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Who Caucuses? An Experimental Approach to
Institutional Design and Electoral Participation
CHRISTOPHER F. KARPOWITZ

AND

JEREMY C. POPE*

During the 2008 presidential campaign, the question of mass participation in primaries and caucuses
became unusually salient, with a close Democratic race calling special attention to these often overlooked
procedural elements of America’s democratic system. This study adds a new element to scholarship on
institutional design and citizen participation by way of a survey-based experiment conducted in the midst
of the 2008 campaign. The results show that institutional choices are not neutral. Nominating candidates
through caucuses rather than primaries not only reduces the number of participants, but also signiﬁcantly
affects the ideological composition of the electorate. Caucuses produce a more ideologically consistent
electorate than do primaries, because policy centrists appear to avoid caucuses. This experimental ﬁnding
is strongly buttressed by the observational data on Obama and Clinton voters.

In the 2008 Democratic presidential primary Barack Obama defeated Hillary Clinton by a
very narrow margin – a margin that was largely due to his success in caucus states.
Clinton won only 174 pledged delegates in caucuses to Obama’s 312 pledged delegates in
the caucus format – almost two-thirds of the total going to Obama. The result in
primaries was quite different: Clinton won 1,379.5 delegates1 to Obama’s 1,371.5 –
essentially a tie, though one that Clinton actually won narrowly. In the eyes of a die-hard
Clinton supporter this result is, no doubt, striking – and possibly a bit infuriating. After
all, it holds out the tantalizing possibility that, had all states used primary elections,
Hillary Clinton could well have become the nominee.
Of course, because different states held primaries and caucuses that margin might
really have nothing to do with process; it could be due to differences between the
states. Such an explanation could not, however, account for the results in Texas,
where the Democratic party awarded 126 pledged delegates based on the results of the
primary held during the day on March 4, 2008, and sixty-seven delegates based on
the results of caucuses held in the evening on the same day. Texas serves as a useful
natural experiment because the two procedures came from potentially the exact same
electorate,2 but the different processes produced different results.3 While Clinton won
a three-point victory in the primary election, she lost by nearly thirteen points in
the caucuses. This meant that Obama received four more delegates than Clinton in the
* Brigham Young University (email: Chris_karpowitz@byu.edu). The authors wish to thank the
anonymous reviewers and participants in both the faculty research seminar at Brigham Young University
and the 2009 CCES Conference for valuable comments and suggestions on earlier versions of the
manuscript. Replication data are available at http://dx.doi.org/doi: 10.1017/S0007123413000288.
1
The half delegate was acquired in the ‘Democrats Abroad’ primary. See Southwell (2012) on how the
so-called ‘superdelegates’ affected the ﬁnal election outcome.
2
It is true that to attend the caucus, the voter must have previously participated in the primary on the
same day. But this merely means that the caucus was a subset: it was not a different group of people
entirely. See Shafer and Wichowsky (2009) for some discussion of the county level returns in this race.
3
Panagopoulos 2010.
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state total,4 a difference that must be attributed to the process used.5 Inevitably, it raises
questions about the quality and fairness of the entire nominating process.
Political scientists generally explain voter participation with reference to personal
characteristics of the citizenry,6 competitiveness of the election,7 campaign mobilization
efforts,8 or (in the US context) registration laws.9 All of these factors contribute to an
electorate that is not necessarily representative. The wealthy, educated, white, and
interested will all be more likely to participate than their opposites (at least this is
historically true – the 2008 election is a clear exception with respect to race).10 Without
taking exception to any of this, we believe that the study of mass participation sometimes
overlooks crucial elements illustrated by the 2008 election nomination process: the
structure of citizen belief systems and the design of the institutions within which citizens
make their preferences known.
The literature connecting elite behavior to institutional design is well known and
voluminous,11 but much remains to be learned about the ways institutions affect the
participatory choices of ordinary citizens, in large part because it is difﬁcult to ﬁnd quasiexperiments like the one in Texas. And where such natural experiments do exist their
scope is obviously limited. We bring to bear a survey experiment that can be combined
with the observational data from a large survey. The experiment allows us to explore
directly the causal effect of the two institutional procedures typically used in the
presidential nominating process – caucuses and primaries – on citizens’ probability of
participation. The results clearly show that the electorate for caucuses is likely to be more
ideologically consistent with the policy views of elites. Thus, it is not merely that the set of
caucus participants is smaller than the set of primary voters; caucus participants are also
different from primary participants in important ways. And this result is not merely
visible in the experiment; it is clear and present in the observational data on nomination
participation. The choice of caucus or primary is, therefore, a choice about who
participates – and not just how many participate – in the nominating process.
Representation through caucuses means something very different than representation
via a primary.
REPRESENTATION IN PRIMARIES AND CAUCUSES

The concern over representation in different types of elections is an old one, but
often this concern focused on the difference between the general election and the
4

It is worth noting that the ﬁnal delegate count was ﬁltered through county conventions and then a
state convention. So the correspondence to the precinct results is not perfect, but we believe that it is close:
the ﬁnal delegate count based on the state convention in June did not change from the initial count on
March 4.
5
Shafer and Wichowsky (2009) examine this election in detail. They argue that in Texas, the
institutional choice had a powerful effect on the representativeness of the electorate – especially along
racial dimensions. Their results are striking, but limited to a county-level analysis of returns.
6
Piven and Cloward 1988; Verba and Nie 1972; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995; Wolﬁnger and
Rosenstone 1980.
7
Hill and Leighley 1993.
8
Gerber and Green 2000; Rosenstone and Hansen 1993.
9
Highton 1997.
10
Ansolabehere and Stewart 2009.
11
See Cameron 2000, Cox and McCubbins 2005, Serra 2011, and Shepsle 1994 among a host of other
works.
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primary election.12 Kaufmann, Gimpel, and Hoffman ﬁnd, for example, that primary
participants tend to be older and (at least in some places) wealthier than the general
electorate, though the speciﬁc institutional structures of primaries also matter.13 Many
others also assert that the primary electorate is older, whiter, more afﬂuent, and better
educated than the general public.14 Ranney concludes that the primary electorate is not at
all representative of fellow partisans with respect to both demographic characteristics and
issue positions.15 Lengle, Polsby, Keeter and Zukin, Crotty and Jackson, and Kaufmann,
Gimpel, and Hoffman all ﬁnd that the primary electorate tends to be more ideologically
extreme with respect to both issue positions and ideological self-placement than those
who take part in the general election.16
The question remains far from settled, however, as Norrander reports that primary
voters are not more likely to be ideological or issue extremists.17 In many respects, she
concludes, they are similar to general election voters who happened not to participate in
the nomination process. And using exit polls of voters in presidential primaries and
general elections in 1976 and 1980, Geer similarly ﬁnds that the primary electorate tends
to be more moderate, not more ideologically extreme, than the ‘party following’ – those
who do not participate in the primary but are likely to support a given party and vote in
the general election.18 Obviously, the comparison group matters: judgments about the
relative extremism of participants in the nomination process may vary depending on
whether they are being compared to non-voters, general election voters, the party
following, or party activists, for example.
The literature comparing primaries and the general election suggests that reducing the
level of participation may change the electorate and, therefore, the quality of
representation, but it less clear that there are differences between primaries and
caucuses, because previous studies of primaries and caucuses have generally avoided
direct comparisons between the two collective action procedures. Instead, scholars
explore the characteristics of primary and caucus participants separately. These studies
typically ﬁnd meaningful demographic differences between caucus attenders and those
who do not show up, but the evidence with respect to ideology or attitudes is far more
equivocal.
For example, Stone and Stone and Abramowitz ﬁnd that caucus attenders care a great
deal about the electability of candidates, perhaps even more than ideology.19 Abramowitz
and Stone argue that in the 1980 nomination process, caucus attenders were more
ideologically extreme, with Republicans being especially constrained ideologically.20
Stone, Abramowitz, and Rapoport ﬁnd that Iowa caucus-goers of both parties are
more liberal than the general Iowa electorate, and in a study of the 1988 Iowa caucuses,
12

Key 1956.
Kaufmann, Gimpel, and Hoffman 2003.
14
Crotty and Jackson 1985; Keeter and Zukin 1983; Lengle 1981.
15
Ranney 1972.
16
Crotty and Jackson 1985; Kaufmann, Gimpel, and Hoffman 2003; Keeter and Zukin 1983; Lengle
1981; Polsby 1983. See also Kaufmann, Gimpel, and Hoffman (2003) on the difference between open and
closed primary rules.
17
Norrander 1989.
18
Geer 1988.
19
Stone 1982; Stone and Abramowitz 1983. See also Stone and Rapoport 1994 for an analysis of how
caucus attenders view the ideological positions of the candidates.
20
Abramowitz and Stone 1984.
13
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those same authors claim that caucus participants were more ideologically polarized than
the national electorate, but that such polarization was primarily about ideological
self-identiﬁcation, not about consistency of issue positions.21 Overall, they conclude, there
is little evidence that the caucus system is ‘overwhelmed by ideologues’, though they do
not offer a direct comparison between primary and caucus participants.22
Marshall does offer such a comparison and ﬁnds that Minnesota caucuses perform
‘as well as equivalent primaries in representing policy, candidate or party-related
attitudes’.23 Nearly twenty years later, Mayer asserts the opposite: that caucus attenders
are not only better educated, wealthier, and older than primary voters, but also more
ideologically extreme.24 More recent comparisons are similarly contradictory. Eitan
Hersh’s comparison of primary and caucus participants uncovers little evidence of
ideological bias but shows important differences between caucus-goers and primary
voters in their commitment to community engagement.25 Conversely, Panagopoulos ﬁnds
signiﬁcant differences between caucus and primary voters with respect to both ideological
self-placement and issue preferences.26 On issues such as the Iraq War, Social Security,
health care, and afﬁrmative action, he concludes caucus-goers held more extreme views
than those who participated in primaries.
The hypothesis that caucuses might produce a more extreme electorate is implied by the
literature. Both the work on the differences between primary electorates and general
electorates and the more relevant work on primaries and caucuses suggest the possibility –
though the case is far from proved because so few scholars have directly compared
participants in one institution for nominating candidates to its other major institutional
alternative and those who have done so see contradictory results.27 A better
understanding of the difference between participants in primaries and in caucuses is
crucial because these are the two options in widest use for nominations. What is lacking is
a theory of why the two election types might differ and a research design that directly tests
how the choice of a primary or a caucus affects the tendency to participate. To this point,
no previous scholars have directly compared attitudes about primaries and caucuses in an
experimental setting in which participants are randomly assigned to one of the two major
nominating procedures.

THEORY AND HYPOTHESES ABOUT PROCEDURAL DIFFERENCES

Given the work already done a null hypothesis of no difference between primaries and
caucuses seems like a good place to begin. This null would be consistent with both
Marshall and the work of Abramowitz, Rapoport, and Stone, and it could be tested
21

Stone, Abramowitz, and Rapoport 1989. See also Redlawsk, Bowen, and Tolbert 2008.
Abramowitz, Rapoport, and Stone 1991.
23
Marshall 1978, 170.
24
Mayer 1996. This result is seconded by Norrander’s (1993) aggregate-level analysis of election
returns, which shows that between 1976 and 1988, more ideologically extreme candidates tended to do
better in caucus states than in primary states.
25
Hersh 2012.
26
Panagopooulos 2010.
27
See Norrander (1993) or Parent, Jillson, and Weber (1987) for helpful discussions of how election
results were inﬂuenced by ideology in caucuses and primaries and how models predicting outcomes differ
across primary and caucus contexts, but theirs are aggregate-level analyses of candidate vote shares, not
examinations of the attributes of participants in either nomination procedure.
22

Who Caucuses?

333

against the claim that there are differences.28 It is more useful, however, to go beyond
simply looking for differences to offering a theory about how and why the two electorates
might be different. After all, in many respects they should be similar. In the case of
presidential primaries, both procedures serve the same end: selecting a party’s nominee.
So why would one procedure generate a systematically different group from the other
procedure?
We contend that different electoral institutions attract different kinds of participants,
and the bias produced by such institutions is not only about socio-economic disparities
and civic skills,29 but also about the way participants think about the political world. We
believe there is an interaction between the institutional context, people’s judgments about
the fairness of institutions, and levels of participation. Thus, the difference between a
primary and a caucus is not just about the overall rates of participation, but more
precisely about how a particular institution encourages (or discourages) participation
from certain groups.
By fairness of electoral institutions, we have in mind citizens’ beliefs about the extent to
which the process is open to a diversity of voices and treats each voice equally. Tyler’s
account of procedural justice – or the extent to which authoritative processes are seen by
the participants as fair and equal – is relevant to this concept.30 Lind and Tyler show, for
example, that citizen judgments about politics are not solely the result of political
outcomes, but are also inﬂuenced by beliefs about the fairness and openness of the
process.31 Similarly, Hibbing and Theiss-Morse argue that that in addition to caring
about policy, Americans have strong preferences about the processes through which
decisions are made.32 Like Hibbing and Theiss-Morse, we make a connection between
processes and patterns of political participation. If individuals believe institutions are
unbiased and open to all, then we expect that they will be more likely to participate in
such institutions.
Primaries and caucuses, though similar in some ways, differ signiﬁcantly as institutional
processes. Primaries adhere rigorously to the idea of equality of inﬂuence, with each vote
counting exactly the same in the privacy of the voting booth. In a primary there is little or
no political debate, discussion, or exchange of arguments at the moment of electoral
choice. In contrast, while the exact rules for caucuses differ from state to state, the
procedure emphasizes expressive voices, rather than votes alone. Caucuses tend to offer a
greater opportunity for collective citizen discussion or debate about the merits of each
candidate, though the amount of discussion and debate at any given caucus can vary a
great deal. The presence of some level of public discussion may allow for a more informed
and thoughtful (or at least public) consideration of the candidates, but it may also allow
some voices to be more prominent in guiding the discussion and more inﬂuential in
determining the outcome. True, some caucuses probably engage in minimal discussion
and debate. Participants merely show up and gather with likeminded voters to be publicly
counted. Still, the public and collective nature of the process is quite different. More
importantly, voters have a different impression of caucuses relative to primaries, a fact we
demonstrate in the survey below.
28
29
30
31
32

Abramowitz, Rapoport, and Stone 1991; Marshall 1978.
Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Schattschneider 1960; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995.
Thibaut and Walker 1975; Tyler, Rasinski, and Spodick 1985; Tyler 1988; Tyler 1989; Tyler 2000.
Lind and Tyler 1988.
Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002.
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These rough differences between the institutional processes of primaries and caucuses
lead us to a set of expectations about the relationship between institutions and
participation. We begin with a procedural fairness hypothesis:
HYPOTHESIS

1: individuals’ willingness to participate in primaries or caucuses will be
closely connected to their judgments about the fairness of the collective
action mechanism; they will perceive signiﬁcant differences between the
fairness of primaries and caucuses and will be more likely to participate in
the institutions they judge to be fairer.

Second, our idea of citizen expression also encompasses the structure of citizen
opinions. That is, having something to say involves not just a willingness to share
opinions openly, but also the ways in which citizens’ belief systems are organized. Some
electoral institutions may be more amenable to certain belief structures than to others.
And if one procedure is seen as more fair (regardless of whether or not it actually is fairer)
that could affect what type of people will participate.
In his well-known work on the nature of belief systems in mass publics, Converse ﬁnds that
the issue opinions of ordinary citizens are far less consistent and far less structured by elite
understandings of ideology than are the opinions of more involved political actors like
members of Congress.33 He describes citizens as lacking ‘constraint’: they are not ideological
in the way elites are. Scholars use different terms for this idea and ones similar to it, including
extremism or polarization, among others. It is not our purpose to replicate Converse’s work
on ideology or review all of the vast literature here. For more on constraint and ideological
sorting, interested readers should consult Baldassari and Gelman, and Levendusky.34
Our question is, however, directly related to Converse’s constraint concept: are citizens who
look the most like elite actors more or less likely to participate in primaries or caucuses?
Because the term constraint invokes a wider set of concerns and issues, we employ the
narrower term ‘ideological consistency’, though our concept is similar to our view of
Converse’s core notion: the ideologically consistent are those citizens who agree with partisan
elites on most questions. It is, of course, possible to be consistently moderate, always splitting
the difference to ﬁnd the golden mean. However, our use of the term focuses not on this
(relatively small) group but on the participants who are consistently like the party elites.
Because caucuses are locations where political argument may proceed with strong
reference to ideology or where the connection between various issue positions might be
the subject of open debate, we expect that individuals whose opinions are relatively more
consistent with those of partisan elites may feel more at home in caucuses than those less
likely to think about politics in clearly ideological terms. Those whose issue positions are
less ideologically consistent may fear coming across as uninformed or out of step with the
campaigns. This implies our second hypothesis:
HYPOTHESIS

2: Those who are more ideologically consistent will be more likely to
participate in caucuses, while the relationship between consistency and
participation will be weaker in primaries.

Though we are not insensitive to the importance of class, racial, or gender inequalities
that have been the focus of much of the classic work on voice and equality and that are
33
34

Converse 1964.
Baldassari and Gelman 2008; Levendusky 2010.
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important for citizens’ ability to bear the costs of participation35 – and in our subsequent
analyses we will control for civic resources, race, income, and other important factors –
our primary focus is on the ways in which differing electoral institutions attract citizens
with differing belief systems and differing attitudes about political debate. The central
concern running through our approach is that caucuses will produce an electorate with
issue positions that are more similar to partisan elites than to the general electorate
(see, especially, Hypothesis 2). We now turn to the experimental design.

DATA AND EXPERIMENTAL PROTOCOL

Data for this experiment were collected as part of the 2008 Cooperative Congressional
Election Survey. The CCES is a collaborative research effort involving teams at thirty
different institutions, each of which developed a survey questionnaire for a national
sample of approximately 1,000 respondents. In addition, all respondents answered
Common Content questions, which consisted of a series of questions common to all team
modules. Thus, half of the questions any individual respondent answered were from a
research team and half from the Common Content. This means that the Common
Content sample size is equal to the total sample size of all team modules combined. In
2008, the Common Content sample was approximately 32,800 cases.36 Data analyzed
here are drawn from the pre-election module developed by the authors and from the preelection Common Content questions.
A survey experimental approach to participation in primaries and caucuses offers some
unique advantages relative to purely observational studies. Because of the lack of random
assignment to primary or caucus institutions in actual elections, it is impossible to make
causal inferences about the effects of institutions on participation. In the real world of
politics, choices about electoral institutions could easily be endogenous to the nature of
voters in the district. An experimental approach avoids this quandary, allowing us to
assign voters randomly to institutional conditions. We are thus able to make causal
inferences about the relationship between the features of electoral institutions and
citizens’ participatory preferences.
A potential drawback to an experimental survey approach is that we measure simulated
participation – more speciﬁcally, self-reported likelihood of participation – not actual
political behavior. As with any survey report of participation, our self-reports are likely to
be inﬂated. However, we would note that our experiment took place in the midst of an
actual election, one that generated a great deal of interest and attention. Additionally, the
survey setting also means that we have reduced the costs of participation to essentially
zero: from the perspective of the respondent, the threshold for reporting participation is
35

Rosenstone and Hansen 1993; Shafer and Wichowsky 2009; Rapoport, Stone, and Abramowitz
1990; Verba, Schlozman, and Brady 1995.
36
Interviews for the 2008 survey were conducted in several waves. Proﬁle data for each of the 32,800
respondents was collected in August and September of 2008, a pre-election wave was collected in October
of 2008, and a post-election wave was completed in November 2008. The survey was conducted over the
Internet by YouGov/Polimetrix, and the sampling technique uses YouGov/Polimetrix’s matched random
sample methodology. Despite the fact that the sample is not a traditional probability sample, several
recent studies have shown that the CCES methodology produces a sample that closely resembles various
other types of representative samples collected at a similar point in time (Ansolabehere and Persily 2008;
Hill et al. 2007; Vavreck and Rivers 2007). Given that our results hinge on an experiment we are conﬁdent
that the sample is representative enough to draw the inferences below.
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1

Candidate Selection Process Experiment Treatments

Thinking forward to the next time your party needs to choose a nominee, imagine your state chooses
to y
Primary
y have a primary, which is an election where
citizens go to the polls and vote for the
candidate they think their party should
nominate.

Caucus
y hold caucuses, which are public meetings where
citizens who attend can express their preferences
for the candidate they think their party should
nominate.

Source: 2008 CCES.

extremely low. If we still ﬁnd signiﬁcant differences between primaries and caucuses, even
when it is extremely easy to report participation, then we expect such differences will be
even more profound when participation takes actual time and effort. In this respect, the
survey experiment methodology actually works to help us avoid ﬁnding spurious results.
And because we can assert that it is the treatment that is at issue in our results, we can be
much more conﬁdent about the general issue of endogeneity in responses.
Our primary focus in this article is the Candidate Selection Process Experiment.
Respondents were randomly assigned to either the primary or caucus condition.37 The
experiment was introduced with the following statement: ‘There has been a lot of talk
lately about how the political parties should choose their nominees for president.
Different states use different processes for assigning delegates to the party’s national
convention.’ Respondents were next asked to think forward to the next opportunity to
nominate a candidate for president and were given a basic description of either primaries
or caucus procedures nominating presidential candidates. The experimental language is
reported in Table 1. Because the speciﬁcs of the caucus procedure vary by party, by state,
and sometimes even by precinct, our description of the caucus emphasizes only that it is a
‘public meeting’ where those who attend can express preferences.38 Nonetheless, our
descriptions capture both the common understandings of each procedure and essential
differences between them.
After the treatment, respondents were asked four different questions: how likely
would they be to attend the primary or caucus, how likely would the process ‘allow all
different points of view to be considered,’ how likely would the process ‘result in
your party choosing the best possible candidate for president,’ and how likely would
it be that the process would ‘give an advantage to special interests.’ Respondents could
37
The experiment also included conditions for winner-take-all and proportional allocation of
delegates, making it a fully crossed 2 (primary vs. caucus) x 2 (winner-take-all vs. proportional) design.
The difference between winner-take-all and proportional methods of allocating delegates was a
meaningful element of the 2008 primary season, with Republicans tending toward the winner-take-all
system, and Democrats’ method of allocation coming closer to a proportional system. This difference
between proportional and winner-take-all systems had little effect on respondent attitudes, however, so
we do not discuss it further here. Multivariate analysis includes controls for the allocation of the
delegates’ portion of the experiment.
38
It is possible that the speciﬁcs of the caucus procedure matter a great deal to citizens’ views of the
caucus as a collective action mechanism. Because these speciﬁcs can vary even within a state, however, our
choice was to focus on a broader description. Future research should explore how the varieties of caucus
procedures affect citizens’ views.
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choose from four different options: very likely, somewhat likely, somewhat unlikely, and
very unlikely.39

KEY VARIABLES

Before exploring the likelihood of participation in primaries or caucuses, we pause brieﬂy
to explain the key measures we employ. First, our measure of procedural fairness is an
index comprised of three evaluative questions about the political process of caucuses or
primaries: how fair was the process; will the process result in the best possible decision;
and will the process allow all voices to be heard?40 In a factor analysis, these three
questions all load highly on the same factor, and alpha reliability coefﬁcients indicate that
they hang together as a single scale (alpha 5 0.84 for the caucus condition and 0.82 for the
primary condition). For purposes of analysis, the index is recoded to run from 0 to 1, with
higher scores indicating higher procedural fairness.
Second, the measure of ideological consistency relies on the policy questions at the
heart of the CCES survey. The questionnaire is designed to measure the relationship
between the issue opinions of our survey sample and those of members of Congress by
comparing opinions on issues that were actually considered by Congress. The survey
asked whether respondents supported ‘in principle’ eight different bills that had recently
been the subject of roll call votes in the House of Representatives: withdrawing
troops from Iraq, an increase in the minimum wage, federal funding for stem cell
research, allowing spy agencies to eavesdrop on overseas terrorists without a court order,
funding to provide health insurance for children in low-income families, a constitutional
amendment banning gay marriage, federal assistance for homeowners facing foreclosure,
and the extension of NAFTA to include Peru and Columbia. We assigned support for the
more conservative position on each bill to a score of 1 and the more liberal position to a
score of 21. We then computed a simple measure of ideological consistency for both our
survey sample and members of Congress by adding their scores on the eight different bills
to create a 17-point scale that ranged between 28 and 8.41 In other words, a person
who supported the liberal position on every bill would receive a score of 28, while
those who took the conservative position every time would have a score of 18. Those
who were liberal half the time and conservative half the time would receive a score of 0.
As a point of comparison, we use the actual roll call votes to assign an ideological
consistency score to members of Congress. We ﬁnd that the average score among
congressional Democrats was 24.56 (with a 95 percent conﬁdence interval ranging
between 24.94 and 24.19), and more than half of Democratic members of Congress had
39

No middle option was available, and ‘Don’t Know’ was not explicitly supplied as a response option.
A fourth process question about whether or not the process advantages special interests (discussed in
further detail below) is not included in the index, as it did not load highly on the same factor as the other
questions. Alpha reliability coefﬁcients for the index were also much lower when the special interests
question was included.
41
We recognize that another possible route of investigation was to examine ideological selfclassiﬁcation. But we would note that the measure of constraint we constructed here correlates with that
measure at 0.71 on both the CCES 100-point scale and the ﬁve-category self-classiﬁcation question.
However, despite the high correlation neither of these measures is signiﬁcantly correlated with any of the
variables discussed below. We therefore conclude that what matters is not self-classiﬁcation, but policy
attitudes. We note, too, that other studies of nominating procedures have also distinguished between
policy attitudes and ideological self-placement (Stone, Abramowitz, and Rapoport 1989).
40
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scores of 26, 27, or 28. The mean among Republican legislators was 5.28 (with the
95 percent conﬁdence interval ranging from 4.90 to 5.67), and more than 60 percent
of Republican representatives had scores of 6, 7, or 8. In our CCES sample, the mean
score for all respondents was 21.24, with the mean among self-identiﬁed Democrats
being 23.94 and the mean among self-identiﬁed Republicans measuring 2.51. Only
27 percent of Democrats in our sample had scores ranging between 26 and 28 (less than
half the percentage among Democratic members of Congress), and only 11 percent of selfidentiﬁed Republicans had scores between 6 and 8 (as compared to 60 percent of
Republican members of Congress). The ordinary citizens in our sample are generally far
less ideologically consistent in their issue attitudes than elites, but because the measure
captures citizen opinion on current issues of the day – issues clearly supported by the
parties – we are able to see just how similar respondents are to partisan elites.
Our measure of consistency is most often the absolute value of the 17-point scale, which
folds the scale to measure overall ideological consistency. In subsequent analyses, this measure
is recoded from 0 to 1 for ease of interpretation. Occasionally, we will mark a rougher
distinction between ‘consistent’ and ‘inconsistent’ or ‘moderate’. We used a simple rule
of thumb to assign respondents to one of those two categories. Those with scores between
24 and 28 (approximately 37 percent of the sample) were designated as consistent in a liberal
direction; those with scores between 14 and 18 (approximately 13 percent of the sample) were
labeled as consistent conservatives, and those with scores between 23 and 13 (the remaining
50 percent of the sample) were categorized as ideologically inconsistent or moderate. In other
words, the moderate comprise the half of the sample that is relatively centrist, taking a mix of
both liberal and conservative positions on our selection of issues.42

RESULTS

We begin by reviewing the basic experimental results and summary data on the questions
about caucus and primary fairness. Figure 1 summarizes the essential ﬁndings for
participation. Not surprisingly, participants in our experiment reported a signiﬁcantly
greater likelihood of attending a primary, as opposed to a caucus. In the primary
condition, respondents’ mean likelihood of attendance on our four-point attendance scale
was approximately 20–30 percent higher than average scores for respondents in the
caucus condition. These results are notable because within the experiment, it is easy for
respondents to label themselves as likely participants. Though the experimental context
means that the costs of self-reported likely participation are low, something about the
caucus condition still deters respondents.
It is worth noting, in passing, that the experimental conditions actually included a
second experiment between winner-takes-all and proportional methods of aggregating
votes.43 Though it was true that respondents reacted strongly to the difference between a
primary and a caucus, we never found any evidence that voters distinguished between
winner-takes-all methods and proportional methods. Some procedural differences matter
to voters – others, apparently, do not.
42

It should go without saying that terms like ‘moderate’ carry no normative connotation in this
context. They are merely descriptions of this type of voter. Indeed, one might be a moderate for very
consistent reasons. The reasons would simply not match the partisan logics employed by elites.
43
We ﬁnd no statistically signiﬁcant difference between the winner-takes-all and proportional
condition.
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Fig. 1. Dotplot displays mean likelihood with a 95 percent conﬁdence interval; based on the 2008 CCES

The signiﬁcant differences between primaries and caucuses in Figure 1 are not
unexpected, in part because actual turnout at caucuses is almost always considerably
lower than turnout at primaries. As we detailed above, caucuses are more involved, timeintensive events, meaning that the costs of attending such events are undoubtedly higher.
Our theory holds, though, that attendance at both primaries and caucuses is related, in
part, to citizen judgments about the nature of these political processes.
Figure 2 represents the mean and 95 percent conﬁdence interval for the evaluations of
primaries and caucuses with respect to our measures of procedural justice (described
above). In each case, respondents judge primaries to be a better procedure. The primary
condition yielded higher scores on the general measure of fairness. Survey participants in
the primary condition were also more likely to feel that primaries allowed all different
points of view to be considered and that the procedure would result in the best possible
presidential candidate.
The ﬁnal two points in the ﬁgure reverse the pattern where primaries score higher than
caucuses, but the prompt has changed to ‘more likely to give an advantage to special
interests’. Without exception, then, primaries are rated more positively than caucuses on
every evaluative measure we examined.
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Makes the Best decision: Primary

Makes the Best Decision: Caucus
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0.5
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0.7
Mean Judgments about lnstitutions
(1 indicates ‘‘Very Likely’’ to Happen)

Fig. 2. Dotplot displays mean likelihood of the occurrence with a 95 percent conﬁdence interval; based on the
2008 CCES

It is important to note that these evaluative judgments are not shared by those who
reported attending caucuses in 2008. Unlike non-attenders, those who took part in the
caucus process rated it either equal to or even slightly better than primaries. We have only
a small number of such respondents (n 5 46), but it appears those who ventured out to a
caucus came to very different conclusions than the rest of the sample, though we are
reluctant to draw strong conclusions with a sample of that size.
In other words, most respondents expressed negative impressions about several
different dimensions of caucuses: they judged caucuses to be less fair, less open to diverse
viewpoints, more likely to beneﬁt special interests, and less likely to result in the highest
quality collective choice. However, compared to those who did not take part, respondents
who reported attending the caucuses judged them to be signiﬁcantly more fair, more open
to different points of view, more likely to result in the best choice, and less prone to bias
toward special interests.44 This pattern is not simply the result of embracing the
procedures of one’s own state. If we restrict our ﬁndings to those who live in caucus states,
regardless of whether the respondent had actually attended, the results are similar to those
reported in Figure 2: primaries are preferred. Only among those committed enough to
have attended a caucus in 2008 is the caucus seen in a more favorable light.
44

The difference in ratings of caucuses between caucus attenders and non-attenders was always
signiﬁcant and in the expected direction. Results are available upon request. Additionally, we found that
respondents who attended a caucus and were randomly assigned to the primary experimental condition
were also signiﬁcantly less enthusiastic than non-caucus attenders about the primary process. It appears
that those who venture out to the caucus strongly favor it as a form of public decision making.
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Fig. 3. Dotplots display the mean likelihood of participation with a 95 percent conﬁdence interval
Notes: The left panel is for strong partisans and the right panel is for weak partisans and independent
leaners. Data come from the 2008 CCES experimental module.

As has been well documented, in recent years citizens have sorted themselves out by
party.45 This means that the above relationships could simply be about strength of
partisanship, rather than being related to issue consistency. Figure 3 explores this
possibility by breaking down the respondent’s reported likelihood of participation by
partisanship (strong partisans on the left and weak partisans and independent leaners on
the right), ideology, and experimental condition. When we compare the groups across
conditions, we ﬁnd that the respondents assigned to the primary condition are always
more likely to want to participate. This pattern is emphatically not simply a feature of
partisanship or ideology, but a feature of the experimental conditions.46
Focusing on the left-hand panel of strong partisans, when we look within the primary
condition there is no statistically signiﬁcant difference in the reported likelihood of
participation between the ideologically consistent and the inconsistent. All groups are
likely to participate at about equal rates, with the conﬁdence intervals overlapping
substantially. This is mostly true when we look within the caucus condition as well;
however, the inconsistent score about four-tenths of a point lower on the likelihood of
participation scale than those who are consistently liberal, and approximately one-third of
a point lower than those who are consistently conservative. The 95 percent conﬁdence
intervals overlap slightly (not unexpectedly given the relatively low sample size in each
cell), but these differences are nonetheless statistically signiﬁcant at the 0.05 level. In other
words, among strong partisans, the inconsistent are signiﬁcantly less likely to report that
they would participate in a caucus.
This basic ﬁnding is repeated among weak partisans and independent leaners, as seen in
the right panel of Figure 3. Among this group, expected participation is slightly lower for
all levels of consistency, reﬂecting the fact that presidential nominating procedures are
45
46

Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2006; Levendusky 2010.
The details of our coding decisions are described in the Key Variables section above.
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friendlier to those with the strongest partisan attachments. Once again, however,
participation at caucuses is especially low among the ideologically inconsistent, suggesting
that partisan fervor is not driving the results. Moderates with lower levels of attachment
to their party are far less likely than any other group to attend caucuses. Caucuses are less
attractive than primaries to all those who feel less tied to their party, but they are
especially likely to drive away those whose issue positions are not always consistent with
the party’s ideology.
With these results in hand we can conﬁdently reject the null hypothesis of no difference
between primaries and caucuses. Indisputably, the primary condition elicits a greater reported
likelihood across many sets of voters. This is not simply due to partisanship and appears to be
linked to ideological consistency (see Hypothesis 2). To go further with the experiment
and look at the relationships between fairness judgments, ideological consistency, and
participation we employ an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression, with the dependent
variable being our measure of likely participation.47 Table 2 presents the results.
Our key concern is how the effects of our key independent variables differ between
caucuses and primaries, and Model 1 presents the interactions between our independent
variables and the caucus condition. These interaction terms represent the difference-indifferences between caucuses and primaries. In other words, they show the extent to which
our key variables exert a different effect on likely participation in caucuses, as compared to
primaries. Model 2 includes controls for political sophistication, self-reported partisanship,
previous attendance at primaries or caucuses, and other aspects of the experimental design.48
Model 3 adds controls for demographic characteristics. The presence of these controls does
not change our substantive results in any meaningful way.
We begin with Hypothesis 1 and note that judgments about procedural fairness play an
increased role in caucuses as opposed to primaries. In Model 1, the interaction term
between the caucus condition and procedural fairness is positive and statistically
signiﬁcant (t 5 2.07, p 5 0.04). Predicted values from the model show that as fairness
judgments move from their minimum to the maximum, self-reported likely participation
increases by 60 percentage points in the caucus condition, rising from 0.27 to 0.87 on the
one-point scale of likely participation. Greater conﬁdence in the fairness of the procedure
also matters in the primary condition, but less dramatically (an increase of 46 percentage
points as compared to 60 percentage points). In other words, judgments about fairness
appear to take on an even greater emphasis in the caucus condition, and those who feel
positively about the caucus process are much more likely to say they will participate in it.
This result remains signiﬁcant when controls are added to the model, including controls
for previous attendance at caucuses.49 Hypothesis 1 suggested that judgments about
institutional fairness matter for likelihood of participation. Based on these models this is
true of both primaries and caucuses, but the interaction term also shows that citizen
judgments about procedural fairness take on increased importance in the case of caucuses.

47
For ease of interpreting the effects of the independent variables, we use OLS and recode the
dependent variable to run between 0 and 1. Results are similar using ordered probit (additional details
below).
48
Political sophistication is operationalized as correct responses to questions about which party
controls the US Senate, US House, the respondent’s state senate and respondent’s state house of
representatives. The measure runs from 0 (no correct answers) to 4 (all four questions answered correctly).
49
In Model 2 and Model 3, which include various controls, this interaction term is statistically
signiﬁcant (p 5 0.047 in Model 2 and p 5 0.048 in Model 3).
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2

Determinants of Likely Participation in Primary or Caucus

Variables
Caucus condition
Ideological consistency
Caucus 3 Ideological consistency
Comfort with disagreement
Caucus 3 Comfort with disagreement
Procedural fairness
Caucus 3 Procedural fairness
Strong partisan
Caucus 3 Strong partisan

(1)

(2)

(3)

20.35***
(0.08)
0.04
(0.04)
0.13**
(0.06)
0.20***
(0.06)
0.02
(0.09)
0.46***
(0.05)
0.14**
(0.07)
0.07***
(0.02)
20.00
(0.03)

20.35***
(0.07)
20.01
(0.04)
0.14**
(0.06)
0.16***
(0.06)
0.03
(0.08)
0.45***
(0.05)
0.13**
(0.07)
0.04
(0.03)
20.01
(0.03)
0.02***
(0.01)
0.02
(0.02)
0.01
(0.03)
20.02
(0.02)
0.10***
(0.02)
0.11***
(0.04)

0.34***
(0.06)
974
0.37

0.31***
(0.06)
974
0.42

20.37***
(0.08)
20.03
(0.04)
0.14**
(0.06)
0.15**
(0.06)
0.04
(0.09)
0.43***
(0.05)
0.14**
(0.07)
0.04
(0.03)
0.00
(0.03)
0.02***
(0.01)
0.01
(0.03)
0.01
(0.03)
20.01
(0.02)
0.09***
(0.02)
0.10**
(0.04)
0.02
(0.02)
0.01
(0.01)
0.00*
(0.00)
0.27***
(0.06)
919
0.42

Political sophistication
Democrat
Republican
Proportional condition
Attended primary in 2008
Attended caucus in 2008
Nonwhite
Education
Income
Constant
Observations
R-squared

343

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefﬁcients, with standard errors in parentheses.
***p , 0.01, **p , 0.05, *p , 0.1.
Source: 2008 CCES.

Turning to Hypothesis 2, we ﬁnd a substantial relationship between the structure of
citizen belief systems and participation in caucuses. Consistency is here operationalized as
the absolute value of the roll call measure (scaled from 0 to 1), with those who have more
ideologically consistent issue positions (whether conservative or liberal) scoring high on
the scale. In Model 1, we ﬁnd a strong interaction between ideological consistency and
caucus attendance. The main effect of ideological consistency cannot be distinguished
from zero, which means that this variable has no signiﬁcant effect in the primary
condition. In the caucus condition, however, ideological consistency is strongly related to
participation, increasing the likelihood of showing up by 13 percentage points. Consistent
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with the pattern in Figure 3, these results are not driven by the respondent’s strength of
partisanship. When additional controls for political sophistication, partisanship, and
previous attendance at a caucus or primary are included (Model 2) or when other
demographic controls are added (Model 3), these ﬁndings continue to hold. We ﬁnd no
signiﬁcant relationship between ideological consistency and primary attendance, but a
sizeable and signiﬁcant relationship between consistency and participation in caucuses.50
We interpret these ﬁndings as meaningful support for Hypothesis 2: those whose belief
systems are a better ideological match to the issue positions of party elites are more likely
to attend caucuses, while attendance at primaries is not signiﬁcantly driven by the
structure of citizen belief systems. Put differently, caucuses drive down participation
among policy centrists – those whose issue positions are less ideologically consistent –
while no such relationship exists among those in the primary condition.
AN ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATION?

A plausible alternative hypothesis might be that participation in caucuses is not about the
organization of citizen beliefs or any question of fairness. Perhaps it is about the expressive
nature of caucus meetings as a form of political participation. While primaries require only
private disclosure of one’s opinions and preferences in the privacy of the ballot box, caucuses
are more likely to involve some sort of public revelation of preferences as well as the
possibility of being confronted with the preferences and arguments of those who disagree.
Hibbing and Theiss-Morse show that many citizens express discomfort with the idea of
openly confronting differences of opinion in deliberative settings.51 Mutz has chronicled a
strong, negative relationship between participation and exposure to cross-cutting opinion
networks, especially among those who are conﬂict avoidant.52 This could simply mean that
citizens who avoid conﬂict may ﬁnd participation in a caucus very daunting. If this trait
is correlated with citizen attitudes or with judgments of fairness it complicates the analysis.
An alternative hypothesis, our third, holds:
HYPOTHESIS

3: Those who are more comfortable with political conﬂict and disagreement
will be more likely to attend caucuses, while the relationship between conﬂict
avoidance and participation will be weaker with respect to primaries.

Our data allow us to explore this alternative explanation using measures drawn from
the literature on conﬂict avoidance. Respondents were asked to ‘think of recent situations
where you have experienced a conﬂict, disagreement, or argument.’ They were then asked
to choose a location between a pair of statements that would best describe them when
confronted with such conﬂict. The two pairs of statements were: ‘I say what I think no
matter what the consequences’ vs. ‘I avoid expressing beliefs that would create controversy’,
and ‘I am proud to share my political opinions with other people’ vs. ‘I worry about what
other people would think if they knew my political opinions’. Responses to these questions
were combined to form a scale ranging from 0–1 (alpha reliability coefﬁcient 5 0.75).
50

Results are similar using ordered probit. For example, the predicted probability of being ‘very likely’
to participate in a caucus moves from 25.3 percent among those who are the least ideologically consistent
to 36.6 percent among those who are most consistent. This difference of 11 percentage points is signiﬁcant
at p , 0.05. In the primary condition, the predicted probability of being very likely to participate differs by
only 1 percentage point between the most and least constrained.
51
Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002.
52
Mutz 2006.
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Contrary to the alternative hypothesis, we ﬁnd no evidence that comfort with
disagreement is more important for attendance at caucuses than at primaries. Though the
main effect of the variable is signiﬁcant in the primary condition, the interaction term is
small and does not come close to statistical signiﬁcance. Those who are less comfortable with
disagreement are less likely to participate in both institutions; there is no special effect of
comfort with disagreement on caucus attendance. We conclude that the experiment shows
that the key differences between being willing to participate in a caucus over a primary are
related to judgments about the fairness of the procedure and a voter’s ideological proﬁle.
PRIMARIES AND CAUCUSES IN THE

2008

ELECTION

To this point, we have used a simple experiment to show that survey respondents are
less likely to say they will attend caucuses as opposed to primaries and that, with the
exception of those who report having actually attended a caucus, they also cast more
negative evaluative judgments of caucuses as compared to primaries. These evaluations of
the process affect their likelihood of participation, clearly coupled with the respondent’s
ideological consistency: more (less) constrained citizens are more (less) likely to
participate in a caucus (primary); caucuses do not suppress participation evenly.
Readers may rightly worry that these effects, while suggestive, may not generalize
outside of the experimental setting. To bolster the case that our ﬁndings are externally
valid and that caucuses attract certain kinds of participants while repelling others, we turn
to observational data from the 2008 CCES Common Content and its 32,800 cases. This
large dataset includes enough respondents (more than 9,000) to say something about the
levels of ideological consistency among those who actually attended caucuses and
primaries. Figure 4 reports mean levels of consistency on our 17-point scale among those
who took part in Democratic primaries and caucuses in 2008. The left panel of the ﬁgure
shows the results for self-reports of participation, while the right panel highlights the
pattern for the smaller group of respondents for whom we have validated measures of
participation.53 In general, Clinton voters were somewhat more centrist than Obama
voters, regardless of participatory venue (and both primary-attenders and caucusattenders were more consistent than the general electorate). But among both Clinton and
Obama voters, caucus-goers were more ideologically consistent than primary voters,
scoring higher on our measure of consistency in eight issue attitudes. In the panel with
self-reports, these differences are all signiﬁcant at the conventional levels. In the validated
vote panel, the difference between primaries and caucuses is very large and strongly
signiﬁcant for Clinton supporters (p , 0.001). For Obama supporters, the differences
are in the expected direction but somewhat smaller and do not achieve conventional
levels of signiﬁcance (p , 0.13). Still, the basic ﬁnding of the experiment is borne out
in the observational data: caucuses attracted participants who were, on average,
more liberal (and sometimes much more liberal) than those who attended primaries.
Among Republicans, a similar basic ﬁnding emerges, though the number of respondents
53

Rates of validating self-reported participation in the nominating process were much higher for
primary states than for caucus states. In primary states, approximately 80 percent of self-reported
participants were also validated, but in caucus states, only 66 percent of self-reported participants were
validated. In the validated vote data, we also eliminate states (like Texas) that held both a caucus and a
primary, as the data will not allow us to distinguish participation in the primary from participation in the
caucus. This means that the conﬁdence intervals for caucus states (already larger because of the smaller
number of participants) are even larger in the validated vote data.
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Fig. 4. Dotplots display the mean level of ideological consistency, with a 95 percent conﬁdence interval;
based on the 2008 CCE
Notes: The scale reports the mean number of roll calls in which the respondents are in support of the
Democratic party. Lower values indicate more support; higher values indicate less support for the
Democratic party. The left panel is based on all self-reports of participation; none of the 95 percent
conﬁdence intervals for estimates overlap. The right panel is based on the validated vote of voters from
states that held only a caucus or a primary (not both); though the overall pattern is the same, the results
are not always statistically signiﬁcant, though the general pattern of caucus voters being more
ideologically consistent than primary voters does appear.

who participated in the comparatively less frequent Republican caucuses was considerably
smaller, which means that conﬁdence intervals are much wider.
Based on these data, the choice of procedure is clearly related to the mix of citizens who
chose to participate. Perhaps, though, the differences we see in the observational data are
simply the result of differences between the states.54 In other words, it is possible that
caucus attenders are more ideologically consistent because states that hold caucuses have
more ideologically consistent voters and the electorate in those states would be more
ideologically consistent no matter which nomination procedure was chosen. A simple
t-test shows that there is a small difference between Democrats in caucus states and
Democrats in primary states on our 17-point measure of ideological consistency.
Democrats in caucus states average a consistency score of 24.24, while those in primary
states average 24.10. With our large sample size, this difference of 0.13 points is
signiﬁcant at p , 0.01.55 Despite its statistical signiﬁcance, a difference of this size cannot
account for the much larger differences between caucus and primary participants we see
in Figure 4. It is slightly more than half of the difference between Obama primary and
54

See Norrander 1993 and Parent, Jillson, and Weber 1987 for analyses of state-level results.
This measure includes Democratic leaners. If they are removed, the difference between caucus and
primary participants is similar in size (0.17 points) and statistical signiﬁcance (p , 0.01).
55
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caucus voters and barely over 10 percent of the difference between Clinton’s caucus and
primary voters. Thus, while Democrats in caucus states are slightly more consistent than
those in primary states, these differences do not come close to explaining fully the much
larger disparities between actual participants in caucuses or primaries during the
nomination process. These ﬁndings parallel those of Panagopoulos, who shows important
differences between caucus and primary participants in ideological self-placement and
issue positions even when the analyses explicitly account for state-level effects.56
The conventional wisdom in the 2008 Democratic primary held that Hillary Clinton
tended to do better in primaries and that Barack Obama was more successful in
understanding and using the caucus system, and – as we showed above – one can
reasonably argue that Obama’s margin of victory was tied to his victory in the caucuses.
So this difference between processes inﬂuenced more than the total number of
participants who expressed a preference about the Democratic nominees: it affected the
ideological beliefs of each constituency. For instance, those who backed Barack Obama in
the caucuses proved to be a much more consistently liberal group, scoring, on average,
about the same as the mean Democratic member of Congress on our measure of ideological
consistency. Using the measures of self-reported attendance, Obama’s caucus supporters
turned out to be nearly nine-tenths of a point more liberal than Clinton’s caucus
supporters and more than 1.5 points more liberal than Clinton’s primary voters. Using
validated vote does not substantially change the story as the direction of the effect
remains clear within each candidate and the overall importance of caucuses relative to
primaries is still substantial. The choice of process thus helped to shape the relationship
between the candidates and their constituencies. When the state or party chose a caucus
over a primary, they were also choosing to nominate candidates from a signiﬁcantly more
extreme electorate.57
CONCLUSION

Institutional design obviously matters a great deal, and here we have shown it may alter
not only how many people participate, but also who participates. Here, we have tried
to demonstrate this fact using both a survey experiment and observational data. Both
respondents and citizens clearly prefer primaries in general. This preference may be
associated with the simple fact that primaries are more familiar than caucuses for many
respondents, but the preference is associated with two other factors as well. First, citizens
believe that caucuses are less fair, less likely to consider all different points of
view, provide advantages to special interests and are less likely to choose the best
possible candidate (though this is understandably less true of the people who actually
attend caucuses).
If this preference for primaries were constant across all groups, any bias in the
procedure would be irrelevant. But the preference for caucuses is associated with a second
factor. Those voters who are most ideologically consistent – and therefore the most
extreme – are least likely to be deterred by a caucus. Most voters – even strong partisans –
are willing to participate in primaries. But those whose policy attitudes most closely
56

Panagopoulos 2010.
We recognize that extremity and consistency are distinct concepts. But for present purposes they are
tightly related, as to be extreme is to consistently take a liberal or conservative position in step with the
parties.
57
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match those of partisan elites are the ones most likely to show up to a caucus. This has
important implications for any democratic theory that connects the views of the governed
with the governing elites.
The Texas primary and caucus highlighted potential differences between primaries
and caucuses. Our experimental results reveal that the differences are tied not to partisan
affect or any similar concept, and are not obviously a feature of demographics (see
Table 2). The results of the experiment point to the ideological consistency of the voters.
This relationship clearly affected Barack Obama’s margin of victory in the 2008
Democratic primaries. Obama supporters who attended caucuses were the most
ideologically constrained, followed by Obama supporters who attended a primary,
Clinton supporters who attended a caucus, and last of all by Clinton supporters
who attended the primary. If the 2008 nomination was completely primary-based, the
election results could well have been different – perhaps ending in a Clinton nomination
(though we obviously cannot know this for sure).58 At the least, a nomination that
relied exclusively on primaries would have produced a different constituency, different
campaign and, therefore, different results. Caucuses may have some expressive beneﬁts
for attenders who think alike, but they simultaneously drive away those who organize
the political world in slightly different ways (even the strong partisans). This means that
the voices of policy centrists are less likely to be heard on caucus night, thus altering the
political discourse at the one place where the give-and-take of face-to-face interaction
is possible as we choose our presidential nominees.
These results have implications for both theories of deliberative democracy and
electoral strategy. While caucuses are unlikely to meet all of the standards normative
theorists lay out for healthy deliberation,59 they are locations where citizens have an
opportunity to make public arguments for and against candidates running for ofﬁce.
In this sense they are much more deliberative than primaries. Our ﬁndings show that
caucuses impose a high bar on citizens: caucuses are more welcoming for those who
organize the political world in familiar ways, and less welcoming for those who do not.
Creating a more representative democratic discourse at caucuses will mean helping
more Americans learn to deal productively with their political disagreements in public
forums,60 but that is true of primaries, too. For caucuses to inch closer to full and healthy
deliberation, they will need to include the full mix of voices present within the political
party. At present, caucuses repel those whose views do not ﬁt the patterns of elites.
This last point relates our two hypotheses. At a minimum, fairness in representation
requires that all points of view be given the same chance to inﬂuence the outcome; a
stronger version might also require that all points of view be equally represented or be
represented in proportion to the population. Our argument is not that political decision
making must always come from bodies that mirror the population,61 but meetings
convened to choose presidential candidates are settings where a wide mix of voices within
a political party could be especially valuable for holding representatives accountable to a
diversity of perspectives. Our analysis thus raises the concern that caucuses do not meet
58
See Gurian (1993) for an analysis of how nomination institutions affect the strategic decisions of
candidates.
59
Gutmann and Thompson 2004.
60
Hibbing and Theiss-Morse 2002; Mansbridge 1983.
61
See, for example, Karpowitz, Raphael, and Hammond 2009 on the value of non-representative
deliberation.

Who Caucuses?

349

even the minimal standard of fairness in representation: they systematically deter the
moderate, less consistent voters, and people appear to have misgivings about the
procedure. We cannot say with any certainty that these two patterns are related and that
the misgivings of non-participants are caused by the nature of caucus participants, but this
is a fertile question for further study. Perhaps we should all take voter concerns about
fairness and process a bit more seriously.
The consequences of these patterns for electoral strategy are obvious: relatively more
extreme political actors should probably prefer caucuses (or similar procedures) for
candidate selection (ceteris paribus). We are not going so far as to argue that Obama was
crowned because of this procedural choice. With different procedures the candidates
would, no doubt, have selected different campaign strategies. However, we are noting that
political institutions and processes are matters of public choice, and these choices affect
not only overall levels of participation,62 but also the relationship between elected ofﬁcials
and their constituents. In the case of presidential nominating process, the choice of
caucuses over primaries shapes both the number of citizens in the electorate and,
importantly, the characteristics of the citizens who will choose the nominees. Candidates
will see a substantially different electorate – and not just in terms of the size of the
electorate – across the different political procedures. Whether we care about total number
of citizens taking part or the attributes of the citizens who select the nominees, the choice
of institutions is not neutral.
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