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listed first. Second, by the time the experiment was conducted the three-year-old 
Iraq war had received extensive media attention. Third, the treatment itself was 
decidedly modest. Respondents only received the president’s view of the situ-
ation in Iraq—namely, that considerable progress was being made—and when 
the treatment conditions introduced the positions of other political elites, they 
offered no new information about or competing characterizations of the state of 
the world. In this experimental context, the only opportunity for other elites to 
influence public opinion was by expressing support for or opposition to the presi-
dent’s position. Given the sharp political divisions surrounding the Iraq war at the 
time the experiment was conducted, baseline partisan differences may overwhelm 
our admittedly weak treatments.15 

These caveats aside, as Figure 15-1 illustrates the treatment conditions allow 
us to examine the influence of a range of trusted and surprising cues on public 
support for war. For both partisan groups, Republican congressional opposition to 
the Iraq war and Democratic support for it are surprising signals. For Republican 
respondents, GOP support for Bush is also trusted, while Democratic opposition 
is neither trusted nor surprising. For Democratic respondents, the reverse is true.16 

Finally, our theory predicts that cues that are neither trusted nor surpris-
ing can potentially generate a backlash, particularly among internally conflicted 
mass publics. Unlike our follow-up experiment discussed shortly, our 2006 Iraq 
war experiment did not afford direct measures of which individual respondents 
held internally conflicting considerations regarding the war. However, an analy-
sis of a Gallup poll administered during the same period that our Knowledge 
Networks survey was in the field strongly suggests that Republicans were, on aver-
age, considerably more conflicted about the future course of the Iraq war than 
were Democrats in spring 2006.17 

The simplest way to investigate ambivalence among Democrats and 
Republicans is to consider a probit model operationalizing support for withdraw-
ing American forces from Iraq as a function of respondent partisanship, age, gen-
der, race, and educational attainment. For Democratic respondents, this simple 
model correctly predicted 82% of cases. For Republican respondents, by contrast, 

Figure 15-1  Categorization of Experimental Cues Regarding War

DEMOCRATS REPUBLICANS

Trusted Surprising Both Neither Trusted Surprising Both Neither

GOP opposition . ü . . . . ü .
DEM opposition ü . . . . . . ü

GOP support . . . ü ü . . .
DEM support . . ü . . ü . .

Source: Compiled by authors.


