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THE IMPACT OF CANDIDATE NAME
ORDER ON ELECTION OUTCOMES

JOANNE M. MILLER
JON A. KROSNICK

: Abstract  Perceived obligations of citizen duty may compel some -

. people 1o cast votes in denfocratic elections even when they.lack .
sufficient information to make informed choices. Psychological the- .
ories of choice suggest that, under such circumstances, voters may
be influenced by the order in which candidates’ names appear on
the ballot, biasing. people toward candidates listed early (when vot-
Crs can.generate reasons to vote for the candidates) or late (when
voters can only generate reasons (o vote against the candidates).
Consistent with this reasoning, analyses of 1992 election returns in
Ohio revealed that rgliable name-order effects appeared in 48 per-
cent of 118 races, nearly always advantaging candidates listed first,
by an average of 2.5 percent. These effects were stronger in races

- when party affiliations were not listed, when races had been mini-
mally publicized, and when no incumbent was involved. Further-.

" more, name-order effects -were stronger in counties where vdters .
were less knowledgeable about. politics., All of this suggests that - -
ballot structure influences election outcomes when voters lack sub- ‘
stantive bases for candidate preferences. However, the magnitude .
of name-order effects observed here suggests that they have proba--
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bly;i done little.to undermine the democratic process in contemporary -

America.
!

The Inipact: of Candidate Nhh_w‘Or'der
on Election-Outcomes

Contemporary American elections. often -confront . voters with tremen- . -

~-dously challenging tasks. In California; for example, citizens have rou-
‘tinely been asked to vote on a dozen ballot issues on topics ranging from
. insurance reforms.to tort claims, school funding, or the confidentiality of

. AIDS tests (Allswang 1991; Beck 1997, p. 250). And in all states, voters

have sometimes been asked to make choices in well over two dozen races.
ranging from high visibility” contests to races for offices so obscure that’
“many voters probably could not describe the job ‘responsibilities. associ- .’
 atéd with them. In 1911, for instance, voters in Cleveland, Ohio, were .

confronted with 74 candidates for city offices, 12 candidates for board of

_education; 14 candidates for municipal court judges, and 32 candidates .-

* for constitutional convention (Davies 1992). And matters were no better
in' 1992: Cleveland voters ‘were asked to cast ballots in more than 40
county: and ‘statewide races, plus a number of district-wide races.
Because races for highly visible offices (c.g., for U.S. President and
Congress) receive a great deal of news media attention, often involve well-
~ -known incumbents, and usually involve explicit endorsements of candi-
" dates by political parties, voters who wish to make substance-based
choices can do so in principle. However, candidates in such races rarely
take clear and divergent stands on specific policy issues (Berelson, Lazars-
feld. and McPhee 1954; Page -1978), and media coverage of such contests
usuaily focuses on the horse race rather than on the candidates” records

‘and policy. positions (Patterson 1994). The cognitive demands of sifting

through lots of such media coverage and extracting useful, substantive

information about candidates’ positions are therefore probably so substan-

- tial as to outstrip most voters’ incentives to do the work (Downs '1957).
., Therefore, people refy on only a small subset of substantive information

"'to make such vote choices, pursing what Popkin (1991) called*‘low infor--

‘mation rationality.” e .
~ Media ¢overage of races for less visible offices (e.g.. attorney general,

“auditor, judge, sheriff, coroner, or board of education) is often much more -

. limited, making it even more difficult for voters to make choices based

" on substance (e.g., Graber 1991). People pursuing low information ratio- .
- _nality. can sometimes rely.on cues,

such as party affiliation, which, can
- - help them identify candidates with whom they are likely to agree on policy
issues (Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes. 1960; Miller and Shanks
~1996). But party affiliations are often not listed on the ballot for thic very

L a af (o

Iy

" Tac
Toni

of |

- virt

cho
of'!
thei

cho

cifl:




]
*

Impact of Candidate Néme Order - v - 293

" races th'lt receive the least media coverage. Alternatively, people can rely

on name recognition: the candidate-whose name sparks a stronger sense
of familiarity may be seen as most llkely to be the incumbent, who by
virtue of his or her presumed experience may be considered the safer

choice-(Jacobson 1987; Mann and Wolfinger 1980). But because holders .

of low visibility offices probably get very-little media . attention during
their tenures, voters may only rarely recognize their names. '
What do people do when no such cues are present at all to guide lhcxr

+ choices? If someone knows nothing about any of the races being run on

a particular election day, he or she is llkLly to stay home rather than cast

" a ballot (Delli Carpini and Kecter 1996), in line with polmcal theorists'
~ notion that democratic governance should be carried out only by those .
. citizens who are able to do so  responsibly (sce Dahl 1989; Pennock . 1979), * -

‘But in some years, large numbers of people goto the polls to vote in a
few. highly visible contests, yet they are asked to vote in mnmmally publi- . .

cized races for relatively obscure offices as well. The higher rolloff rates

" typical of such racés presumably reflect some voters’ choices to abstain

because they lack sufficient knowledge (Burnham -1965; Robinson and

Standing 1960; Vanderlectiw and Engstrom 1987).-However, other peoplc
- may feel that being a **good and responsible democratic citizen"" requires

them not only to go to the polls but also to cast votes in all listed ryces,
even.when they know only a little about the candidates and have not made

a firm choice among them before entering the voting booth,

.In this article, we explore one possible phenomenon that may occur
under such circumstances, whereby the structure of a ballot influences the
outcome of an clection. Specifically, the votes people cast may be influ-
cnced by the order in which the candidates’ names appear on the ballot.’

‘Below, we first review psychological theories regarding the effects of or- . -

der on choices and spin out from that fiterature some predictions regarding

- clections. We then review past studics of name-order effects in ‘elections,

illustrating that their findings are of: surprisingly limited value. Finally,

~we document the prevalence of name-order effécts in the 1992 elections

in Ohio and explote the conditions under which those effects were most
likely to occur. In doing so, we will gain new insights into the processes
by which cnl?ens cast voth in contcmpomry American elccnons

A Psychologlcal Theory of Name-Order Effects
in Electlons |

One pqychological theory Of order effects predicts “pﬁmacy effects,”’

“which are biases toward selecting the first object considered in a set (Kros-

nick 1991). People tend to evaluate objects with a confirmatory bias. Spe-
cifically, pcople usually begin a search of memory for mf'ormatlon about -
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anbbject by looking for reasons to select answer choices rather than rea-
sons not to select them (Klayman and Ha 1984 Koriat, Lichtenstein, and .
Fischholl 1980). Because of this, when considering a list of political can-
didates, voters probably search memory primarily for reasons to vote for
cuch-contender rather than reasons to vote agdinst him or her. When work-
ing through a list, people think less and less about cach subsequent alterna-
tive, beeause they become increasingly fatigued and short-term memory
‘becomes increasingly clogged with thoughts. Therefore, people may be
more likely to generate supportive thoughts about candidates listed ini-
Aially and less likely to do so for later listed candidates, biasing them
toward voting for the former. S

This theory is consistent with dozens of experiments that presented ob-
jeets visually and nearly always found bias toward sclecting initially of-
fered options (for review, sec Krosnick and Fuabrigar, in press). For exam-
ple, when students take multiple-choice knowledge tests, they are biased
toward sclecting answers offered carly in a list, so they tend to answer
items correctly more often when the correct answer is listed first than
when it is listed last (Cronbach 1950; Mathews 1927). When people are
told that an cxperimenter will imagine a series of ‘questions and they.
should. guess which of a set of offered response choices is the .correct
answer, people tend to select the first ones: listed (Berg and Rapaport
1954). And when people are asked to taste @ sel of beverages or foods
(c.g.. four brands of beer) and select their favorite, they are biased toward
choosing the first onc they consider (Coney 1977: Dean 1980). Therefore,
voters, may well manifest the same sort of bias in elections.” -

However, people attempting to retrieve reasons to vote-for a candidate”
may occasionally fail completely, retrieving instead only reasons to vote
against him or her. 1 this happens for all candidates in a given race, cogni-
tive fatiguc and short-term memory congestion would presumably bis
a Citizen toward gencrating more reasons o vole against the first-listed
candidate: than reasons 0 vote against later listed candidates. This. would
induce a recency cffect, which is a bias toward selecting cundidates listed
last (see Schwarz, Hippler, and Noelle-Neumann 1992; Sudman, Brad-
burn, and Schwarz 1996). B |

Name order might also influence the votes cast by people who have
no information at all about the candidates in a race but nonctheless feel
compelicd to vote in all races in order to be **good citizens.”” According
‘to' Simon’s (1957) notion of satisficing. people are inclined to scttle for
the first acceptable solution to a problem they confront, especially when
the costs of making a mistake will be minimal. Therefore, if a citizen

feels compelled to vote in races regarding which he or she has no substan-,
. ‘ , ,

. In contrast, when objects are presented orally. there is an overwhelming trend toward
selecting the allernative presented fast (for a theoreticat account of this, see Krosnick [997T).
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tive b: asis for choxcr. at all hL or sht. nmy slmp!y settle for the hrst name

listed, because no reason is apparent subgesung that the candidate is un‘lc
ceptable,

TFhus, there is abundant theorctlcal justification for the hypothcm that .
- the order of candidates’ names on ballots may influence voters® choices

in some races. .If people simply settle for the first-listed contender when

“they have no information at all about a race, primacy effects will oceur. -

Primacy effects would also be expected in races about which voters do
have some information when they: can generate at. least some reasons {0 -
vote for each of the candidates. But when voters can retrieve only reasons
to vote against competitors, recency effects would be cxpectcd
‘Order-based choice should be least likely - when voters are highly -

‘ knowlcdgc'lb]e about candidates and have made substance-based choices -

before election day (Lodge, McGraw and Stroh 1989). Therefore, name-
order effects should be strongest in races that have received little news

_ media coverage and among voters who are cxpo:td to little or hone of .
- such coverage. Order-based choice should also be most common in races.
.. that do not offer voters heuristic cues, such as party affiliations of the

candidates or incumbency-based name recognition. Cognitive faugue 1S

'-hkdy to.build as a'voter considers race after race on adong ballot, which

mdy ‘increase the likelihood of name- -order effects. Also, races listed

toward'the end. of a ballot may be perccived as less important than those -

near the beginning, so voters may be léss motivated-to cast votes carefully
in the former and may therefore be more mﬂucnccd by name ordcr

»
* v

: Prevnous Studzes of Name Order Effccts

Allhou;__h i@ numbcr of studies have becn conducted to u,st tor name-order :

- effects on voting, these studies turn out to be of limited value. In order to.
: '.mcss ‘a name-order effcet unambiguously, a study must randomly assign _
groups of voters to receive different name orders (see, e.g., Aronson, Ells- - .

worth, Carlsmith, and Gonzales 1990; Crano and Brewer 1973; Judd and
Kenny, 1981; Kidder and Judd.1986). Observed differences between these .
groups of voters must then be subjected to tests of stamucal significance -
to assess whether they are likely to have occurred by chance alone or .
whether they arc likely to represent real effects of name order, However,
most of the 24 -previous studies of name-order effects did not involve

_assignment of voters to, different name orders at all but rather looked at

whether, when combmcd across a large iumber of elections, candidates
listed in different positions did better or worse ‘on’ average (Bagley 1966;

* . Bakker and Lijphart 1980; Benn 1970; Brook and Upton .1974; Brooks

1921; Byrnie and Pueschel 1974; Hughes 1970; Kelley and McAllister e
1984; Lijphart and Pintor 1988; Mackerras 1968, 1970 Mastermah 1964; *.




vil

296 S Joanne M. Miller and Jon A. Krosnick

" Mueller 1970; Nanda 1975: Robson and Walsh 1974 Upton and Brook E

1974, 1975; Volcansck 1981). Moit of these studies found that candidates
did better when listed carly (c.g., BakKer and Lijphart 1980; Bean 1970;
Brook and Upton 1974; Brooks 1921; Hughes 1970; Kelley and McAllis-
ter 1984: Lijphart and Pintor 1988: Mackerras 1968, 1970; Masterman

1964: Mucller 1970; Robson and Walsh 1974; Upton and Brook 1974: |

Volcansek 1981). But because candidates™ names, were most often listed
alphabetically, these differences between the positions might have been
due to atphabetic-based name preferences instead of name ordert
The remaining six name-order studies all compared voters who re-
ceived different name orders to one andther, However, four of them failed
to report statistical significance tests of the observed differences between
the orders (Mucller 1969; Scott 1972; White 1950} or computed them
improperly (Bain and Hecock 1957, pp. 73-88).* Furthermore, some. of
the observed differences suggested that candidates were advantaged when
listed first (e.g.. Mucller 1969); others suggested that candidates were ad- |
vantaged when listed Tast (e.g., Scott 1972); sull others suggested that
candidates were advantaged when tieir names appeared in the middle of
a Tist (e.g.. Scott, 1972); and, in still other cases, no differences appeared
at afl (e.g.. Bain and Hecock 1957, pp. 73-88). Because this heterogeneity
could simply reflect random variation in the absence of any robust name-

2. In fuet, preferences for names with initials carty in the alphabet are likely w0 emerge
For at least three reasoms. First, people tend to like their own initials more than other letters

~ (Johason [986: Nuttin 1985), nnd this hias is apparent in many countries (Kitayama and
- Karasawa 1997). Beeanse people’s lust initials are concentrated primarily in the first hall

of the afphabet, a majority of people will be binsed toward liking cundidates whose last
initinls are in the first hall of the afphabet (e.g.. in the 1996-97 Columbus, Ohio, telephone
book, 055 puges listed names with Tast initiuls in the first balf of the alphabet, whereas
only 374 pages listed nanes with last initials in the second half? see also Masterman 1964;
Robson-nnd Walsh 19743, Second, people are likely to have specinl pasitive regard for
political cundidates who share their own initials, because similarity enhances attraction
(sce Byrne 1971). And'because more people in the general public have lost initials early
in the alphabict than late, this oo would lend toa biax in an clectorate as o whole toward
clecting candidates whose initials are early in the alphabet. Finally. the greater prevalence
of such nimes in the general public means that everyone will be expused 1o them more
often, mnd mere expostre enbances liking (Zajone 1968), Therefore, order effects apparcnt
in studies that invelved only atphubetical tistings of candidate names (which constitute
majority-of this literature) do oot provide clear evidence about name-order effects,

1, When cach vater s individually assigned to n name order independently of all other
voters, the number of obscrvations on which a statisticu! lest should be computed is the
torad number of volers participating in the study, But when groups of voters {i.c., nll those .
in the same precinet) are assigned 10 same orders. so that all members of a group receive
the same order, it is inappropriate to use the total number of voters as the busis for comput-
ing the statistical significance of ohserved dilferences (see Darey and MeAllister 1990, p,
&: Judd and Kenny (981, pp, S8-57). Such an approach will yicld statistical tests that are
ton libernl, thus muking observed dilterences seem fess likely to have oceurred by chagee
alone than is actually the cnse, Statistical tests in such studics must instead be based an
the number of groups of voters (in most cases, precinets). Beenuse Bain and Heeock (1957,
pp. 73-88) should have computed their significance tests in this fashion but did not, tlicir
results overcstithate the level of statisticn] signiticance of the dilferences they observed.
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order effects, itis difficult 1o conclude from these studies that any ob-
served differences were in fact attributable to name position.

The only two studies that did not suffer from one of these design faws
were conducted by Darcy (1986) and Gold (1952). And -stirpriuing,,ly these
investigations found no name-order effects at all. However, given the
strong theoretical basis for expecting such effects and the fimited number
of informative studies done to date, it scemed worthwhile to further cx-
plore whether namc-order effects occur, to assess their nature, magnitude,
and prevalence, and 1o detennine when they are most likely to occur.,

To this end, we analyzed precinet-by-preeinet in-person vote returns

Ctrom all of the races in the 1992 clections held in the three largest counties

in Ohio—Franklin, Cuyahoga, and Hamilton.* To sct the stage for our

- findings, we will describe the voting systems used in each county, the -

races run in each, and the methods cach employed to rotate name orders
ACTOSS precincts,

Voting Methods

FRANKLIN C‘()'UN'I'Y -

In 1992, 879 prccmcls in Franklin County (which contains the state capi-
tal, Columbus) used a mechanical voting system, and 384 precincts used

an clectronic voting system.® In the mechanical voting booths, candidate

',n‘mu.s were listed beneath o heading for cach race, and voters pushed
“down levers next to the names. The electronic booths were similur to the

mechanical booths in terms of the p]])’\l al layout of races and candidate
names, but next to cach race heading was a small flashing red Tight, When

.{!u. voler pressed a butjon to cast a vote in a race, the I:;_,ht becuine con-

stantly ||Ium|nalcd

CUYAHOGA AND HAMILTON COUNTIES

In the 2,036 precincts in Cuyahoga County (which contains the city of

Cleveland) and thé 1,041 precinets in Hamilton County (which contains
the city of Cincinnati), voling was done via punch cards. Voters were
given (1) a booklet that Jisted the races and candidate names, (2) 2 3.25” %
7.5” card with 228 small, perforated, sequentially numbered squares on

. We were unable 10 unalyze absentee votes because nume order is rotated from bato
o haflot, and reconds are not kept of vote totals separately for the different name orders,
5. Electronie voting booths were ploced in precincets chosen by locat politictans, and those
precinets were not compuarable to those that received mechanical booths (see Nichols and
Strizek 1995) Therefore, we cannot infer effects of voting method- from comparisons of
voting in the mechanical and clectronic booths, beeause voters were not randomly assigned
or even functionally randomly assigried to one of the fwo methods,

: ' o
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it, and () a pointed metal poker, The numbers on the squares corre-

sponded to numbers listed next to the candidates” names in the booklet,

and- voters poked out squures to indicate their preferred andidates.

Races

In 1992, many races appeared on the ballot in all precinets in a county
(called countywide races); these included races for U.S. President, U.S.
Senate, county commissioner, prosceuting attorney, and common pleas

judge. Other races appeared in the precinets of only a single district (called

district-wide races); these included races for U.S. representative, state rep-
resentative, and state senator.® We analyzed the results of all countywide

‘and district-wide races in the three counties except the (ive-cundidate race.

for U.S. representative in Cuyahoga County, because it involved only 20
precinets and therefore did not offer sufficient statistical precision (o estis
mate name-order effects.” In total, we tested for name-order effects in 37
races in Franklin County, 53 races in Cuyahoga County, and 28 races in
Hamilton County. Appendix A reports the average position of ench race
on the ballot across the precinets in which the race app sared. the number
of candidates in cach race, and whether the ballot displayed the party
aftiliations of the candidates. |

Name Rotation

The procedures used o rotate name-order across precinets were ditferent
in cach county, were rather complex, and ure explained in detail in appen-
dix B, The process started with listing all of the precincts in the county
in an order determined by stze of city, date of precinct creation, and the

~speliing of the precinet names, Then, for each race, u series of different

nameorders were developed, beginning first with an alphabetical ordering
of the candlidates, Each additional name order was created by moving the
first-listed candidate to the end of the list until cach.candidate had been
listed first in one and only one order: The number of name orders created
therefore cqualed the number of candidates in the race, The first name
order way assigned to the first-listed precinet; the second name order was
nssigned to the second precinet; and this assignment procedure continued,
rotating repeatedly through the name orders, until every precinet had been

6. Some of these districts were (.8, Congrossional districts, and others were districts de-
signed cspecinlly for raees for the stafe senate, the state house of representatives, or the

countty hoard of cducation, : _
7. Two eaces in Eranklin Cotmty, seven in Coyahoga County, and cight in Hamilton County
involved only one candidate and were therefore not useful Tor tesling our hypotheses,
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assigned to a name order. This was done independently for cach race,
without regard to the rotation scheme used for the other races on the ballot,
Although this sequential assignment method is clearly not the same as
random asstgnment, it seems likely to have produced equivalent groups
of precinets to receive different name ovders. To asseys this objectively,
we lirst examined whether the groups of precinets that received different
name orders differed from one another with regard to the average number
‘of voles cast per precinet, the average number of registered voters per
precinet, or the nverage pereentage of registered individuals who tumed
out to vote. If these groups were essentinlly cquivalent, then they should
not have differed in these regards. '
To conduct this analysis, we created what we call an “*order variable™
for cach ruce, ranging from | to the number of cundidates in the race
(where 1 meant the candidates were listed in adphabetical order, 2 meant
the first candidate niphabetically had been moved to the end of the list,
and so an), Al precinets that received the sume name order in the race
were assigned the same value, Precinets tn which n ruge was not run were
not assigned any value @n that variable, ‘
In Frunklin County, for example, one order vatiable was created for
the cight-candidate presidentinl race (with cight levels: | = precinets re-
“eeiving the first order, 2 = precinets receiving the second order, and so
- of up to 8). Another order variable was created for all the eight-candidate
countywide races {(with three levels representing cacl of the three name
orders). And another order variable was created for all the countywide
two-candidute ruces (with two levels representing the two name orders,
Jalphabetical and reverse alphabetical), Twelve additional order variables
were created, one for cach of the 12 district-wide races for U.S. representa-
tive, state senator, and state representative. Each of these races involved
o unique subset-of the precinets in the county, so different subsets of
precinets reccived cuch nume order for those races. This procedure led
us to create o total of 15 order variables for Franklin County, 24 for Cuya-
“hoga County, and 14 for Humilton County.*
Using cach of these $3 order variables as the independent variable, we
conducted o scrics of one-way analyses of varianee predicting the average

3 An alternative would be 1o create nnly ane vrdes variable for cach Lnunly represeing
the different ballots veed in the county, For cwrnplc in Franklin County, 24 ballots were
ereated, and cach precinet was rssigned to receive gne of these batlole (vee appendic B
for an cxphtmtlnn of why this number is 243 We could test whether the 24 groups of
precingts receiving different ballota differed from one another in lerms of demographic
charscteristics, voting behavior, and so on. However, a more powerful 8nd efficient test
of a tame-order cffect in a twoscandidate race, for cxample, would lump together all pre.
cincts that received the candidate names in alphatretical order, and compare thelr votes to
those of a conglomeration of all the precinets that reecived the candidate names in reverse
alphabetical order, We 100k this later approach and therefore constructed a number of
different order variables for use in races differing in nmber of competing candilates and
number of prn'mctc in which the race was run,
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number of voters who participated in the election, the average number

*of registered voters, and the average percentige of voter turnout in each

precinet, OF the 189 analyses conducted, only two clfects were statistically

+

significant (p <2 .05). As many as 8 of these 159 tests would be expected |

to yield statistically significant results by chance alone, and any correction

Tor family-wise error would decrease the alpha level for each test so much
that none of the differences would be significant (Keppel 1991}, There- -

fore, the precinet groups seem equivalent in these regards,

We ulso conducted o second set of tests, using data from the 1990 U, S.
Census of Cuyahoga County.” We conducted one-way analyses of vari-
ance using the 24 order variables for that county to predict demographic
variables that predict voter tmout und/or vote choice—educational at-
winment, fncome, age, race, gender, marital status, employment status,
and home ownership (sce, c.g., Miller and Shanks 1996: Rosenstone and
Hansen 19933, In the 696 anulyses of variance conducted, only five cifects
were statistically signiticant (p =< 05), whereas as many as 35 ol these

tests would be expected to yield statistically signiticant results by chance .

alone. Consequently, we found no evidence to challenge the assump-
Hon thut the precinet groups in Cuyahoga County were cquivalent: And
given that the rotation method used in Cuyahogs County wus compa-
rable to those used in Franklin and Hamilton Countics, this analysis sug-

gests that the precinet groups in those countics are likely to have been’

quite similar os well,

Results

PREVALENCE OF BEFEFECTS

CTables 1 and 2 report tests of name-order effects in the two-candidate

rices and in races involving more than two condidates. respectively. The
fiest column in table 1 shows the difference between the pereentage of
voles cach candidate received when listed first and sccond on the ballot
in Franklin County and the signiticance of this difference, The next two
columns list comparable results for Cuyahoga and Hamilton Countics,
respectively, In table 2, the first column lists the statistical significance
of the Festatistic asscssitig whether any reliable difference between votes

. L]

0, We examined vnly Cuynhoga County in this analysis beenuse we were oaly ablc to
ohtain & dntn xet mapping Census data to voting precingts for that county (M. J. Salting,
personal communication). [n that dats set, demographic statistics for the 1991 precincts
in Cuynhoga County were caleulated using the bloek data from the 1990 US, Cenrus hs
follows, When a precinet included oaly n part of block. the proportion of the arca of the

block tht Tell within the precingt was mltiplicd by the census count for that bloek. Thet,

these figures were added to the census comnts for il blocks that fell ¢ompletely within a
precinet to yicld wtale for that precinet, The precinets were redrawi between 1991 and
1902, anc onty 1,080 were the same in both years: we confined vur goalysis to these,
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