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S H O R T A R T I C L E
Measuring Public Uncertainty about Candidate Ideology:
An Application to US Presidential Elections

Gregory Eady, University of Copenhagen
Peter John Loewen, University of Toronto
The development of methods to measure the ideological positions of legislators and other political actors has become one of

the most successful research programs in the study of political behavior. Less effort, however, has been given to approaches

for measuring public uncertainty about those positions. In this article, we propose the use of a well-known measurement

model to investigate public uncertainty about the ideological locations of political actors. Tomotivate its use empirically, we

examine citizens’ perceptions of the ideology of Donald Trump during the 2016 election campaign. We show that among

Republican and Democratic candidates since 1972, and compared to contemporary legislators, citizens have had the most

difficulty assessing the ideology of Donald Trump. Our approach is widely applicable to questions concerning public

perceptions of politicians’ ideology and the political behavior of citizens and their representatives.
S ince the pioneering work of Poole andRosenthal (1985),
the development of methods to measure legislators’ ideo-
logical positions has become one of the most success-

ful research programs in the study of political behavior. Less
attention, however, has been given to measuring public un-
certainty about those positions.1 Measuring uncertainty is im-
portant: voters often use ideology as a heuristic to determine
how well politicians align with themselves on the issues, and
uncertainty about ideology is thus consequential for the quality
of democratic representation (Downs 1957), uncertainty about
candidate ideology figures prominently in spatial accounts of
vote choice (e.g., Enelow andHinich 1984), and the ideological
ambiguity (e.g., Krupnikov and Ryan 2017) and predictability
(e.g., Rogowski and Tucker 2018) of candidates are important
for understanding campaign strategy, position taking, voting,
and turnout. By improving measurement of citizens’ uncer-
tainty about politicians’ ideology, we can learn about the clarity
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Data and supporting materials necessary to reproduce the numerical results in
/dataverse/jop). An online appendix with supplementary material is available at

1. In applied work, Bartels (1986) measures uncertainty by whether respondent
(e.g., standard deviation) of placements on an ideological scale (e.g., Campbell 198
however, an issue we address herein.
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and consistency of campaign messaging and the stability of
politicians’ issue positions, andwe can place public uncertainty
about politicians’ ideology in comparative perspective.

In this article, we demonstrate how scaling approaches to
measure citizens’ beliefs about the ideological positions of poli-
ticians (e.g., Hare et al. 2015; Ramey 2016; Richardson, Clinton,
and Lewis 2018) can also be used tomeasure uncertainty about
that ideology. Specifically, we show how the error terms in mea-
surement models that correct for perceptual biases in placement
scales quantify the public’s collective uncertainty about each
politician’s ideology. Empirically, we motivate our approach
by assessing the widespread claim among commentators dur-
ing the 2016 US presidential campaign that the ideology of
Donald Trumpwas decidedly unclear.We show that compared
to contemporary legislators and past presidential candidates
across nearly 50 years of elections, Trump’s ideology was ex-
ceptionally uncertain from the perspective of the electorate.
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s can place an actor on issue placement scales; others use a dispersion statistic
3; Somer-Topcu 2015). Such scales frequently suffer from perceptual biases,
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MEASUREMENT APPROACH
To advance approaches tomeasuring public uncertainty about
politicians’ ideology and to place understandings of candidates
in comparative perspective, we propose the use of a mea-
surement model for ideological placement scales. The benefits
of using such scales to measure ideological uncertainty are
twofold. First, they directly capture variation in perceptions
of political actors’ ideology. Second, because these scales are
included in most major elections studies, they allow compar-
isons in understandings of actors’ ideology across elections.
The challenge to using placement scales, however, is that they
suffer from perceptual biases. These biases result from vari-
ation in respondent understandings of the response scale: what
is liberal for one person might be considered conservative by
another (Hare et al. 2015). In the appendix (available online),
we show why measures of uncertainty without adjusting for
such biases are problematic.

To address perceptual biases of the response scale, Aldrich
and McKelvey (1977) proposed a straightforward measure-
ment strategy (see alsoHare et al. 2015). They develop amodel
to capture a data-generating process by which a respondent’s
ideological placement of a political actor is a function of that
actor’s “true” ideological location and the respondent’s per-
ceptual biases. An actor’s “true” (latent) location is (1) shifted
left or right, depending on the extent to which the respondent
perceives the scale to be liberal or conservative, and (2) stretched
outward or shrunken inward to the extent that the scale is
perceived to be polarized.

To illustrate this by example, assume that we know the ideo-
logical locations of two hypothetical candidates, one Repub-
lican and one Democratic:

First, respondents will vary in the degree to which the scale is
perceived to be liberal or conservative. A respondent might,
for example, perceive the left side of the scale as far more
liberal than others, thus shifting the candidates’ locations to
the right (respondent placements in white):
2. Substantive interpretations of model error are similarly given by
Lauderdale (2010) and Peterson and Spirling (2018) in item-response theory
and classification models, respectively.
Second, respondents will vary in the degree to which the
scale is perceived to be polarized. For example, our hypo-
thetical respondent might perceive differences on the scale as
relatively small, thus stretching the locations of the candidates
outward:
Putting these two processes together, the placements are si-
multaneously shifted rightward and stretched outward from
their locations on the underlying scale:
The aim of an Aldrich andMcKelvey (AM) scaling model is to
account for these biases by estimating unique shift and stretch
parameters per respondent and, simultaneously, the latent lo-
cations of each actor.

An unappreciated feature of heteroskedastic variants of
these models, however, is that while their goal is to adjust for
perceptual biases to estimate ideological positions, they can
also quantify the degree to which respondents place each
political actor with error: after correcting for variation in per-
ceptions of the scale, the remaining error represents the col-
lective degree of uncertainty about where each actor resides
ideologically.2 To see this more clearly, we more formally de-
scribe the statistical model. To begin, let yij denote the place-
ment of actor j p 1, ... , J by respondent i p 1, ... , N. In a
heteroskedastic AM scaling model, these placements are
modeled as a linear transformation of each actor j’s latent
ideological location zj as follows:

yij ∼ N(ai 1 biz j; jj); ð1Þ
where ai denotes the respondent-specific shift parameter; bi,
the respondent-specific stretch parameter; and jj, the place-
ment error specific to each political actor. As we can see, this
latter parameter captures variation in the magnitude of the
error with which respondents place each actor j. To see this
graphically, figure 1 presents the placements of two hypo-
thetical political actors with different error distributions. The
distribution on the left suggests an actor whose ideology can
be readily identified; on the right, one whose ideology is less
clear. The upshot is that by comparing estimates of jj across
actors, we quantify the extent to which some are more easily
ideologically placed than others. Below, we apply our ap-
proach to an important recent case: uncertainty about the
ideology of Donald Trump during the 2016 election campaign.

WHERE IN THE WORLD IS DONALD TRUMP?
During the 2016 US election campaign, Donald Trump’s po-
litical ideology appeared difficult to pin down. Although can-
didates frequently use ambiguity in issue and ideological po-
sitioning strategically, Trump’s ideology seemed unclear for
other reasons. First, his positions on issues often appeared
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ideologically unconstrained—a mix of policies from both left
(e.g., protectionism) and right (e.g., border enforcement). Sec-
ond, Trump’s positions frequently changed, with some policy
positions first expressed in interviews (and tweets) seemingly
without strategic forethought (examples are many; see Timm
2016). This information environment led to manifold assess-
ments of Trump’s ideology. He was characterized, for exam-
ple, as “left-wing” (Rubin 2016), “moderate” (Barro 2015), and
a “typical conservative” (Farrell 2018). As one commentator
put it: “we’ve never known less about an incoming president’s
ideology” (Enten 2016). Such assessments suggest that voters
too had substantial difficulty assessing Trump’s ideology, com-
pared to both his opponent, Hillary Clinton, and past presi-
dential candidates by their contemporary publics.
3. Within-year comparisons also improve comparability across elections,
to the extent that perceptions of the scale itself may vary across election years,
increasing or decreasing overall placement error in each year. In the appendix,
we present the differences in differences (rather than the ratio), with results
that are substantively equivalent.

4. This does not appear to be due to respondents not knowing how to
respond, as is common with third-party candidates: only 3% of respondents
answer “Don’t know” when asked to place Trump; 2% when asked to place
Clinton. See the appendix for major- and third-party comparisons.
Data
To examine voter uncertainty about the ideology of Donald
Trump in comparative perspective, we fit heteroskedastic AM
scaling models to data from each year of the American Na-
tional Election Study (ANES) since 1972—when placement
scales were first introduced—and each presidential year of the
Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES, 2008–16).
Data from the ANES allow us to compare assessments of
candidates across nearly 50 years of US elections; those from
the CCES, to make richer within-year comparisons due to the
large number of actors placed by respondents. In both studies,
respondents are asked to place actors on an ideological scale,
labeled “Extremely liberal” on the left and “Extremely con-
servative” on the right. In the 1984 ANES, the placement
question differs substantially from other years (a two-part
question), but we include all estimates for completeness. For
estimation, we fit the models in a Bayesian framework (Hare
et al. 2015), with estimation details provided in the appendix.

Results
We begin by presenting estimates in figure 2 of the ideological
placement error, jj, for Democratic and Republican presi-
dential candidates in the ANES data. Estimates presented
in the figure provide support for our expectation that the
ideological position of Donald Trump was especially difficult
for the public to identify. Aside from 1984, when the place-
ment question was substantially different, error in the public’s
ideological placement is largest for Trump compared to all
other presidential candidates. Furthermore, the 2016 election
exhibits the largest difference in the ratio of error between
candidates within each election year, as presented in figure 2B.
Such comparisons enable us to examine differences between
candidate pairs and to account for campaign-specific variation:
each campaign may differ, for example, by the issues discussed
and thus the general difficulty of the public in assessing the
ideology of both candidates.3 As figure 2B shows, error in the
public’s placement of Trump is substantially greater than that
of Clinton (1.37 times) and much larger than the average ratio
of placement error between presidential candidates across all
previous elections (1.26 times).4

To place these results in the context of other well-known
political actors, we compare error in the placement of presi-
dential candidates to that of a wide range of national- and
state-level actors. To do so, we take advantage of CCES data,
which contain placements for many state-level actors (e.g.,
senators, governors). CCES respondents only place state-level
actors from the state in which they reside and thus those
that they are likely to know best. Although this means that there
are missing data for actors outside of respondents’ states of
residence, placements of common national actors act as bridges
to permit allmodel parameters to be estimated simultaneously.

We fit AM scaling models to data from each available
presidential election year of the CCES (2008–16), estimating
placement error for all common actors and each governor and
senator. Results are presented in figure 3. As the figure shows,
error in the ideological placement of the Republican and
Democratic parties is low relative to the vast majority of other
Figure 1. Low/high levels of collective public uncertainty about hypothetical

politicians’ ideology.



Figure 2. Differences in ideological placement error between presidential candidates (ANES). Thin lines indicate 90%confidence intervals; thick lines, the difference

between candidates. Estimates for other candidates include Anderson, 1.37 (1980); Perot, 1.73 (1992), 1.62 (1996); and Nader, 1.69 (2004). * The 1984 ANES

placement question is substantially different from other years (see the appendix).
Figure 3. Placement error of presidential candidates, senators, and governors (CCES). Unlabeled lines (90% confidence intervals) indicate placement error of

governors, senators, and institutions.
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state- and national-level political actors. This is unsurprising:
parties are more prominent than individual candidates, and
the public is more exposed to their messaging both outside of
and during election campaigns. Similarly, other than Donald
Trump, the incumbent president and presidential candidates
each are placedwith low levels of error compared to state-level
actors. DonaldTrump is a clear exception. Among 156national-
and state-level political actors, the error in ideological placement
for Trump is highest (j p 1:32), substantially greater than that
of the parties (j(D) p 0:75, j(R) p 0:87) and the 2016 Dem-
ocratic candidate, Hillary Clinton (j p 0:75).

Finally, during the 2016 campaign, commentator Salena
Zito (2016) memorably suggested that “the press takes [Trump]
literally, but not seriously; his supporters take him seriously,
but not literally.” Did Republicans exhibit substantially less
uncertainty than Democrats about Trump’s underlying ide-
ology? To test this, we fit two AM scaling models to the CCES
2016 data: one for respondents who identify asDemocrats and
another for those who identify as Republicans. Results from
these models show that although Republicans exhibited some-
what less uncertainty about Trump’s ideology than Democrats
(j(R) p 1:16, j(D) p 1:38), respondents who identified with
either party exhibited more uncertainty about the ideology
of Trump than the vast majority of other actors (156 of 156
actors among Democrats; 127 of 156 among Republicans).
Uncertainty about Trump’s political ideology, in other words,
was also high within each group of partisans.

CONCLUSION
Although much attention has been given to measuring leg-
islators’ ideology itself (e.g., NOMINATE), much less has
been given to measuring public uncertainty in ideology across
actors to place them in comparative perspective.5 In this ar-
ticle, we propose a novel use of a heteroskedastic AM scaling
model (Aldrich andMcKelvey 1977; Hare et al. 2015) by using
the error term in these models to measure variation in public
uncertainty about each actor’s ideology.

Our approach provides a useful complement to existing
applications of AM scaling and opens up avenues for future
research into citizen uncertainty about political actors’ ide-
ology. It provides researchers with a useful tool tomore deeply
investigate, for instance, the relationship between ideolog-
ical clarity and voting or electoral success, whether increasing
polarization is associated with increased certainty about can-
5. Campbell (1983), a notable exception, measures uncertainty as the
standard deviation of respondents’ placements of actors. Sanders (2001)
uses a survey question that asks about uncertainty directly, but it is un-
available across standard election surveys for actor comparisons.
didate positions, whether certainty is greater among voters
who assess copartisan political actors, and whether uncer-
tainty about incumbents’ ideology increases or decreases as
their careers progress. Finally, our empirical application sheds
light on an important aspect of one of the most contentious
election campaigns and candidates in modern US history.
The results provide empirical support for the argument that
compared to his challenger, Hillary Clinton; past presiden-
tial candidates; and the vast majority of governors and sena-
tors, the ideological basis of Donald Trump and his election
campaign was decidedly unclear from the perspective of the
electorate. Substantively, such uncertainty has important im-
plications for accounts of electoral accountability, which de-
pend on voters’ understanding of the ideological positions of
those who win office (Manin, Przeworski, and Stokes 1999).
How effectively can an electorate form a judgment about a
candidate’s performance in office when the candidate’s ideo-
logical positioning on entering office is deeply uncertain? It
also has important implications for scholars who wish to
understand the ideological trajectory of candidates and repre-
sentatives over time. By understanding system-level ideologi-
cal uncertainty across election years, we can understand how
this is related to realignments in party systems, for exam-
ple. Finally, accurately assessing the ideological uncertainty of
candidates can be useful for understanding why some elected
candidates go on to become effective legislators and policy
entrepreneurs, while others fail to deliver a coherent legisla-
tive agenda.
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