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Think about the math of that equation. If by knowing the category of the independent 
variable into which a case falls you do not make any errors, the equation for lambda would 
simplify to the number of errors without divided by itself. Any number divided by itself 
equals one. So lambda would approach one, which is our standard value for a perfect 
association. If, on the other hand, you make just as many errors when you know the value 
of the independent variable as you did without knowing it, then the top of the fraction 
would approach zero. Because zero divided by any non-zero number is always zero, in this 
case, lambda would approach zero, which is our standard value for no association. Lambda 
is thus set up perfectly to measure the range of association from zero to one for two 
variables whose categories are not ordered in such a way as to imply a directional (either 
positive or negative) relationship.

Working through an Example: Generations of Partisanship
Let’s walk through an example of calculating lambda. One of the phenomena of Ameri-
can politics is that partisanship follows generational patterns: Historically, the dominant 
party in the United States changed every forty years. Beginning in the 1970s, political 
scientists began looking for a new party system to replace the New Deal realignment of 
the 1930s. Some political scientists saw a shift in partisanship during the Reagan 
years—but not at the level of prior realignments. The question is whether those voters 
socialized during the Reagan years exhibit different partisanship than their predecessors 
of the New Deal realignment and the younger millennial generation. Because this rela-
tionship is cyclical, it cannot be described as either positive or negative. Depending on 
where you are in the cycle, the proportion of Democrats could be either increasing or 
decreasing.

Age

Party Less than 30 30-49 50-64 65 and up Total

Democrat 33.5%
(122)

35.1%
(248)

32.0%
(168)

41.3%
(158)

35.2%
(696)

Independent 48.9%
(178)

41.2%
(291)

44.4%
(233)

31.3%
(120)

41.5%
(822)

Republican 17.6%
(64)

23.8%
(168)

23.6%
(124)

27.4%
(105)

23.3%
(461)

Total 99.9% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

n = 364 707 525 383 1979

Table 10.19 Partisanship by Age

Source: General Social Survey 2008, National Opinion Research Center, 2012. www3.norc.org/GSS+Website/Download/
SPSS+Format/.


