence presented, here, is clear: thought produces more authentic 

attitudes. It may be harder to tell for some type of attitudes, but the effects of thought are 

real and substantial. 
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Table 5.1: Descriptive Statistics about the Distribution of Attitudes, both Studies 

 Control ST FLAG INFO INFO’ ST-FLAG ST-INFO 

Brazil        

Mean 3.32 2.98* 3.19 3.05* - 3.00* 3.31 

% more 17.63 16.07 19.80 15.19 - 13.75 20.23 

% neutral 36.44 27.23* 26.32* 27.09* - 27.70* 30.06 

% less 45.93 56.69* 53.88 57.73* - 58.55* 49.71 

N 163 156 162 161 - 162 159 

        
US        

Mean 4.71 - - - 4.58 4.71 - 

% more 53.63 - - - 49.10 55.57 - 

% neutral 20.74 - - - 27.40* 22.02 - 

% less 25.63 - - - 23.51 22.41 - 

N 220 - - - 237 228 - 

*indicates statistically significant differences between treatments and control at .05 (one-tailed). 
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 Table 5.2: Explaining Attitudes on General Public Spending, Brazil  

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Control Pooled 
treatment 

Control Pooled 
treatment 

Income -.03 
(.06) 

-.08* 
(.03) 

.07 
(.10) 

-.07* 
(.05) 

Knowledge - - .04 
(.26) 

-.10 
(.14) 

Knowledge*Income - - -.04 
(.05) 

.01 
(.02) 

Constant 3.55* 
(.33) 

3.52* 
(.15) 

3.41* 
(.53) 

3.60* 
(.23) 

  

Adjusted-R2 .01 .01 

N 886 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .10 level or higher. 
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Table 5.3: Explaining Attitudes on Heath Care, U.S. 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Model 1 Model 2ª 

 Control Pooled 
treatment 

Control ST-FLAG 

Income -.00 
(.04) 

-.07* 
(.02) 

-.03 
(.06) 

-.05 
(.06) 

Coverage .48* 
(.27) 

.37* 
(.16) 

.08 
(.39) 

-.38 
(.32) 

Income*Coverage -.01 
(.03) 

-.02 
(.02) 

.04 
(.04) 

.04 
(.04) 

Knowledge - - -.43* 
(.25) 

.11 
(.28) 

Knowledge*Income - - .02 
(.02) 

-.02 
(.02) 

Knowledge*Coverage   .16 
(.16) 

.25 
(.15) 

Knowledge*Income*Coverage - - -.01 
(.01) 

-.03†* 
(.02) 

Constant 4.35* 
(.48) 

5.18* 
(.28) 

5.24* 
(.69) 

5.38* 
(.66) 

   

Adjusted-R2 .07 .09 

N 641 420 
ªNote that subjects in INFO’ are excluded from the analysis in Model 2 as political knowledge 
was not measured for subjects in that group. 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .10 level or higher. 
†indicates statistically significant differences between non-control and control at .10 or higher. 
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Table 5.4: Explaining Attitudes on General Public Spending and Specific Stimuli to 
Thought, Brazil 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Control ST FLAG INFO ST-
FLAG 

ST-INFO 

Income .07 
(.10) 

-.07 
(.11) 

-.10 
(.10) 

.05 
(.10) 

-.18* 
(.11) 

-.06 
(.11) 

Knowledge .04 
(.26) 

-.06 
(.32) 

-.45 
(.33) 

.07 
(.29) 

-.24 
(.32) 

.09 
(.33) 

Knowledge*Income -.04 
(.05) 

.01 
(.05) 

.05 
(.06) 

-.03 
(.05) 

.04 
(.05) 

-.03 
(.06) 

Constant 3.41* 
(.53) 

3.39* 
(.54) 

3.90* 
(.47) 

3.09* 
(.47) 

3.97* 
(.55) 

3.60* 
(.59) 

  

Adjusted-R2 .00 

N 886 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .10 level or higher. 
†indicates statistically significant differences between treatments and control at .10 or higher. 
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Figure 5.1: Attitudes on Public Spending, Brazil 
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Figure 5.2: Attitudes on Health Care, U.S. 
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Figure 5.3: Attitudes on Government Spending by Levels of Income (Model 1: Control 
vs. Pooled treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 5.4: Attitudes on Health Care by Levels of Income (Model 1: Control vs. Pooled 
treatment), U.S. 
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Figure 5.5: Attitudes on Government Spending by Levels of Income for Subjects who 
Scored 0 on Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. Pooled treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 5.6 Attitudes on Government Spending by Levels of Income for Subjects who 
Scored 1 on Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. Pooled treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 5.7: Attitudes on Government Spending by Levels of Income for Subjects who 
Scored 2 on Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. Pooled treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 5.8: Attitudes on Government Spending by Levels of Income for Subjects who 
Scored 3 on Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. Pooled treatment), Brazil 

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Income

A
tt

it
u

d
es

 o
n

 g
o

ve
rn

m
en

t 
sp

en
d

in
g

Control

Pooled treatment

 
 



 79 

Figure 5.9: Attitudes on Government Spending by Levels of Income for Subjects who 
Scored 4 on Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. Pooled treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 5.10: Attitudes on Health Care by Levels of Income for Subjects who Scored 0 on 
Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 5.11: Attitudes on Health Care by levels of Income for Subjects who Scored 1 on 
Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 5.12: Attitudes on Health Care by Levels of Income for Subjects who Scored 2 on 
Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 5.13: Attitudes on Health Care by Levels of Income for Subjects who Scored 3 on 
Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 5.14: Attitudes on Health Care by Levels of Income for Subjects who Scored 4 on 
Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 5.15: Attitudes on Health Care by Levels of Income for Subjects who Scored 5 on 
Knowledge (Model 2: Control vs. ST-FLAG), U.S. 
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Chapter 6:  Thinking, Attitude Extremity, and Polarization 

Social psychologists have long been preoccupied with the question of whether, 

and under what circumstances, increased thought produces attitude extremity (e.g., 

Chaiken and Yates 1985; Sadler and Tesser 1973; Tesser 1978; Tesser and Conlee; 1975 

to cite a few studies among many). The evidence comes from laboratory experiments 

where subjects were presented with paintings, pictures, descriptions of individuals or 

groups and asked to evaluate them. Some subjects were then given an opportunity to 

think about objects toward which they had expressed moderate attitudes (for 15-190 

seconds) while others were distracted from thinking about it. The results show attitude 

extremity (i.e., attitudes that were initially positive became more positive and those being 

negative became more negative) for subjects prompted to think. 

It has been argued that thought only makes for more extreme attitudes about 

objects for which individuals have well-developed schemas (Chaiken and Yates 1985; 

Leone and Ensley 1985; Tesser 1978; and Tesser and Leone 1977). Schemas provide a 

framework for generating considerations consistent with initial evaluations and 

reinterpreting inconsistent ones. 

In Linville’s (1982) and Linville and Jones’ (1980) results, however, attitude 

extremity decreases with schema development. People holding better developed schemas 

generally show more moderate attitudes. The difference between Linville’s and Tesser’s 

results may be that Linville is measuring attitudes without encouraging thought. Thus the 

role of schemas in producing more extreme attitudes may be affected by thought. 

But schema development is just political sophistication writ small, a close cousin 

to knowledge. I propose therefore to use knowledge instead of schema development 
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because the latter is more than often loosely defined and the problems related to its 

measurement are even worse (Kuklinski, Luskin, and Bolland 1991). 

Using the data presented in chapter 3, I show below that increased thought leads 

to attitude extremity for some people some of the time. Increase thought is also found to 

produce attitude polarization, a possible consequence of attitude extremity. The provision 

of domain-specific information also makes for more extreme attitudes but to a lesser 

extent than thought alone. Some of the implications for understanding mass polarization 

or public opinion tout court are discussed at the end. 

MEASURING ATTITUDE EXTREMITY AND POLARIZATION  

The Brazilian subjects were asked about their preferred level of general 

government spending, U.S. subjects about their preferred level of federal government 

intervention in the provision of health care services. Both attitudes were measured on a 7-

point scale, where 4 meant “keep spending and taxes as is” in Brazil, and the midpoint 

between totally private and totally public for attitudes on health care. Attitude extremity 

refers here to the distance between an attitude and the midpoint, irrespective of direction, 

and increases the larger the distance. 

I measure respondent’s i extremity Ei by computing the absolute deviation of his 

or her attitude Yi from the midpoint: 

 

Ei=| Yi-4 | 

 

which takes on integer values ranging from 0 to 3. 

In Table 6.1, I report the mean absolute deviation from the midpoint by treatment 

groups, a measure of polarization. Attitudes were, as expected, more polarized in every 

treatment group in Brazil as compared to the control. Indeed, attitudes in the treatment 
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groups were, on average, more polarized by .27 than those in the control group and these 

differences are all statistically significant at .05 (one-tailed). Attitudes were most 

polarized in the pure “stop-and-think” treatment (ST). Polarization, on the other hand, is 

weakest in treatments where “reality constraints” are the most present (INFO and ST-

INFO). 

Thought, however, did not polarize attitudes on health care in the U.S. Attitudes 

in both treatment groups are in fact less polarized than those in the control group, but 

none of these differences reach statistical significance. 

EXPLAINING ATTITUDE EXTREMITY  

The question now is what affects attitude extremity. As discussed earlier, 

knowledge is expected to affect attitude extremity and condition the effects of thought. 

Other factors like schemas (Chaiken and Yates 1985; Leone and Ensley 1985; Linville 

1982; Linville and Jones 1980; Tesser 1978; and Tesser and Leone 1977), gender (Tesser 

1976), motivation (Millar and Tesser 1986), dogmatism (Leone 1989), need for cognition 

(Lassiter, Apple, and Slaw 1996; Lassiter and Apple 1998; Leone 1994; Leone and 

Ensley 1985), and objectivism (Leone 1996) are also found to affect attitude extremity 

and condition the effects of thought. I propose here a model to explain attitude extremity 

that accounts for some of these factors. 

The model includes a measure of domain-specific political knowledge. Earlier, I 

argued that more knowledgeable people should hold more extreme attitudes because they 

are better able to generate considerations that are consistent with their initial attitudes and 

also because they are better equipped at reinterpreting inconsistent ones. The attitudes of 

the less knowledgeable, on the other hand, are generally less polarized because they rely 

on much fewer considerations and these people are often ill-equipped to reinterpret 

inconsistent considerations. 
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The model includes other variables. It is generally thought that women tend to 

hold less extreme political attitudes and preferences than men (Tesser 1976). I explore 

this question by adding a dichotomous variable for gender coded 1 for female subjects 

and 0 for males. 

On the other hand, older people are often thought to hold more extreme attitudes 

than younger ones as they have gained more political expertise over the years. For this 

reason, age is included into the model. 

The model also includes a measure of the respondents’ level of education. 

Education is included, here, as a proxy for cognitive ability. More cognitively able people 

should show more attitude extremity because they are better equipped to reinterpret the 

retrieved considerations that are inconsistent with their initial attitude. 

Finally, the model includes a dichotomous treatment variable that takes on the 

value of 1 for subjects in the thought treatment groups and 0 otherwise. This variable 

captures the main effect of thought on attitude extremity. 

As for the functional form, Knowledge is interacted with Treatment to capture the 

reinforcing effect of knowledge on thought as argued earlier. The equation to be 

estimated can be written as follows: 

 

Ei=β0+β1*Xi+β2*K i+β3*T i+β4*K i*T i+ui 

 

where X i is a vector containing Gender, Age, and Education, K is Knowledge, T is 

Treatment, βs are coefficients to be estimated, ui is a disturbance term, and the subscript i 

identifies the individuals. The equation is estimated by OLS. 

 The results for Brazil are reported in Table 6.2. They indicate, as expected, 

that age and education both positively affect attitude extremity and that women tend to 
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hold, on average, less extreme attitudes. Only the first two, however, reach statistical 

significance. The results also suggest that knowledge affects attitude extremity positively 

in the absence of thought. When thought is induced, however, knowledge has no effect 

on extremity. Thought has a main effect on attitude extremity as the much larger constant 

estimated for subjects in the treatment groups indicates. As the dagger indicates, the 

constant estimated for subjects in the treatment groups is statistically different than the 

one for subjects in the control group. 

But to visualize better the effects of thought and knowledge on attitude extremity 

for subjects in the control and treatment groups, I compute values for Ei using Clarify by 

levels of political knowledge and treatment group, holding all the other variables at their 

mean. The results presented in the following figures present 90 percent confidence 

intervals for all values of the dependent variable computed. 

The results for Brazil are presented in Figure 6.1.20 Two important findings 

emanate from Figure 6.1. First, attitude extremity increases with political knowledge for 

subjects in the control group but has no effect for subjects in the treatment groups. The 

attitudes of those in the control group who scored 0 on political knowledge were less 

extreme than those who scored 4. The attitudes of those who scored 1 were also less 

extreme than those who scored 4 but also of those who scored 3. And those that scored 2 

also showed less extreme attitudes than those who scored 4. All of these differences are 

statistically significant at .05 (one-tailed). 

Second, and more importantly for the present purpose, thought induces attitude 

extremity but only for subjects low in political knowledge (scores of 0, 1, and 2). Indeed, 

attitudes on spending are, on average, .38, .48, and .38 more extreme for subjects in the 

treatment groups as compared to those in the control for those subjects who scored 0, 1, 
                                                 
20 Note, again, that the results reported are only presented for those who scored 4 or less in Brazil and those 
who scored 5 or less in the U.S. for reasons explained in chapter 4.  
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and 2 on the political knowledge scale, respectively. The first two differences are 

statistically significant at .05 (one-tailed), and the third falls only shortly of being 

significant. Thought did not affect, however, the attitudes of the more knowledgeable. In 

fact, attitude extremity is strongest in the absence of thought for the most knowledgeable 

subjects (score of 4) but this difference does not reach statistical significance. 

These results are interesting because they suggest a different role for thought on 

attitude extremity than the one expected. In effect, it was expected for thought to have its 

strongest effect on attitude extremity for the most knowledgeable and its weakest effect 

for the least knowledgeable. Here, we find the opposite. The extremity effect found for 

the least knowledgeable is hardly explained, here, by the expected role of thought in 

generating more consistent considerations and in reinterpreting inconsistent ones. Again, 

the least knowledgeable simply don’t have much to recall even when offered the 

opportunity to think more carefully. They also are generally not very well-equipped to 

reinterpret the inconsistent considerations retrieved. 

One possibility is that the effect of thought on the least knowledgeable is better 

explained by how thought increases the salience of the considerations recalled. The few 

considerations the least knowledgeable retrieve from memory most probably represent a 

very biased set of the universe of considerations. Prompting the least knowledgeable to 

think more carefully increases the salience of these few biased considerations retrieved 

and pushes them out of the middle where they would normally stand. In sum, attitude 

extremity does not occur because thought helps the least knowledgeable in generating 

more consistent considerations and in reinterpreting the inconsistent ones but because 

thought increases the salience of the few biased considerations they retrieved. 

The results for the U.S. are reported in Table 6.3. Note, again, that the results for 

that study are only reported for subjects in the control and ST-FLAG  groups as 
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knowledge was not measured for subjects in INFO’. Here, no significant effects are 

found for age, gender, education, and knowledge. The constant estimated for subjects in 

ST-FLAG does not indicate either a main effect for thought on attitude extremity. 

Figure 6.2 presents the effects of thought and knowledge on attitude extremity for 

subjects in the control and ST-FLAG, holding all the other variables at their mean. The 

figure cements the results reported earlier: thought did not make for more extreme 

attitudes on health care and knowledge does not affect attitude extremity either. 

Breaking down the stimuli to thought 

But recall that the Brazil study has five treatment groups, each with different 

thought stimuli. What was the impact of each of these stimuli, alone or in combination, 

on attitude extremity? Does the presence of “reality constraints” in some treatments 

attenuate the effects of thought on attitude extremity as suggested earlier? To answer 

these questions, I now turn to a more detailed regression analysis of the Brazil study. The 

dependent variable is the same as the one used in Table 6.2 but the Treatment variable is 

now decomposed into the particular thought stimuli. The model includes three dummy 

variables, one for each thought stimuli: 1) the stop-and-think prompt labeled ST 

(treatments ST, ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO); 2) the activation of considerations induced by 

asking the knowledge questions before the public spending question labeled FLAG 

(treatments FLAG, INFO, ST-FLAG, and ST-INFO); and, 3) the provision of domain-

specific information labeled INFO (treatments INFO and ST-INFO). The inclusion of 

Age, Gender, and Education completes the model. Finally, the interactions of ST with 

FLAG and ST with FLAG and INFO are also included to account for subjects who 

received these stimuli (treatments ST-FLAG and ST-INFO, respectively).21 This time, the 

equation can be written as follows: 

                                                 
21 Note that FLAG and INFO are not interacted since INFO always comes together with FLAG. 
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Ei =β0+β1*Xi+β2*K i 

+β3*STi+β4*K i*STi 

+β5*FLAGi+β6*K i*FLAGi 

+β7*INFO i+β8*K i*INFO i 

+β9*STi*FLAGi+β10*K i*STi*FLAGi 

+β11*STi*FLAGi*INFO i+β12*K i*STi*FLAGi*INFO i+ui 

 

where X i is a vector containing Gender, Age, and Education, K is Knowledge, STi, 

FLAGi, and INFOi are the treatment dummies, βs are coefficients to be estimated, ui is a 

disturbance term, and the subscript i identifies the individuals. 

The results from the regression are reported in Table 6.4 and are presented by 

treatment groups. The effects of age, gender, and education are, of course, the same as 

those reported in Table 6.2: age and education both affect positively attitude extremity 

and gender has no effect despite carrying the expected sign. 

The attention, here, should be given to the differences between the thought 

stimuli, as captured here by the estimated constants, and knowledge. The results suggest 

important differences for both. First, knowledge only has a significant (and positive) 

effect on attitude extremity for subjects in the control group. Thus knowledge has 

essentially no effect on attitude extremity when subjects are induced to think. The role of 

knowledge is actually statistically different for subjects in FLAG, INFO, and ST-FLAG, 

as indicated by the daggers, when compared to the control group subjects. 

Second, the results suggest thought to have a main effect on attitude extremity in 

every single treatment group as their estimated constants are all larger and statistically 

different from the one estimated for subjects in the control group. 
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To visualize better these effects, Figures 6.3 through 6.7 present values for the 

dependent variable by levels of political knowledge and treatments, holding all the other 

variables at their mean. 

The results for ST, FLAG, and ST-INFO resemble very closely those reported in 

Figure 6.1 where the treatment subjects were all analyzed together. Knowledge has 

essentially no effect on attitude extremity for subjects in these treatment groups and 

attitudes are more extreme for the least knowledgeable in these groups as compared to the 

control. The differences are statistically significant at .05 (one-tailed) for subjects who 

scored 0 and 1in all three treatment groups. 

The results for INFO and ST-FLAG are slightly different in that knowledge affects 

negatively attitude extremity. The effect of knowledge on attitude extremity, however, is 

not significant as none of the subjects in either INFO or ST-FLAG shows less extreme 

attitudes at higher levels of political knowledge as compared to lower ones. The end 

result of these treatments is the same as the one reported for the three others in that 

attitudes in these treatments are more extreme than those in the control group for subjects 

low on political knowledge. Again, these differences are statistically significant at .05 

(one-tailed) for all subjects who scored 0 or 1 on the political knowledge scale. 

When comparing the different treatments, we find that the strongest effects for 

thought, on average, are found, as expected, for subjects in ST where thought is induced 

without “reality constraints”. Attitudes for subjects in the pure “stop-and-think” treatment 

(ST) are always more extreme than those in the control group. For the other treatment 

group subjects, the difference in attitude extremity between them and those in the control 

group grows smaller with political knowledge and becomes even negative for subjects 

who scored 4 on political knowledge. The difference is even negative for subjects who 
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scored 3 on knowledge in INFO and ST-FLAG. This suggests, as hypothesized, that the 

effects of “reality constraints” are strongest for the more knowledgeable subjects. 

DISCUSSION 

This chapter aims at examining the effects of thought on attitude extremity. The 

results from Brazil show that thought makes for more extreme attitudes for some people 

some of the time and can produce more polarization. More precisely, thought makes the 

attitudes of the least knowledgeable more extreme by increasing the salience of the few, 

and possibly biased, considerations retrieved. The effects of thought are also strongest in 

the absence of “reality constraints”. Finally, the results also indicate that attitude 

extremity increases with knowledge in the absence of “reality constraints”. 

But one intriguing finding for which I do not have a clear answer is why has 

thought made the attitudes on general government spending more extreme and not those 

on health care? The differences in scope and salience of both attitude objects may, in 

part, explain why. 

First, general government spending is one large object that refers to many other 

objects including the role of governments in providing health care services. The universe 

of considerations related to general government spending far exceeds, therefore, that of 

health care. 

Second, general government spending, by nature, is also more frequently talked 

about in the media and in elite discourse. Issues revolving around government spending 

are thus generally more salient. The larger scope and saliency of the government 

spending issue make it easier for people to recall cognitive and affective considerations 

about it, increasing, in turn, the possibilities for attitude extremity. 

Finally, this chapter proposes individual-level foundations for better 

understanding aggregate changes in public opinion and mass polarization more generally. 
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Indeed, the results imply that when given issues receive increased attention by the media 

and the political elites, the possibilities for polarization increase because the issues are on 

the people’s mind. By thinking more frequently about the issues, their attitudes toward 

them become more extreme, and may, at times, lead to polarization. But the content of 

the information circulated in the media can attenuate some of thinking’s effects on 

attitude extremity. 
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Table 6.1: Attitude Polarization, both Studies 

 Control ST FLAG INFO INFO’ ST-

FLAG 

ST-

INFO 

Brazil        

∑
=

−
n

i

iY
n 1

4
1

 
1.21 1.55* 1.48* 1.45* - 1.48* 1.46* 

N 163 156 162 161 - 162 159 

        
US        

∑
=

−
n

i

iY
n 1

4
1

 
1.65 - - - 1.48 1.55 - 

N 220 - - - 237 228 - 

*indicates statistically significant differences between treatments and control at .05 (one-tailed). 
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Table 6.2: Explaining Attitude Extremity on General Public Spending, Brazil 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Control Pooled treatment 

Age .01* 
(.00) 

Gender -.04 
(.07) 

Education .03* 
(.02) 

Knowledge .21* 
(.07) 

.01† 
(.04) 

Constant .45* 
(.19) 

1.04†* 
(.15) 

  

Adjusted-R2 .02 

N 1012 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .10 level or higher. 
†indicates statistically significant differences between treatments and control at .10 or higher. 
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Table 6.3: Explaining Attitude Extremity on Health Care, U.S. 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Control ST-FLAG 

Age -.00 
(.00) 

Gender -.15 
(.11) 

Education -.04 
(.03) 

Knowledge .03 
(.05) 

.03 
(.05) 

Constant 1.99* 
(.24) 

1.89* 
(.25) 

  

Adjusted-R2 .00 

N 442 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .10 level or higher. 
†indicates statistically significant differences between treatments and control at .10 or higher. 
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Table 6.4: Explaining Attitude Extremity on Pubic Spending and Specific Stimuli to 
Thought, Brazil 

Variables Coefficients 
(s.e.) 

 Control ST FLAG INFO ST-
FLAG 

ST-INFO 

Age .01* 
(.00) 

Gender -.04 
(.07) 

Education .03* 
(.02) 

Knowledge .20* 
(.07) 

.10 
(.07) 

.04† 
(.08) 

-.09† 
(.07) 

-.08† 
(.08) 

.06 
(.20) 

Constant .44* 
(.19) 

.96†* 
(.20) 

1.00†* 
(.19) 

1.11†* 
(.19) 

1.15†* 
(.20) 

.95†* 
(.19) 

  

Adjusted-R2 .02 

N 1012 
*indicates statistically significant coefficients at the conventional .10 level or higher. 
†indicates statistically significant differences between treatments and control at .10 or higher. 
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Figure 6.1: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. Pooled 
Treatment), Brazil 
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Figure 6.2: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST-
FLAG), U.S. 
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Figure 6.3: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST), 
Brazil 
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Figure 6.4: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. FLAG), 
Brazil 
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Figure 6.5: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. INFO), 
Brazil 
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Figure 6.6: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST-
FLAG), Brazil 
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Figure 6.7: Predicted Attitude Extremity by Political Knowledge (Control vs. ST-
INFO), Brazil 
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Chapter 7:  Conclusion 

In this essay, I have shown that thought affects the development, authenticity, 

extremity, and polarization of attitudes. Increased thought helps people develop attitudes, 

especially for those that are moderately knowledgeable. Thought also helps people 

develop more authentic attitudes, i.e. attitudes that are more reflective of underlying 

interests. Finally, thought produces more extreme attitudes and can also result into 

polarization. The effects on extremity are particularly strong for the least knowledgeable 

and in the absence of “reality constraints”. Taken together, these results suggest that 

thought plays an important role in determining attitudes. Its role is at times small but real. 

Thus this project has shown that thought is an important determinant of attitudes, and that 

it simply cannot be ignored. 

IMPLICATIONS  

The implications for electoral democracy are not negligible. Indeed, increased 

attitude development means increased representativeness in polls measuring opinions as 

more voices are heard. This is important given today’s attention polls receive by political 

elites. Increased attitude authenticity means increased citizen competence in expressing 

political attitudes and preferences more reflective of interests. These two effects of 

thought are, of course, highly desirable for electoral democracy more generally. 

In practice, the measurement of thought is essentially impossible but tractable. 

There are occasions like elections or after major events (e.g., September 11th) when 

people do give increased attention and thought to the political world. During these 

periods, one should expect an increase in attitude development among the mass publics. 

People’s attitudes are also more likely to be more reflective of underlying interests during 
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those periods than in more quiet times, and also generally more extreme, depending on 

the content of the information circulated in the media. 

But does that mean that electoral democracy is only likely to benefit from the 

positive effects of thought when the political system is in a state of crisis or during 

elections? Maybe–but after all, crises and elections are the most important times when we 

would want citizens to act in the best of their capacities. In effect, it is in these times that 

their interests are the most threatened. 

But let’s be clear about one thing. Increased thought does not benefit everyone 

equally. The least knowledgeable, as the results show, do not benefit as much from the 

extra thought as it does not really help them develop attitudes. It does, however, help the 

few who voice an attitude to hold one that is more authentic. The results suggest, rather, 

that the people that benefit the most from thinking are those that do not generally pay 

close attention to the political world but that possess enough cognitive ability and 

knowledge to make sense of it. I suspect them to tune in more assiduously exactly in 

those moments of heightened political activity like elections and crises when their 

interests are most at stake. 

The results presented in this essay also carry important lessons for the study of 

public opinion. More precisely, the results from the two survey-experiments provide 

useful insights into survey, and specifically questionnaire design. The preoccupation of 

lowering survey nonresponse has led some scholars to argue in favor of all sorts of 

question format and wording including, notably, the removal of “don’t know” as an 

option. The present project shows that offering opportunities for thought, be it by 

allowing the respondent more time to respond or by asking first questions eliciting 

considerations worth thinking about, lowers the expression of nonopinion responses by 

promoting attitude development. 
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Moreover, allowing respondents more opportunities for thinking not only reduces 

their likelihood of expressing a nonopinion response but the attitudes voiced are also 

more reflective of underlying interests and, as my work with Patrick Fournier suggests, 

also more predictive of behavior like voting (Fournier and Turgeon 2004). Manipulating 

thought in surveys can therefore be beneficial for social scientists studying attitudes and 

behaviors. 

FUTURE RESEARCH AVENUES 

But despite answering many important questions, this project also leave some 

unanswered. For example, the experimental design proposed does not tell us anything 

about the persistence of the effects of thought herein uncovered. One would have to 

conduct similar thought manipulation but measure at different intervals the attitudes 

treated (e.g., after 1 minute, 15 minutes, 1 hour, 1 day, 1 week, etc.). 

Similarly, the present studies do not allow examining if the effects of thought 

increase the longer subjects spend thinking? Do the effects reach a cap after a certain 

period of time or even decrease? The results on attitude extremity conducted by the social 

psychologist Abraham Tesser and his colleague Mary Charles Conlee (1975) suggest that 

the effects of thought increase with the amount of time subjects spend thinking. But what 

about the effects of the time spent thinking on attitude development and authenticity? 

This project has looked at attitudes toward governments. In Brazil, it looked at 

attitudes toward general government spending and in the U.S. at the role of the federal 

government in the provision of health care services. The two attitudes are similar in that 

they are both cognitively loaded. But what would be the effects of thought on more 

affectively loaded issues like abortion and race? Would they follow the same patterns as 

the ones found here? That is an important question but one not addressed in this project. 
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Finally, it is noteworthy that all the analyses presented here come from two 

different studies conducted in two sharply different national settings, Brazil and the U.S. 

The Brazil case is particular because very few work of this type has ever been conducted 

outside the United States or outside another industrialized country (Amir and Sharon 

1987; Conover and Searing 2002; Moghaddam et al. 1992). It almost constitutes a 

première in the study of political psychology. 

But more importantly for the present purposes, the fact that the results do not 

differ greatly between both studies is very suggestive of the robustness and universality 

of the effects of thought on attitudes. Indeed, the effects of thought on attitude 

development are essentially the same in both countries. The effects of thought on attitude 

authenticity, despite being weaker in Brazil, are also very similar. The difference in 

magnitude is better explained by the differences inherent to the attitudes themselves 

(general government spending encompasses the provision of a mixture of public, private, 

and merit goods while health care is definitely a private good). The only real difference 

found is that of thought on attitude extremity. Thought produces more extreme attitudes 

in Brazil but not in the U.S. Is it because the Brazilians are more “warm blooded” than 

their fellow Americans? Or is it because of the differences in scope and salience between 

the two attitudes as suggested in chapter 6? I argue that the latter possibility is more 

likely as the effects of thought on attitude extremity have long been documented in the 

U.S. In sum, the results presented in this project with respect to the effects of thought on 

attitudes are very robust and do not suggest great cross-cultural differences. 



 112 

Appendix A: Questionnaires 

Brazil Questionnaire: 
 
Question on general government spending: 
 
Simple version: 
 

Como você sabe as pessoas pensam de diferentes maneiras sobre as funções dos 
governos. Algumas pessoas pensam que os governos, federal, estadual e municipal, 
deveriam reduzir os impostos mesmo que isso significasse fornecer menos serviços. 
Outras pessoas acham que o importante é que os governos forneçam mais serviços 
mesmo que isso significasse aumentar os impostos. Já outras pessoas acham que os 
governos não deveriam fazer mudanças nem nos impostos nem nos serviços.Na sua 
opinião, os governos deveriam aumentar, diminuir ou manter  
variante: ou os impostos e os serviços como estão? 
variante: os serviços e os impostos como estão? 
 
   [REPETIR PERGUNTA VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 
- aumentar 
- diminuir 
- manter como estão 
- NS/NR 
 
Você acha que os impostos e os serviços devem aumentar/diminuir pouco, médio ou 
muito? 
 

[REPETIR PERGUNTA VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 
-muito 
-médio 
-pouco 
-NS/NR 
 

Translation: 
Some people think governments (federal, state, and municipal) should reduce taxes, 
even if it means providing fewer services. Other people feel it is important for the 
government to provide more services even if it means an increase in taxes. Of course, 
other people think nothing should be changed in either services or taxes. Do you think 
governments should increase, decrease, or make no changes in either spending or 
taxes? 
 
Do you think taxes and services should increase/decrease a little, somewhat or a lot? 
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Stop-and-think version: 
 

Muitas pessoas dedicam tempo para pensar sobre os vários aspectos vinculados às 
escolhas difíceis ou importantes a se fazer antes de tomar uma decisão. Aqui, estamos 
interessados no seu ponto de vista sobre os gastos do governo. Por isso, gostaria que você 
dedicasse pelo menos 30 segundos a pensar sobre este assunto. Eu vou fazer a pergunta e 
deixar você pensar nela.  
 
Como você sabe as pessoas pensam de diferentes maneiras sobre as funções dos 
governos. Algumas pessoas pensam que os governos, federal, estadual e municipal, 
deveriam reduzir os impostos mesmo que isso significasse fornecer menos serviços. 
Outras pessoas acham que o importante é que os governos forneçam mais serviços 
mesmo que isso significasse aumentar os impostos. Já outras pessoas acham que os 
governos não deveriam fazer mudanças nem nos impostos nem nos serviços. Na sua 
opinião, os governos deveriam aumentar, diminuir ou manter Variante: os impostos e os 
serviços como estão? 
Variante: os serviços e os impostos como estão? 
 
 
Por favor, não me responda antes dos 30 segundos terminarem. Eu vou lhe dizer quando 
os 30 segundos passaram. 
 
Clicar no botão “aqui” para mudar de página 
Marcar os 30 segundos e, [SE NECESSÁRIO, REPETIR:] 

Como eu já falei, algumas pessoas acham que se deve aumentar os impostos e 
serviços, outras acham que se deve diminuir os impostos e serviços e outras 
acham que impostos e serviços devem ficar como estão. E você? Na sua opinião, 
os governos deveriam aumentar, diminuir ou manter 
Variante: os impostos e os serviços como estão? 
Variante: os serviços e os impostos como estão? 

 
Depois de passados ao menos 30 segundos [PEDIR A RESPOSTA e SE PRECISAR 
REPITA A PERGUNTA] 
Na sua opinião, os governos deveriam aumentar, diminuir ou manter 
Variante: os impostos e os serviços como estão? 
Variante: os serviços e os impostos como estão? 

- aumentar 
- diminuir 
- manter como estão -> pula a próxima pergunta 
-NS/NR 

 
Você acha que os impostos e os serviços devem aumentar/diminuir pouco, médio ou 
muito? 
 

[REPETIR PERGUNTA VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 
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-muito 
-médio 
-pouco 
-NS/NR 

 
Agradeça a resposta anterior e diga: "eu garanto que essa é a única pergunta desse 
tipo" 
 
 
Translation: 

 
Many people spend time thinking about the various aspects of tough or serious 
choices before making a decision. Here, we are interested in your views on 
government spending, which are very important to us. Thus we’d like to ask you to 
spend at least thirty seconds thinking about the question. I will indicate when the 
thirty seconds have elapsed. 
 
Some people think governments (federal, state, and municipal) should reduce taxes, 
even if it means providing fewer services. Other people feel it is important for the 
government to provide more services even if it means an increase in taxes. Of course, 
other people think nothing should be changed in either services or taxes. Do you think 
governments should increase, decrease, or make no changes in either spending or 
taxes? 
 
Please do not respond before the 30 seconds have elapsed. I will tell you when the 30 
seconds have elapsed. 
 
After the 30 seconds have elapsed: 
Like I already said, some people think governments (federal, state, and municipal) 
should increases taxes and services, others that they should reduce taxes and services, 
and still others that nothing should be changed in either services or taxes. What about 
you? Do you think governments should increase, decrease, or make no changes in 
either spending or taxes? 

 
Do you think taxes and services should increase/decrease a little, somewhat or a lot? 
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Knowledge questions (questions randomly ordered): 
 

Introdução 
Agora, vou lhe fazer algumas perguntas sobre os governos de modo geral. Queremos 
saber quanta informação chega até o público através da TV, os jornais, e outras 
fontes. Se você não souber a resposta, não faz mal. É só me dizer e passaremos para a 
pergunta seguinte. 
 
1. Pelo que você sabe ou escutou falar, em quais das seguintes áreas os governos no 

Brasil gastaram MAIS em 2003?  
[LER ITENS E REPETIR VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 

A. Defesa nacional 
B. Previdência social 
C. Cultura 
D. Saúde 
E. [Não leia] Não sabe 
 
  [Depois de registrar a resposta, ler para o entrevistado] 

 
Na verdade/Sim os governos no Brasil gastaram mais com previdência social em 2003 

 
2. Pelo que você sabe ou escutou falar, em quais das seguintes áreas os governos no 

Brasil gastaram MENOS em 2003? 
 
[LER ITENS E REPETIR VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 

A. Defesa nacional 
B. Previdência social 
C. Cultura 
D. Saúde 
E. [Não leia] Não sabe 
 
  [Depois de registrar a resposta, ler para o entrevistado] 

 
Na verdade/Sim os governos no Brasil gastaram menos na área de cultura em 2003. 

 
3.   Pelo que você sabe ou escutou falar, qual foi a principal fonte de verbas do 

governo federal em 2003? 
 

[LER ITENS E REPETIR VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 
A. Imposto de renda pessoa física 

 B. Imposto pagos pelas empresas 
 C. Impostos sobre bebidas alcoólicas 
 D. Impostos sobre importações 
 E. [Não leia] Não sabe 
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  [Depois de registrar a resposta, ler para o entrevistado] 
 
Na verdade/Sim em 2003, a principal fonte de verbas do governo federal veio de 
impostos pagos pelas empresas. 
 
4. Pelo que você sabe ou escutou falar, a dívida pública do Brasil (federal, estadual e 

municipal) 
Variante: aumentou, diminuiu ou ficou igual desde o início do ano? 
Variante: diminuiu, aumentou ou ficou igual desde o início do ano? 

 
   [LER ITENS E REPETIR VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 

A. Aumentou 
B. Diminuiu 
C. Ficou igual 
D. [Não leia] Não sabe 

 
  [Depois de registrar a resposta, ler para o entrevistado] 

 
Na verdade/Sim a dívida pública do Brasil diminuiu desde o início deste ano. 

 
5. Pelo que você sabe ou escutou falar, a recente reforma da previdência aprovada 

pelo governo Lula vai fazer  
Variante: aumentar, diminuir ou deixar igual o tamanho do gasto com previdência social 
nos próximos anos? 
Variante: diminuir, aumentar ou deixar igual o tamanho do gasto com previdência social 
nos próximos anos? 
Variante: ficar igual, aumentar ou diminuir o tamanho do gasto com previdência social 
nos próximos anos 
 
   [LER ITENS E REPETIR VÁRIAS VEZES SE NECESSÁRIO] 

A. diminuir 
 B. deixar igual 
 C. aumentar 

D. [Não leia] Não sabe 
 
  [Depois de registrar a resposta, ler para o entrevistado] 
 

Na verdade/Sim a reforma da previdência vai fazer diminuir o tamanho do gasto com 
previdência social nos próximos anos. 
 
 
Translation: 

 
Next are some questions about governments in general. We want to see how much 
information gets out to the public from television, newspapers, and other sources. If you 
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don’t know the answer, don’t worry about it. Just tell me that you don’t know, and we 
will move on to the next question. 
 
 
1 On which of the following purposes did governments in Brazil spend the MOST in 
2003? 
 A. National defense 

B. Social security 
C. Culture 
D. Health 
F. Don’t know 

 
Answer: B. Among the items listed above, governments in Brazil spent the most on social 
security in 2003. 
 
 
2 On which of the following purposes did governments in Brazil spend the LEAST in 
2003? 
 A. National defense 

B. Social security 
C. Culture 
D. Health 
F. Don’t know 

 
Answer: C. Among the items listed above, governments in Brazil spent the least on 
culture in 2003. 
 
 
3 Which of the following was the federal government largest source of revenue in 2003? 
 A. Individual income taxes 
 B. Corporate income taxes 
 C. Taxes on alcoholic beverages 
 D. Taxes on foreign products (imported goods) 
 F. Don’t know 
 
Answer: B. In 2003, the largest source of revenue for the federal government was from 
the corporate income taxes. 
 
 
4 Has Brazil’s consolidated public debt (federal, state, and local) increased, decreased, or 
stayed about the same since the beginning of the year? 
 A. decreased 
 B. stayed about the same 
 C. increased 

F. Don’t know 
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Answer: A. Brazil’s consolidated public debt has decreased since the beginning of the 
year. 
 
 
5 Is the recent social security reform passed by Lula’s government likely to increase, 
decrease or leave about the same the growth in social security spending in the future? 
 A. decreased 
 B. stayed about the same 
 C. increased 

F. Don’t know 
 

 Answer: A. The recent social security reform is likely to reduce the costs of this 
program in the future. 
 
 
U.S. Questionnaire: 
 
Question on health care: 
 
Simple version: 
 
There is much concern about the rapid rise in medical and hospital costs. Some people 
feel there should be a federal government insurance plan which would cover all medical 
and hospital expenses for everyone regardless of age, income, and race. Suppose these 
people are at one end of a seven-point scale, at point 1. Others feel that all medical 
expenses should be paid by individuals, and through private insurance plans or other 
company paid plans. Suppose these people are at the other end of the scale, at point 7. 
People who are exactly midway between are at point 4. Of course, other people have 
opinions at points 2 or 3 or 5 or 6. 
 
1.b Stop-and-Think version: 
 
Many people spend time thinking about the various aspects of tough or serious choices 
before making a decision. Here, we are interested in your views on the role played by the 
federal government in health care, which are very important to us. We’d like to ask you 
to spend at least thirty seconds thinking about the question before you answer it. A clock 
on the upper right side of the screen will indicate when the thirty seconds have elapsed. 
There is much concern about the rapid rise in medical and hospital costs. Some people 
feel there should be a federal government insurance plan which would cover all medical 
and hospital expenses for everyone regardless of age, income, and race. Suppose these 
people are at one end of a seven-point scale, at point 1. Others feel that all medical 
expenses should be paid by individuals, and through private insurance plans or other 
company paid plans. Suppose these people are at the other end of the scale, at point 7. 
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People who are exactly midway between are at point 4. Of course, other people have 
opinions at points 2 or 3 or 5 or 6. 
Again, this question is very important to us. Please take the next thirty seconds or so to 
think carefully about what you think the federal government role in health care should be 
and how what it does or doesn’t do may affect your interests, those of your family or 
those of the country as a whole. 
 
2. Knowledge questions (questions randomly ordered): 
 
Here are some questions about the federal government and health care in general. We 
want to see how much information gets out to the public about these topics. If you don’t 
know the answer, don’t worry about it. Just indicate that you don’t know, and move on to 
the next question. 
 
1. Would you say the percentage of Americans WITHOUT health insurance (whether 
public or private) is roughly...?  

A. 5% 
B. 15% 
C. 25% 
D. 35% 
F. Don’t know  

 
2. Would you say the percentage of the federal budget currently devoted to health care 
services like Medicaid and Medicare is roughly...?  

A. 6% 
B. 14% 
C. 22% 
D. 30% 
F. Don’t know 

 
3. Which of the following countries have a public insurance plan covering all medical 
and hospital expenses for everyone? Select all that applies. 

A. Canada 
B. France 
C. Britain 
D. Germany 
F. Don’t know 
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4. Next is a series of statements about the costs versus benefits of a more extensive public 
health care system covering all medical and hospital expenses for everyone. Please 
indicate about each statement whether it’s true, it’s false, or you don’t know whether it’s 
true or false. 

-Those with an average to above average income would receive more than their 
share of the benefits compared to what they would pay. 

-Those with a below average income would receive more than their share of the 
benefits compared to what they would pay. 

-Everybody would receive about the same share of the benefits compared to what 
they would pay. 

-Don’t know 
5. As compared to private health care systems, do you think waiting lists tend to be: 

A. Shorter in public health care systems covering all medical and hospital 
expenses for everyone 

B. Longer in public health care systems covering all medical and hospital 
expenses for everyone 

C. About the same in public health care systems covering all medical and hospital 
expenses for everyone and private health care systems 

F. Don’t know 
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Appendix B: Political Knowledge Measures 

Political knowledge: 
 
Political knowledge was measured in Brazil and in the U.S. by summing the number of 
correct answers to the domain-specific knowledge questions asked of the respondents. 
Correct answers were given a value of 1 and incorrect ones a 0. Respondents answering 
“don’t know” or refusing to answer the knowledge questions were also given a 0. The 
knowledge scale in Brazil ranges from 0 to 5 and its distribution is presented in Table A1 
on the next page. In the U.S., on the other hand, the knowledge scale ranges from 0 to 8 
because respondents could score up to 4 points on the third knowledge question by 
identifying correctly the countries that have a public health care system. The distribution 
of knowledge for the U.S. is also presented in Table A1. 
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Table A1: Distribution of Domain-Specific Knowledge, both Studies 

Knowledge Score Brazil U.S. 

0 28.7 20.5 

1 30.3 24.2 

2 23.7 23.8 

3 12.0 13.9 

4 4.7 10.2 

5 .7 4.4 

6 NA 1.7 

7 NA 1.3 

8 NA 0.0 

N 1055 498 

Note: Entries are percentages. 
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