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Past research on retrospective voting reports consistently 

demonstrates two major response effects: 

1. Voting is significantly overreported (Sudman and Bradburn, 1974; 
Adamany and Dubois, 1975; Rogers, 1976; Sigelman, 1982; King, 1981; 
Cahalan, 1968-69; Clausen, 1968-69; Weiss, 1968-69; Traugott and 
Katosh, 1979; U.S. Bureau of Census, 1981; and Katosh and Taraugott, 
1981); 

-- 
2. The percent voting for the winner is significantly overreported (Key, 

1966; King, 1981; Mueller, 1973; Weir, 1975; Himmelweit, et al., 1978; 
Clausen, 1968-69; Traugott and Katosh, 1979; and Katosh and Traugott, 
1981); and 

a. overreporting of the winner increases with time (Mueller, 1973; 
Key, 1966; and Weir, 1975). 

This paper examines retrospective voting reports from the 1972-1982 General 

Social Surveys to see if these generalizations are supported by GSS data on 

voting in the 1968, 1972, 1976, and 1980 presidential elections. It also 

compares results with the American national election studies of the Unviersity 

of Michigan and other surveys to see if GSS, Michigan, and other results are 

comparable. 

Vo t inn 

Table 1 shows that reported voting on the GSS is substantially higher 

(about 10 percentage points) than the estimates based on the election 

returns. Estimates from the Current Population Survey are lower (3-7 

percentage points) than the GSS while estimates from the Nighican election 

studies are higher (about 5 percentage points). Two reasons are generally 

credited for the lor~er and more accurate estimates of the CPS. First. the CPS 

covers virtually all of the sample population, thereby reducing or eliminating 

nonrepsonse bias. Since nonvoters are probably more common among the hard to 

interview (e.g., ill, traveling, and possibly less willing to be interviewed), 

the higher response rate of the CPS (96 percent vs. 75 percent on the GSS) 



p r o b a b l y  i n c r e a s e s  t h e  nonvo t ing  p e r c e n t a g e .  Second,  t h e  CPS u s e s  i n f o r m a n t s  

t o  s u p p l y  i n f o r m a t i o n  abou t  a l l  household  members. T h i s  p r o b a b l y  r e d u c e s  t h e  

p e r c e n t  v o t i n g  by l e s s e n i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y  b i a s  t h a t  prompts 

i n d i v i d u a l s  t o  o v e r r e p o r t  t h e i r  own v o t i n g .  (But s e e  U.S. Census,  1981.) An 

i n f o r m a n t  ( u s u a l l y  a  s p o u s e )  presumably i s  under  l e s s  p r e s s u r e  t o  e x a g g e r a t e  

t h e  v o t i n g  of a n o t h e r  househo ld  member. Al so ,  t h e  i n f o r m a n t  h a s  l e s s  c e r t a i n  

i n f o r m a t i o n  t h a n  i n d i v i d u a l s  themse lves .  T h i s  i n c r e a s e s  i t e n  nonreponse  and 

p r o b a b l y  lower  r e l i a b i l i t y .  It may a l s o  have  a  n e t  i n p a c t  of u n d e r r e p o r t i n g .  

While b o t h  f a l s e  p o s i t i v e s  and f a l s e  n e g a t i v e s  would a p p e a r ,  i n f o r m a n t s  a r e  

p r o b a b l y  more l i k e l y  t h a n  i n d i v i d u a l  r e s p o n d e n t s  t o  f o r g e t  t h a t  a  f a m i l y  

members vo ted  (1.e. t h a t  memory l o s s  would be g r e a t e r ) .  

On t h e  o t h e r  hand s e v e r a l  r e a s o n s  have  been s u g g e s t e d  f o r  t h e  h i g h e r  

v o t i n g  p e r c e n t a g e s  d i s c l o s e d  by t h e  I i i ch igan  e l e c t i o n  s t u d i e s .  F i r s t ,  t h e  

p a n e l  d e s i g n  o f  t h e  Michigan e l e c t i o n  s t u d i e s  h a s  been c r e d i t e d  f o r  t h e  h i g h e r  

r e p o r t e d  vo tes .  Pane l  m o r t a l i t y  between t h e  p r e - e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y  and t h e  p o s t -  

e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y  a p p e a r s  t o  modes t ly  i n c r e a s e  nonresponse  b i a s .  (C lausen ,  

1968-69 and T r a u g o t t  and Katosh,  1979). Second,  a  s t i m u l a t i o n  h y p o t h e s i s  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  p r e - e l e c t i o n  i n t e r v i e w  a c t u a l l y  e n c o u r a g e s  

r e s p o n d e n t s  t o  v o t e  (C lausen ,  1968-69: T r a u g o t t  and Katosh,  1979; Yalch ,  1976; 

and Kraut  and McConahay, 1973).  T h i s  n o t i o n  i s  s u p p o r t e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

even t h e  v a l i d a t e d  v o t e  on Michigan e l e c t i o n  s t u d i e s  i s  above e s t i m a t e s  from 

t h e  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s  (e.g. i n  1976 t h e  v a l i d a t e d  v o t e  o f  60.8 p e r c e n t  was 

s t i l l  above t h e  a d j u s t e d  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n  f i g u r e  of 56.2 p e r c e n t ) .  I n  

a d d i t i o n ,  t h e  h e a v i l y  p o l i t i c a l  c o n t e n t  of t h e  Michigan s t u d i e s  may encourage  

o v e r r e p o r t i n g  e i t h e r  by " o v e r - s t i m u l a t i n g "  r e c a l l  t o  i n c r e a s e  f a l s e  p o s i t i v e s  

o r  by i n c r e a s i n g  s o c i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y  b i a s  by emphas iz ing  t h e  impor tance  o f  

p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t y .  T h i s  h y p o t h e s i s  i s  s u p p o r t e d  by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  w h e n p r e -  



e l e c t i o n  e s t i m a t e s  of  v o t e s  f o r  t h e  p r e v i o u s  p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n  f o u r  y e a r s  

e a r l i e r  a r e  compared t o  GSS r e s u l t s  o v e r  a  s i m i l a r  s p a n  t h e  Michigan r e s u l t s  

a r e  s t i l l  s l i g h t l y  h i g h e r  t h a n  t h e  GSS (1-4 p e r c e n t  f o r  t h e  1968, 1972, and 

1976 e l e c t i o n s ) , '  I n  sum, a l l  p o s t - e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y s  a p p e a r  t o  o v e r e s t i m a t e  

p r e s i d e n t i a l  v o t e ,  The s i n g l e  l a r g e s t  f a c t o r s  i s  p r o b a b l y  o v e r r e p o r t i n g  due  

t o  s o c i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y  b i a s .  Var ious  d e s i g n  f e a t u r e s  of  t h e  CPS ( u s e  of  

i n f o r m a n t s  and a  h i g h  r e s p o n s e  r a t e )  a p p a r e n t l y  l e a d  t o  c l o s e r  e s t i m a t e s  of  

t h e  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s ,  S i m i l a r l y  t h e  h i g h  p o l i t i c a l  c o n t e n t  and p a n e l  d e s i g n  

o f  t h e  e l e c t i o n  s t u d i e s  a p p a r e n t l y  l e a d  t o  g r e a t e r  o v e r r e p o r t i n g ,  The GSS 

f a l l s  rough.  l y  b e t w i x t  t h e  CPS and Michigan e s t i m a t e s ,  With a r e s p o n s e  r a t e  

c l o s e r  t o  t h e  Michigan l e v e l  and by u s i n g  i n d i v i d u a l s  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n f o r m a n t s  

i t  g e t s  a  h i g h e r  l e v e l  t h a n  t h e  CPS, b u t  w i t h o u t  a  p a n e l  d e s i g n  and h i g h  

p o l i t i c a l  c o n t e n t  i t  c o u n t s  less v o t e r s  t h a n  Michigan,  

P r e s i d e n t i a l  V o t i n g  

T a b l e  2 p r o v i d e s  mixed s u p p o r t  f o r  t h e  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  a  bandwagon 

e f f e c t  e x a g g e r a t e s  t h e  v i c t o r y  margin  of  t h e  winne r ,  A f t e r  t h e  1968 e l e c t i o n  

Nixon a v e r a g e s  3.0 p e r c e n t  p o i n t s  b e t t e r  t h a n  h i s  a c t u a l  e l e c t o r a l  showing,  

b u t  a f t e r  t h e  1972 e l e c t i o n  Nixon 's  v o t e  a v e r a g e d  1 - 3  p e r c e n t a g e  p o i n t s  lower  

t h a n  h i s  a c t u a l  v o t e .  It i s  p r o b a b l e  t h a t  t h e  Wate rga te  s c a n d a l  removed t h e  

p o s i t i v e  v a l i e n c e  and nega ted  t h e  nane r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  u s u a l l y  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  

o v e r r e p o r t i n g  of  p r e s i d e n t s ,  T h i s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  r e c e i v e s  s u p p o r t  from t h e  

f i g u r e s  on v o t i n g  p r e f e r e n c e  among n o n v o t e r s ,  I n  1973 b e f o r e  t h e  Wate rga te  

'A s e a s o n a l  e f f e c t  might  be an  a l t e r n a t i v e  e x p l a n a t i o n .  S i n c e  t h e  
p r e - e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y  i s  h e l d  n e a r  t h e  c l i m a x  of  a  p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n  
compaign t h i s  may e i t h e r  i n c r e a s e  f a l s e  p o s i t i v e s  o r  h e i g h t e n  s o c i a l  
d e s i r a b i l i t y  b i a s ,  The GSS i s  h e l d  i n  h a r c h  e i t h e r  a t  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  of  t h e  
campaign s e a s o n  o r  i n  o f f - e l e c t i o n  y e a r s ,  



s c a n d a l  began t o  s e e p  o u t  n o n v o t e r  p r e f e r e n c e  c l o s e l y  p a r a l l e l s  t h e  a c t u a l  

v o t e .  I n  1974-75 a f t e r  t h e  d i s c l o s u r e s  d e s t r o y e d  Nixon 's  c r e d i b i l i t y  and 

e v e n t u a l l y  d r o v e  him from o f f  i c e ,  Nixon l o s e s  t o  McGovern among n o n v o t e r s .  I n  

1977 Nixon makes a p a r t i a l  comeback, b u t  s t i l l  f a l l s  f a r  s h o r t  of  h i s  a c t u a l  

v o t e O 2  The r e p o r t e d  v o t e s  a f t e r  t h e  1976 e l e c t i o n  show a n  a v e r a g e  C a r t e r  

o v e r r e p o r t  o f  5.9 p e r c e n t .  T h i s  margin  t e n d e d  t o  i n c r e a s e  o v e r t i m e  from a n  

o v e r r e p o r t  o f  4.8 p e r c e n t  i n  1977,  t o  2.8 p e r c e n t  i n  1978,  7.3 p e r c e n t  i n  

1980,  and  9.4 p e r c e n t  i n  1982, T h i s  e l e c t i o n  most c l o s e l y  f o l l o w s  t h e  p a t t e r n  

d e s c r i b e d  i n  e a r l i e r  r e s e a r c h  ( e ,g .  M u e l l e r ,  1973).  The r e c a l l  o f  t h e  1980 

v o t e s  r e v e a l s  a c o m p l e t e l y  unexpec ted  and anomalous  p a t t e r n  w i t h  Reagan ' s  v o t e  

u n d e r r e p o r t e d  by 4.7 p e r c e n t  and C a r t e r  a c t u a l l y  w i n n i n g  t h e  e l e c t i o n !  B e f o r e  

examin ing  i n  some d e t a i l  t h i s  d i s c r e p a n c y  we w i l l  c o n s i d e r  how t h e  GSS and 

e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y s  compared f o r  t h e  1968,  1972,  and  1976 e l e c t i o n s .  

T a b l e  3  compared GSS and Michigan  e l e c t i o n  r e c a l l  of  v o t e s  o v e r  

a p p r o x i m a t e l y  t h e  same t i m e  span ,  Both s u r v e y s  d e v i a t e  a b o u t  e q u a l l y  from t h e  

a c t u a l  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s .  The a v e r a g e  a b s o l u t e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  e l e c t i o n  

r e t u r n s  and GSS and Michigan  were  r e s p e c t i v e l y  3.3 p e r c e n t  and 3.1 p e r c e n t  

w h i l e  t h e  a v e r a g e  n e t  d i f f e r e n c e  ( a l l o w i n g  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  o p p o s i t e  d i r e c t i o n  

t o  c a n c e l  o u t )  were  2.1 p e r c e n t  f o r  t h e  GSS and 3.3 p e r c e n t  f o r  Michigan.  The 

GSS a l w a y s  e s t i m a t e s  t h e  Democra t i c  p e r c e n t a g e  a s  h i g h e r  t h a n  h i c h i g a n ,  

a v e r a g i n g  4.2 p e r c e n t ,  hhen  t h e  Democra t i c  c a n d i d a t e  w i n s ,  t h i s  l e a d s  t h e  GSS 

t o  show a l a r g e r  bandwagon e f f e c t  t h a n  K i c h i g a n ,  w h i l e  when t h e  R e p u b l i c a n  

c a n d i d a t e  i s  v i c t o r i o u s ,  Michigan  shows g r e a t e r  o v e r r e p o r t i n g .  A p r e v i o u s  

' ~ h r e e  f a c t o r s  have  been  ment ioned a s  r e g u l a t i n g  t h e  s i z e  of t h e  
bandwagon e f f e c t :  1) t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  be tween t h e  w i n n e r ' s  v o t e  and 
t h e  normal  vote-- the l a r g e r  t h e  margin  t h e  l a r g e r  t h e  bandwagon e f f e c t ;  2)  t h e  
s u r v i v o r s h i p  of  t h e  p re s iden t - -dead  p r e s i d e n t s  g e t  more v o t e s ,  and 3 )  p a r t y  
a f f i l i a t i o n - - D e m o c r a t s  g e t  more of  a  bandwagon e f f e c t  t h a n  R e p u b l i c a n s .  T h i s  
i s  b e l i e v e d  t o  be because  u n v a l i d a t e d  v o t e r s  t e n d  t o  be Democra t ic .  



e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  d i f f e r e n t  (Smi th ,  1978-79) c r e d i t e d  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  

p r a c t i c e  of  t h e  GSS a lways  p l a c i n g  t h e  Democra t ic  c a n d i d a t e  f i r s t  on t h e  v o t e  

q u e s t i o n ,  The Michigan s u r v e y s  on t h e  o t h e r  hand do n o t  name t h e  c n d i d a t e s  i n  

t h e  immedia te  p o s t - e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y s  and have p l a c e d  t h e  Repub l i can  f i r s t  i n  

r e c a l l s  o f  t h e  p r e v i o u s  e l e c t i o n ,  While s m a l l  t o  modera te  o r d e r  e f f e c t s  have 

been d e m o n s t r a t e d  on b a l l o t s  w i t h  l a r g e  numbers of  names o r  low v o t e r  i n t e r e s t  

( M u e l l e r ,  1970 and Brook and Upton, 1974) ,  b a l l o t  o r d e r  e f f e c t s  have  n o t  been 

found f o r  p r e s i d e n t i a l  c a n d i d a t e s  ( M u e l l e r ,  1969) ,  An o r d e r  e f f e c t  on r e c a l l  

o f  p r e s i d e n t i a l  v o t e  may be  more p l a u s i b l e  t h a n  on t h e  b a l l o t  i t s e l f ,  b u t  no 

e f f e c t  h a s  been e m p i r i c a l l y  d e m o n s t r a t e d  and t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between t h e  GSS 

and Michigan a p p e a r  a s  l a r g e  when i n v o l v i n g  maximum o r d e r  d i f f e r e c n e s  

(Democra t ic  f i r s t  vs .  Repub l i can  f i r s t )  a s  when less d i f f e r e n c e s  

o c c u r r e d  (Democra t ic  f i r s t  v s ,  no men t ions  of  c a n d i d a t e s ) ,  

No o t h e r  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  c l e a r l y  e x p l a i n  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  however, The 

h i g h e r  v o t e  r e p o r t e d  by Michigan (due  t o  s t i m u l a t i n g  v o t i n g  o r  i n c r e a s e d  

s o c i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y )  i s  u s u a l l y  assume t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  v o t e  o r  r e p o r t e d  v o t e  

o f  less p o l i t i c a l l y  i n v o l v e d  and more Democra t i c  v o t e r s ,  Even i f  t h e s e  v o t e r s  

were  more l i k e l y  t o  f o l l o w  a  bandwagon, t h i s  would dampen t h e  v o t e  f o r  t h e  

Democra t i c  c a n d i d a t e  o n l y  when R e p u b l i c a n s  won, The GSS, however,  a l s o  

r e c o r d s  h i g h e r  Democra t ic  v o t e s  a f t e r  C a r t e r ' s  1976 v i c t o r y .  I n  s u n ,  o v e r  t h e  

e l e c t i o n s  from 1968 t o  1976 (and p o s s i b l y  i n  t h e  1980 e l e c t i o n  a s  w e l l ) ,  t h e  

GSS and Michigan s u r v e y s  have  b o t h  t ended  t o  show bandwagon e f f e c t s .  They 

have  d e v i a t e d  from t h e  a c t u a l  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s  t o  abou t  t h e  same magni tude ,  

b u t  t h e  GSS c o n s i s t e n t l y  shows more Democra t ic  v o t e s  t h a n  Michigan does .  

C a n d i d a t e  o r d e r  is  a  p o s s i b l e ,  b u t  unproven e x p l a n a t i o n  f o r  t h i s  s m a l l ,  b u t  

c o n s i s t e n t  d i s c r e p a n c y ,  O t h e r  e x p l a n a t i o n s  i n v o l v i n g  i n t r i n s i c  house  e f f e c t s  

s u c h  a s  i n t e r v i e w e r  b i a s ,  s ampl ing  d i f f e r e n c e ,  o r  t h e  l i k e  a r e  c o n c e i v a b l e ,  

b u t  u n e x a n i n a b l e ,  



The 1980 E l e c t i o n  

Of c o u r s e ,  t h e  most s u r p r i s i n g  f i g u r e  i n  T a b l e  2  i s  C a r t e r ' s  r e p o r t e d  

v i c t o r y  i n  1980. The p r e s i d e n t i a l  v o t e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d e v i a t e s  from t h e  a c t u a l  

e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s  and o t h e r  s u r v e y  r e s u l t s .  We c o n s i d e r e d  v a r i o u s  a r t i f a c t s  

t h a t  might  e x p l a i n  Reagan 's  u n p r e c i d e n t e d  u n d e r r e p o r t :  1 )  nonresponse  among 

men, 2 )  o v e r r e p o r t i n g  among b l a c k s ,  3 )  a  Democra t i c  o v e r c o u n t ,  4 )  v o t e  

e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  and 5) p r e s i d e n t i a l  u n p o p u l a r i t y .  F i r s t ,  we n o t e d  t h a t  men ( a s  

u s u a l )  were  undercoun ted  on t h e  GSS (Smith ,  1979).  S i n c e  women v o t e d  f o r  

Carter more t h a n  men d i d ,  t h i s  unde rcoun ted  Reagan 's  v o t e  by 0.3 p e r c e n t .  

Second ly ,  b l a c k s  e x a g g e r a t e  t h e i r  v o t i n g  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more t h a n  w h i t e s  

( T r a u g o t t  and Katosh ,  1979; Katosh  and T r a u g o t t ,  1981 and Rogers ,  1976)  and 

o v e w h e l e m i n g l y  vo ted  f o r  C a r t e r .  T h i s  d e p r e s s e d  Reagan 's  v o t e  by a n  

e s t i m a t e d  0.8 p e r c e n t .  Next ,  we looked  t o  s e a  i f  t h e r e  was a n  o v e r s a m p l i n g  o f  

Democrats. I n  1982 t h e r e  were  more D e n o c r a t e s  t h a n  i n  t h e  1980 GSS (+2.6 

p e r c e n t ) .  T h i s  was n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i f f e r e n t  f rom t h e  1980 Michigan 

e l e c t i o n  e s t i m a t e  (+1.4 p e r c e n t )  and no s i g n i f i c a n t l y  h i g h e r  t h a n  t h e  1982 GSS 

i f  c l u s t e r i n g  i s  accoun ted  f o r  (x2=15.1, 7 d f ,  prop.=.036-SRS). However, i f  

we assume t h a t  t h e r e  h a s  been no i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  p r o p o r t i o n  Democra t ic  t h i s  

would mean a n  undercoun t  f o r  Reagan of  (1.5 p e r c e n t ) . 4  F o u r t h ,  w e  a d j u s t e d  

3 ~ h e  Michigan p o s t - e l e c t i o n  s u r v e y  ( 1  1 / 8 0 )  r e p o r t e d  Reagan 50.8 
p e r c e n t ,  C a r t e r  39.4 p e r c e n t ,  o t h e r  9.8 p e r c e n t ;  AIP01165 (Dec., 1980) h a s  
Reagan 50.2 p e r c e n t ,  C a r t e r  40.9 p e r c e n t ,  O the r  8.9 p e r c e n t ;  and 
ABC/Washington Pos t  (11 /82)  found Reagan 53 p e r c e n t ,  C a r t e r  38 p e r c e n t ,  O t h e r  
8  p e r c e n t ,  DK/Notsure 1  p e r c e n t .  H a r r i s  r e s u l t s  a p p e a r  below. The p r o p o r t i o n  
f o r  Reagan d i f f e r s  from t h e  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s  a t  <.02 even a f t e r  c l u s t e r i n g  i s  
a d j u s t e d  f o r .  

4 ~ o l l s  t ended  t o  show a  s l i g h t  Repub l i can  g a i n  a f t e r  t h e  e l e c t i o n  w i t h  
l e v e l s  s u b s i d i n g  t o  p r e - e l e c t i o n  l e v e l s  l a t e r  on. Complete,  up- to-date  
i n f o r m a t i o n  i s  no t  c u r r e n t l y  a v a i l a b l e ,  however. G a l l u p ,  A p r i l  25,  1982; 
"Moments of  P a r t i s a n  Change," 1981; "Real ignment  P r o s p e c t s , "  1982; H a r r i s ,  
J a n u a r y  14,  1982; G a l l u p ,  Plarch 8 ,  1981; and G a l l u p ,  June  18 ,  1981. 



for vote exaggeration by assuming that (1) actually 54 percent of the voting 

age population had voted and (2) that "excess" voters had the same vote 

distribution as admitted nonvoters. This accounted for a Reagan undercount 

of 2.3 percent. Finally, we considered whether low presidential popularity 

might account for Reagan's undercount. Reagan's popularity at the time of the 

1982 GSS survey was almost exactly at the level carter- showed at a comparable 

time after the 1976 election. Given that even Nixon's unpopularity resulted 

in only the suppression of a bandwagon effect and no significant underreport 

and that Carter was able to attract a bandwagon effect with a comparable 

popularity rating, it would not appear that low populatity can be credited as 

a major factor. 

However data supplied by Louis Harris (Table 4 )  suggests that reports 

of past presidential vote varies significantly across time, perhaps in 

response to current presidential popularity. In particular the Harris data, 

while consistently showing a wide Reagan margin of victory (10-26 percentage 

points over Carter), shows a significant dip in Reagan's vote in March-April, 

1982 during the GSS field period. While still substantially different from 

the 1982 GSS results, the Harris readings suggest that the 1982 GSS was 

fielded during a trough in reports of past votes for Reagan. 

In sum, each of the explanations for a Reagan undercount that we were 

able to evaluate suggest a small undercount of Reagan's vote. None, however, 

can explain the entire shortfall of 4.7 percent. Cumulatively they come close 

to bridging the gap, but we really cannot assume that each has an independent, 

5~lausen (1968-69) found little difference in the presidential choice 
of validated voters and unvalidated voters in the 1968 election, but Traugott 
and Katosh (1979) found that unvalidated voters were almost 2 to 1 for 
Carter. Among reported voters Carter won by 51.5 percent, but among validated 
voters Carter lost 48.8 percent to 51.2 percent for Ford. 



a d d i t i v e  impact,  Nor, s i n c e  many of t h e  e x p l a n a t i o n s  shou ld  a l s o  a p p l y  t o  

o t h e r  e l e c t i o n s ,  can we e x p l a i n  why Reagan's v o t e  i s  of f  more than t h a t  of 

o t h e r  c a n d i d a t e s  i n  t h e  p a s t ,  We a r e  l e f t  w i t h  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  t h a t  a  

combinat ion of f a c t o r s  l e d  t o  C a r t e r ' s  " v i c t o r y "  i n  1980: 1 )  a  random 

oversample of C a r t e r  v o t e r s ,  2)  v a r i o u s  response  b i a s e s  i n v o l v i n g  v o t e r  

e x a g g e r a t i o n ,  e t c . ,  and 3 )  a  sample p o i n t  a t  a  p o s s i b l e  t rough  i n  r e c a l l  f o r  

Reagan, h 

Using d-system models (Davis ,  1975) w e  t e s t e d  t o  s e e  i f  t h e r e  was an 

i n t e r a c t i o n  between house (1980 h i c h i g a n  p o s t  e l e c t i o n  s t u d y  and t h e  1982 

GSS), v a r i o u s  i n t e r v e n i n g  v a r i a b l e s ,  and p r e s i d e n t i a l  v o t e ,  No s i g n i f i c a n t  

i n t e r a c t i o n  was found f o r  r a c e ,  e d u c a t i o n ,  r e g i o n ,  p a r t y  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  

p r e s i d e n t i a l  v o t e  i n  1976, s e x ,  o r  r e l i g i o n ,  Age had a n  i n t e r a c t i o n  of 

marg ina l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  (x2=6. 1,  2df , prob. t.045-SRS). Michigan showed C a r t e r  

s u p p o r t  lowest  among t h e  young w h i l e  GSS shows Reagan s u p p o r t  lowest  among t h e  

young. The a s s o c i a t i o n  between age and v o t e  on t h e  Ga l lup  p o s t - e l e c t i o n  

s u r v e y  i s  c l o s e r  t o  GSS than  Michigan (Gal lup ,  Dec,, 1981). A comparison w i t h  

e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s  by reg ion  does show Reagan's v o t e  s l i g h t l y  o v e r r e p o r t e d  i n  

t h e  Nor theas t  and West w h i l e  u n d e r r e p o r t e d  t h e  most i n  t h e  South (-9.9 

p e r c e n t )  and hidwest  (-8.5 p e r c e n t ) .  With t h e  p o s s i b l e  e x c e p t i o n  of r e g i o n  we 

f i n d  t h a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  between t h e  1982 GSS and Michigan and o t h e r  r e p o r t s  

occur  o n l y  on t h e  n a r g i n a l s .  

6 ~ n o t h e r  p o s s i b l e  e x p l a n a t i o n  is nonresponse b i a s .  Conceivably  Reagan 
v o t e r s  were more l i k e l y  t o  r e f u s e  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  GSS. Th is  nonresponse 
b i a s  does  not  appear  t o  be o c c u r r i n g  on o t h e r  s u r v e y s ,  however, and no such 
b i a s  is  i n d i c a t e d  by r e s e a r c h  on nonresponse b i a s  on t h e  1980 GSS (Smith ,  
for thcoming) .  When d a t a  on nonrespondents  t o  t h e  1982 GSS becomes a v a i l a b l e  
l a t e r  t h i s  y e a r ,  t h i s  e x p l a n a t i o n  w i l l  be d i r e c t l y  examined, 



C o n c l u s i o n  

The GSS d a t a  on t h e  1968-1980 p r e s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n s  c o n f i r m  t h a t  

o v e r r e p o r t i n g  i s  a  c o n s i s t e n t  and e n d u r i n g  f e a t u r e  of  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  v o t i n g  

q u e s t i o n s .  The magni tude  o f  t h e  o v e r r e p o r t  v a r i e s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  v a r i o u s  d e s i g n  

f e a t u r e s  of  t h e  s u r v e y s  i n v o l v e d  b u t  a v e r a g e s  a b o u t  5 p e r c e n t  f o r  t h e  CPS, 10 

p e r c e n t  f o r  t h e  GSSs, and 15 p e r c e n t  f o r  t h e  Michigan ' e l e c t i o n  s t u d i e s .  

Bandwagon e f f e c t s  a p p e a r  f o r  t h e  1968 and 1976 e l e c t i o n s ,  w i t h  t h e  1972 

e l e c t i o n  showing no i n f l a t i o n  i n  Mixon's v o t e .  T h i s  p a t  t e r n  a p p a r e n t l y  

d e v i a t e s  from t h e  norm because  of  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  n e g a t i v e  a t t i t u d e s  c r e a t e d  

by Watergate .  The a n a l y s i s  a l s o  found t h a t  t h e  1982 GSS r e p o r t  of  v o t i n g  

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  d i v e r g e d  from t h e  a c t u a l  e l e c t i o n  r e t u r n s ,  t h e  r e p o r t e d  v o t e  o f  

o t h e r  h o u s e s ,  and from e x p e c t a t i o n s  based on t h e  bandwagon e f f e c t .  

A s s o c i a t i o n s  w i t h  independen t  v a r i a b l e s  a r e  n o t  d i s t o r t e d  by t h e  d i s c r e p a n i c e s  

i n  m a r g i n a l s ,  however. Sampl ing  e r r o r  coup led  w i t h  r e s p o n s e  e f f e c t s  and a  

s h o r t  t e rm d i p  i n  p u b l i c  r e p o r t s  of  v o t e s  f o r  Reagan seems t o  p r o v i d e  t h e  b e s t  

e x p l a n a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  anomaly. 

I n  g e n e r a l ,  i t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  p a s t  v o t e  and c a n d i d a t e  v o t e d  f o r  a r e  v e r y  

d i f f i c u l t  t o  a c c u r a t e l y  measure.  The main b i a s e s  a r e  f a i r l y  w e l l  u n d e r s t o o d ,  

however,  and s t a b l e .  IJhen d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e  b i a s e s  do  o c c u r  between houses  

(e.g. p e r c e n t  v o t i n g  on t h e  CPSs and Michigan s t u d i e s )  o r  a c r o s s  time (e.g. 

1972 e l e c t i o n  r t u r n s  v e r s u s  o t h e r  e l e c t i o n s ) ,  t h e  r e a s o n s  a r e  u s u a l l y  

e x p l i c a b l e .  Thus w h i l e  t h e  o v e r r e p o r t i n g  and bandwagon b i a s e s  s e r i o u s l y  

d i s t o r t  p o p u l a t i o n  p a r a m e t e r s ,  t h e s e  e r r o r s  a r e  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  and 

r e p r o d u c i b l e .  I n  a d d i t i o n  t h e y  shed l i g h t  a b o u t  human b e h a v i o r ,  p r o v i d i n g  one  

o f  o u r  most i m p o r t a n t  s e r i e s  on t h e  o p e r a t i o n  of  s o c i a l  d e s i r a b i l i t y  e f f e c t s  

and t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  of  r e c a l l  i n  g e n e r a l  ( t l u e l l e r ,  1973).  Now t h a t  we know 

t h e  n a t u r e  and magnitude of  t h e  b i a s e s  i n  r e c a l l  of  p a s t  p r e s i d e n t i a l  v o t e s ,  



we should be able to use these findings to formulate and test hypotheses about 

human memory, social desirability, and other social, psychological, cognitive, 

and political interactions. 



TABLE 1  

REPORTED VOTE I N  PRESIDENTIAL ELECTIONS, 1968-1980 

a ~ e s i d e n t  p o p u l a t i o n  v o t i n g  a g e ,  i n c l u d e s  a l i e n s ,  s t a t e s i d e  armed f o r c e s ,  
and i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  p o p u l a t i o n .  

Year 

b ~ i v i l i a n ,  n o n i n s t i f  u t i o n a l i z e d  p o p u l a t i o n  o f  v o t i n g  a g e ,  i n c l u d e s  a l i e n s .  

' ~ l i ~ i b l e  c i t i z e n s  of v o t i n g  a g e ,  f i g u r e s  a d j u s t e d  by Clausen ,  1968-69 and 
T r a u g o t t  and Katosh,  1979. 

A c t u a l  Vote 

P e r c e n t  P e r c e n t  P c r c e n t  

d ~ o m b i n e d  Genera l  S o c i a l  Surveys.  

1968 6 0 . 9 ~  62.8b 65.8' 

1972 55.5 57.1 -- 
1976 54.3 55. 7  56.2 

1980 53.2 55. 1  -- 

e ~ m n e d i a t e  p o s t - e l e c t i o n  su rveys .  

67.8b 7 0 . 9 ~ ~ ~  7 ~ ~ 6 ~ ~ ~  

63.0 67.3 72.3 

59.2 65.2 71.6 

59.2 66.2 70.7 

Repor ted  Vote 

SOURCES: A c t u a l  vote--Scammon and W G i l i v a r y ,  1981; CPS-U.S. Bureau of Census,  1982; 
GSS and Mich igan-ca lcu la ted  from d a t a  f i l e s ,  

C u r r e n t  P o p u l a t i o n  
Survey 

P e r c e n t  

Genera l  S o c i a l  
Survey 

P e r c e n t  

Michigan E l e c t i o n  
Survey 

P e r c e n t  



TABLE 2a 

PRESIDENTIAL VOTE I N  THE 1968 ELECTION, 
GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEYS, 1972-1973 

/ 1972 1 1973  1 All I E l e c t i o n  R e t u r n s  

1 P e r c e n t  I P e r c e n t  1 P e r c e n t  1 P e r c e n t  

Voted  

Voted  f o r  
Humphrey 
Nixon 
O t h e r  

V o t i n g  P r e f e r e n c e  
N o n v o t e r s  b 

Humphrey 
Nixon 
O t h e r  

TABLE 2b 

PRESIDENTIAL VOTE I N  THE 1972 ELECTION, 
GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEYS, 1973-1977 

Vo ted  

- 

1973 

P e r c e n t  

Voted f o r  
McGovern 
Nixon 
O t h e r  

V o t i n g  P r e f e r e n c e  
N o n v o t e r s  b 

~1cGove rn  
Nixon 
O t h e r  

i 

E l e c t  i o n  
Re t u r n s  

P e r c e n t  

1974 I 1975 1976 

P e r c e n t  P e r c e n t  P e r c e n t  

1977 

P e r c e n t  

A1 1 

P e r c e n t  



TABLE 2c 

PRESIDENTIAL VOTE I N  THE 1976 ELECTION, 
GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEYS, 1977-1982 

-- 

Voting Preference 

Nonvoters b 

Carter 

Ford 

Other 

Voted 

Voted f o r  

Carter 

Ford 

Other 

1977 

Percent 

64.4 65.3 64.9 66.1 65.3 

( 1 5 ~ 1 ) ~  (1489) (1374) (1352 (3746) 

54.9 52.9 57.4 59.5 56.0 50.1 

44.2 45.5 41.6 40.0 42.9 48.0 

0.9 1.6 1.0 0.6 1.0 1.9 

( 962) ( 940) ( 863) ( 861) (3626) 

1978 

Percent 

1980 

Percent 

1982 

Percent 

A'' 

Percent 

Elect ion 
Re turns 

Percent 



TABLE 2d 

PRESIDENTIAL VOTE I N  THE 1980 ELECTION, 
GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEY, 1982 

Voted f o r  
Ca r t e r  
Reagan 
Other 

Voting Preference  
Nonvoters b  

C a r t e r  
Reagan 
Other 

f 

Voted 

a v o t e n  + nonvoters  do not  t o t a l  the  number who 
voted because of respondents  who re fused  t o  d i s c l o s e  t h e i r  
v o t e ,  d id  no t  remember t h e i r  v o t e ,  o r  f a i l e d  t o  answer 
the  subquest ion.  

b ~ e s p o n d e n t s  who were not  of  vo t ing  age a t  the  time 
o f  e l e c t i o n  a r e  excluded from the  base o f  t he  c a l c u l a t i o n  of  
the percent  vo t ing  and from the nonvoter ca tegory  a s  we l l .  

1982 

Percent  

E l e c t i o n  Returns 

- - Percent  

66.2 
( 1 4 6 9 ) ~  

47.5 
45.8 
16.7 

( 473) 



TABLE 3 

A COMPARISON OF PRESIDENTIAL VOTE FROM THE MICHIGAN ELECTION 
STUDIES AND THE GENERAL SOCIAL SURVEYS, 1968-1980 

E l e c t i o n  year 

1968 - 
Percent  Nixon 

1972 - 
Percent  Nixon 

1976 - 
Percent  Carter 

S t u d i e s  

GSS72 lELEC72 

- - 

47.4  50.9 46 .0  

- 58.4 63.9 59.1 63.3 

- -- -- -- 50.2  54 .9  57.4 53 .2  

GSS73 GSS76 ELEC76 1 GSS77 I GSSBO ELECBO 



TABLE 4 

HARRIS DATA ON PAST PRESIDENTIAL VOTE, 1981-1982 

812101 1 / 8 1  55 32 10 3 56.7 

812102 1 / 8 1  55 32 9 3 56.7 

812103 2 / 8  1 53 34 10 3 54.6 

812104 3 / 8 1  53 34 9 4 55.2 

812105 3 / 8  1 56 30 8 6 59.6 

812107 4 / 8 1  56 3 1 8 5 58.9 

812106 5 / 8  1 55 30 10 5 57.9 

812108 6 / 8 1  50 33 12 5 52 -6  

812109 7 / 8  1 51 35 8 5 53.7 

812110 8 / 8 1  53 34 7 6 56.4 

812111 918 1 55 33 8 4 57.3 

812113 1 2 / 8  1 52 33 9 6 55.3 

822101 1 / 8 1  56 3 1 10 3 57.7 

822102 1 / 8 1  54 34 8 4 56.3 

822103 2 / 8 2  53 34 9 4 55.2 

822010 3 / 8 2  5 1 34 9 6 5 4 - 3  

822104 3 / 8 2  49 36 10 5 51.6 

822105 4 / 8 2  48 38 11 3 49.5 

822012 4 / 8 2  5 1 32 11 6 54.3 

822106 5 / 8 2  50 35 10 5 52.6 

822014 6 / 8 2  52 32 9 7 55.9 

822107 6 / 8 2  53 35 7 5 55.8 

822033 6-7 /82  47 3 1 9 13 54.0 

822109 7 / 8 2  49 33 12 6 52 -  1 

SOURCE: Provided by Louis Harris 

Survey 

STATISTICAL ANALYSIS: Model 
)r df Prob. d e c i s i o n  

1 )  Proportion Reagan, Not Sure Included prop.=constant 61.0 23 .001 r e j e c t  

1) Proportion Reagan, Not Sure Excluded propoaconstant 48.6 23 -002 r e j e c t  

Dates 

Vote 
(Percent)  

Reagan Carter 
Reagan 

(Not Sure Excluded) 
Other Not Sure 

- - 
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