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the model predictions were barely better than a coin flip, with just 55% of cases 
correctly predicted. One explanation for this split is that many Republicans were 
more ambivalent with regards to Iraq than Democrats; their partisan affiliation 
and past support for the war encouraged them to oppose withdrawal, but the war’s 
spiraling costs in lives lost and dollars spent, combined with the lack of tangible 
progress on the ground, encouraged a reassessment of the American position. 
Torn by these competing considerations, many Republicans’ policy preferences 
were difficult to predict from basic partisan and demographic factors alone.18

We have strong reasons to believe, then, that backlash effects will be most 
likely among Republican respondents in our 2006 experiment. Specifically, 
Republicans should respond to Democratic congressional attacks on the Bush 
administration’s handling of the Iraq war by increasing their support for the presi-
dent’s position. 

Table 15-1 presents the results. Each cell reports the percentage of respon-
dents that agreed with President Bush’s position and opposed setting a timetable 
for withdrawing American troops from Iraq.19 As one might expect, Democrats 
and Republicans differed markedly from one another. Indeed, nearly twice as 
many Republicans supported the president’s position as did Democrats in the 
baseline condition. 

When told that congressional elites opposed the administration’s position, 
Democratic support for the war decreased relative to the baseline condition. 
Only 23.5 percent of respondents who received the surprising cue of Republican 
opposition to the president’s policies supported Bush, as compared to 27.9 per-
cent in the control group. Democratic congressional criticism also decreased war 

Table 15-1  2006 Iraq War Experiment

Democrats Republicans

Baseline condition 27.9% 54.5%

Treatment conditions that present opposition to the  
president from:

GOP opposition 23.5% 57.2%
Dem. opposition 25.5% 78.7%

Treatment conditions that present support for the  
president from:

GOP support 17.5% 66.3%
Dem. support 25.7% 82.3%

Note: Each cell presents the percentage of respondents opposing a timetable for withdrawing American 
forces from Iraq. Percentages in bold are statistically significantly different from control, p < .10. All 
percentages calculated with survey weights.

Source: Compiled by authors.


