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Crpinion research has for long discussed the robusiness of individuals” political opinions. Panel
data have been o much used method to stwdy opinion change and stability, This method can tell
how many change position from one point of time o another, but it can lardly be wsed o el
why individuals change or maintain their awitudes. To be able w siudy the sigmficance of
mfermation upon people’™s political views, opinion research has in recent years adopted an
experimental approach. This article examines the results from a survey experiment. based on
the counter-argument technique developed by Sniderman, Piazza and Kendrick, The technique
makes it possible 1o study how readily people can be persuaded 1o leave a political position
when confromed with a coumter-argument. The subject of the experiment was wxation of old
age penstoners. The analyses showed that it was easier 1o persuade respondents to abandon a
position in old ape pensioners” disfuvour than a position in old age penstoners’ favour.
Respondents with a low educationsl level were easier (o persuade than respondents witka high
level of cducmiion.

Introduction

The purpose of this article is o investigate how readily people can be
persuaded to leave a position on a political 1ssue. Using data from a survey-
based experiment we try 1o answer two research questions. First. how many
on cach side change their minds under the pressure of a counter-argument?
Second. which segments ol the population are easiest (o persuade?

The questions posed in this article arise out of a classic and ongoing
discussion between political scientists about the robusiness of people’s poli-
tical opinions, The contemporary agenda for this debate was set by Philip
Converse in his famous article *“The Nature of Beliel Systems in Mass
Publics” (1964). He found that when ordinary citizens were repeatedly asked
the same questions about their policy preferences, they tended to give dif-
ferent answers at dilferent times, And the changes in responses did not seem
to fit any reasonable pattern. Converse argued that this lack of consistency
was an expression of ‘non-attitudes” or “doorstep opinions’. constructed 1o

* Ann=Helen Bay, NOVA Norwegin Soctal Rescarch, Munthes g1 29, Na02600 Dxlo, Norway,

139



Scandinavian Political Studies, Vol 231 - Noo 2, 2004
IS5N 0080-6757
O Mordie Palitical Science Association

Political Persuasibility: Dynamics of
Attitudes towards Taxation of Old Age
Pensioners

Ann-Helen Bay*

Crpinion research has for long discussed the robusiness of individuals” political opinions. Panel
data have been o much used method to stwdy opinion change and stability, This method can tell
how many change position from one point of time o another, but it can lardly be wsed o el
why individuals change or maintain their awitudes. To be able w siudy the sigmficance of
mfermation upon people’™s political views, opinion research has in recent years adopted an
experimental approach. This article examines the results from a survey experiment. based on
the counter-argument technique developed by Sniderman, Piazza and Kendrick, The technique
makes it possible 1o study how readily people can be persuaded 1o leave a political position
when confromed with a coumter-argument. The subject of the experiment was wxation of old
age penstoners. The analyses showed that it was easier 1o persuade respondents to abandon a
position in old ape pensioners” disfuvour than a position in old age penstoners’ favour.
Respondents with a low educationsl level were easier (o persuade than respondents witka high
level of cducmiion.

Introduction

The purpose of this article is o investigate how readily people can be
persuaded to leave a position on a political 1ssue. Using data from a survey-
based experiment we try 1o answer two research questions. First. how many
on cach side change their minds under the pressure of a counter-argument?
Second. which segments ol the population are easiest (o persuade?

The questions posed in this article arise out of a classic and ongoing
discussion between political scientists about the robusiness of people’s poli-
tical opinions, The contemporary agenda for this debate was set by Philip
Converse in his famous article *“The Nature of Beliel Systems in Mass
Publics” (1964). He found that when ordinary citizens were repeatedly asked
the same questions about their policy preferences, they tended to give dif-
ferent answers at dilferent times, And the changes in responses did not seem
to fit any reasonable pattern. Converse argued that this lack of consistency
was an expression of ‘non-attitudes” or “doorstep opinions’. constructed 1o

* Ann=Helen Bay, NOVA Norwegin Soctal Rescarch, Munthes g1 29, Na02600 Dxlo, Norway,

139



conceal the fact that the respondents actually had no opinion at all, Sub-
sequently, several scholars have argued that the instability of individual
citizens’ responses Lo surveys may partly result from measurement errors
{Achen 1973; Judd & Milburn 1980), from ambiguous questions and from
errors in preparing the data. According to these opponents, making statis-
tical correction for measurcment errors gives the researcher access to
people’s true attitudes.

In recent years a third school of thought has been established within
public opinion research (Zaller & Feldman 1992), This school of thought
draws heavily on cognitive schema theory, first elaborated within cognitive
psychology and later adopied by social psychologists (Lau & Sears 1986;
McGraw & Lodge 1995). According to schema theory, individuals relate Lo
problems in general by means of a set of cognitive structures or heuristics.
A precoded set of associations enables individuals to form opinions and
reach decisions on a broad range of problems (Fiske & Taylor 1991). Ap-
plied to opinion research, opinions are not regarded as fixed entities, but
rather as distributions of considerations - “the attitudes, beliefs, values, and
information that can be retrieved in response Lo a question” (Feldman
1995, 266). As these considerations or heuristics may not only vary in
character, but also have contradictory implications for the individual’s
opinion about a problem, the frame of reference for the problem faced
will often be of decisive importance (Smiderman et al. 1991a; Zaller 1992),
Frames influence the person’s understanding of which considerations are
relevant in order to think about an issue, and consequently influence the
person’s opinion. According 1o this school of thought, opinions have 1o be
understood as an interplay between sitwational factors (frames) and in-
dividual characteristics (heuristics) { Feldman 19935).

The conventional opinion survey will seldom be a suitable ool for
studying this interplay, because the researcher has little control over in-
formation the respondents have been exposed to (MeGraw & Lodge 1995).
Methodologically the focus on heuristics and frames has led opinion re-
search towards experimental methods. Experiments allow the researcher Lo
decompose the complex phenomenon information and in a controlled
manner 1o study the effects of it upon people’s opinions (McConahay 1973;
Kinder & Palfrey 1993)." Experiments within opinion research take place
in laboratories (MNelson et al. 1997) and in non-representative (Green et al.
1994) and representative (Sniderman et al, 1991¢) public opinion surveys.
The experiment analysed in this article was part ol an extensive represent-
ative population survey. [ts aim was 1o measure the robustness of people’s
opinions towards a counter-argument. The counter-argument technique
was developed by Sniderman e al, (1991¢), with the aim of pauving the way
for the study of political persuasion. We will describe the technigue more
closely as we explain the subject of the experiment.
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The Experiment: Subject and Design

Advocates of experimental methods within opinion research regard them
as a supplement to conventional opinion survey, not a replacement. Experi-
ments can deepen our understanding of how individuals reason about poh-
tical problems. Can an experiment elaborate findings that remain puzzles in
conventional opinion surveys? The experiment we report here aimed to
broaden understanding of Norwegian public opinion towards policy pro-
grammes for the elderly.

Political issues involving the elderly play a predominant role in Nor-
wegian politics. Policy measures concerning the aped attract a lot of atien-
tion within the population (Hellevik 1997), and such policy programmes
weigh heavily in public budgets. From political as well as social science
quarters it has been contended that heavy expenditure on the elderly sector
will lead to conflicts of interest between workers and pensioners. The elderly
will use their numerical strength to force through increased transfers,
whereas the economically active part of the population will be opposed to
financing them (Light 1988: Johnson et al. 1989: Hippe 1990). However, so
far it has proven difficult to find evidence of a war against welfare policy
programmes directed towards the elderly. On the contrary. numerous
studies show broad consensus in giving political priority 1o the elderly.
Large portions of the electorate want government 1o spend more money on
the elderly, and very few support cuts in public spending in this field
(Colbjernsen et al. 1985: Svallfors 1989; Pettersen 1993). I a political con-
flict of interests is to take place between workers and pensioners it most
probably has to be initiated from above — through arguments from political
leaders or other opinion leaders. Our experiment aimed to investigate the
persuasive power of arguments highlighting the conflicting interests be-
tween workers and pensioners upon people’s opinions.

The counter-argument technique is designed to grasp the dynamic be-
tween political argumentation and people’s attitudes. According 1o its in-
ventors, most people who form an opinion on a political issue are exposed
to influence from political leaders. the mass media or through discussions
with friends, colleagues or Family members. Typically. the public comes to a
controversial political issue with an established sympathy Tor one or the
other side. Political struggles usually boil down o each side attempting to
persuade those whoe are initially opponents. As the conventional opinion
survey interview is designed to minimise pressures upon respondents. it taps
people’s opinions in a rather artificial situation. The counter-argument
technique is designed to mimie real-life conversation. by creating a situation
where the respondent’s opinion evokes a reaction from another.”

Some general reservations have 1o be made concerning the counter-
argument technique, The technique does not enable us o rank objectively
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the strength of alternative counter-arguments (Sniderman et al. 1991b).
The information given in the counter-argument is also very selective. The
respondent is allowed to consider only one aspect of the problem and
contrary to a real-life discussion there is no genuine exchange of views.
These reservations are important to keep in mind when considering the
possibility of generalising findings from such an experiment.

Qur experiment was carried out in the autumn of 1996 on a representative
sample of the Norwegian population. The experiment was done by tele-
phone and dealt with the question of how much tax should be paid by old
age pensioners. The Norwegian tax system treats old age pensioners favour-
ably compared with economically active persons. The political discussion
concerning old age pensioners revolves around whether the advantages
enjoyed by old age pensioners under the 1ax sysiem should be abolished.
One political argument for raising taxes paid by old age pensioners is that it
would ease the economic burden upon workers in relation to pensioners. IF
old age pensioners paid more tax they would appear to help finance the
increase in public expenditure resulting from the growing share ol elderly in
the population.

All the respondents in the sample were asked to take a view on the
alternatives of (1) lower tax for old age pensioners than for economically
active persons and (2) equal wax for old age pensioners and the economically
active.” The first alternative is in favour of old age pensioners, the second
alternative in their disfavour. Those who had agreed with the first alter-
native, the alternative in favour of old age pensioners, received a counter-
argument that emphasised the interests of the economically active: Do you
stick to this view even if it may mean that the economically active will have
to pay higher tax than at presem” Those who agreed with the second
alternative, the alternative in disfavour of old age pensioners, received a
counter-argument that emphasised the interests of pensioners: *Do you stick
to this view even if it may mean that old age pensioners will attain a lower
net income than at present?™

First we report how many on each side changed position when confronted
with the counter-arpument. In the second part of the analysis we study
which scgments of the population are casiest to persuade, based on a model
developed by Sniderman et al, (1991b).

Which Standpoint Was It Easiest to Persuade
Respondents to Abandon?
The aggregated resulis of the experiment are summed up in Figures 1,2, 3

and 4.° Figure | shows the distribution of replies 1o the initial question.
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Figure 1, Original Distnbution,

Lower tax
4%

Equal tax
60%

Figure 2. Distribution after Argument against Lower Tax,

Lewer tax
2T%

Equal tax
Ti%

Figure 3. Distribution afier Argument against Equal Tax,

Equal tax
5%

Figure 4. Final Dhistribution.

Equal tax
48%

Lower t1ax
52%
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Figure 4 shows the distribution afier both groups have heard a counter-
argument. Comparing Figure | and Figure 4 gives the net result of the
persuasion.

Sixty percent supported at the outset the alternative of equal tax for old
age pensioners and workers, 40 percent the alternative that old age pen-
sioners should pay less tax. In other words a fairly large majority supported
at the outset the alternative entailing a reform of old age pensioner
taxation, which is in the old age pensioners” disfavour. Figure 2 and Figure
3 illustrate which standpoint it was easiest 1o persuade respondents to
abandon. In Figure 2 we have added the respondents who were persuaded
Lo leave the standpoint of lower tax for pensioners (35 percent of those who
at the outset took this view) to the respondents who at the outset were of
the view that old age pensioners and the economically active should pay
equal tax. Figure 3, on the other hand, shows the sum of those initially
holding the standpoint of lower tax for old age pensioners and those who
were persuaded to leave the standpoint of equal tax for old age pensioners
and the economically active {44 percent of those who at the outset took this
standpoint). As can be seen from the figures, it was casiest to persuade the
respondents 1o abandon the standpoint of equal tax for old age pensioners
and the economically active: the standpoint in disfavour of the old age
pensioners.”

After both groups have heard a counter-argument, 52 percent support
the lower-tax alternative, while 48 percent advocate equal tax. Although
the change from miual to final distribution is not a dramatic one, it does
show that the majority standpoint has shified as a result of the persuasion
attempt. At the outset the majority was in favour of old age pensioners
payving the same tax as workers. In the final distribution, on the other hand,
there 15 a majority, albeit a narrow one, in favour of old age pensioners
being taxed more favourably.

The findings are interesting in relation to earlier studies. First, the expen-
ment showed that even in such a key issue as elderly policy a relatively large
portion of the population can be persuaded Lo leave their standpoint when
confronted with a counter-argument. With the reservation that the respon-
dents in this experiment have been exposed to very selective information, it
indicates that public opinion is a fragile entity. This is in line with the
picture Converse {1964} gave of mass opinion based on panel data from
conventional opinion surveys. On the other hand, the findings support the
number of opinion studies showing that elderly and elderly policy pro-
grammes enjoy sympathy in the population. There turned out to be greater
potential for persuasion in emphasising the interests of the pensioners than
of the economically active. A greater number were moved by the argument
that the elderly may become waorse off financially than by the argument that
the economically active will pay higher tax.
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Which Respondents Are Persuaded to Change
Standpoint: A Model of Persuasibility

The counter-argument technique is quasi-experimental (Cook & Campbell
1979). The counter-argument that respondents encounter depends on the
side of the 1ssue they select. Contrary to an ideal experiment, the partici-
pants may differ systematically on other variables than the treatment given
in the experiment. We are not fully able to isolate the effect of the persuasive
argument from other variables that may influence change of opinion. The
treatment itsell is also ambiguous. The effect of the persuasive argument
can be traced back either to the content of the argument in particular or to
the general situation of being counter-argued. The inventors of the tech-
nigue, Sniderman et al, (1991b), have formulated a model of persuasibility
which to a certain extent allows us to sort out the relative importance of the
content of the argument.

They maintain that there are generally two main reasons why individuals
change their opinion when confronted with a counter-argument, Thisapplics
not only in political issues, but in all situations where an attempt is made by
argument to persuade someone o abandon their point of view. Individuals
change their standpoint either because they are convinced by the counter-
argument in question, or because they are persuaded 1o do so by counter-
arguments in general. Sniderman et al. (1991b) characterise the first explan-
ation as "topic bound’ and the second as "topic free’.

The distinction is crucial for whom we expect 1o be persuaded to
abandon a position. The issue-specific explanation is linked 1o the issue the
respondents are asked to take a position on. This does not apply to the
general explanation. We would expect the same lactors to have a bearing on
whether a person can be persuaded 1o abandon their standpoint regardless
af which issue the person in question takes a position on. The issue-specific
explanation presupposes, in line with schema theory as dealt with in the
introduction of this article, that the subject matter of the counter-argument
puts people on the track of what considerations they should pursue when
taking a position on a political issue. The counter-argument may appeal to
the individual’s interests, his or her political values or another consider-
ation. The explanations whose significance we are examining must con-
sequently be justified in terms of their connection with the issue. Figure 3
illustrates this reasoning.

We have used the counter-argument technique to investigate whether high-
lighting the interests of workers and pensioners manages to mobilise a con-
Nlict of interests between the two groups, The issue-specific hypothesis is that
pensioners and workers change position in accordance with their interests.

To pursue the general explanation. we investigate whether education
and political awareness have a bearing on change of position. There are
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FFigure 5. Analysis Model of Sniderman et al. (1991} for Explaining Change of Standpoint.

Issue=specific fctors

Change of standpoint

Creneral factors

several reasons for expecting that persons with high education are more
difficult to persuade than persons with low education. First, education is a
measure of a person’s cognitive competence (Sniderman et al. 1991a).
Cognitively competent persons must be assumed to be better equipped to
perceive dilemmas inherent in an issue than are cognitively less competent
persons (Converse 1964; Zaller 1992), Counter-arguments probably have
less effect on them, since they have anticipated them before they adopted
their standpoint. Another reason why it may be difficult to persuade
people with a high level of education is that they are generally more anti-
authoritarian than persons with a low level of education (Jenssen 1993),
This may entail that they are less likely to yield when someone attempts to
pressure them to change their view. Thirdly, education can also be a meas-
ure of political awareness. Individuals with a high level of education will be
more likely to be active in and well informed about politics (Martinussen
1993). This increases the possibility that the political standpoints they ex-
press have been thought through and are in harmony with each other, and
therefore are more difficult 1o budge.

However, education is a4 controversial measure of political awareness
{ Luskin 1987; Sniderman et al. 1991a: Zaller 1992). We therefore also make
a more direct examination of the significance of political awareness lor
change of position. We investigate whether there is a connection between
change of position and the individual’s knowledge of politics. We expect
persons with a wide knowledge of politics to be more difficult 1o persuade
than persons with little knowledge of politics.

We will emphasise that the dependent vaniable in this study is change of
opinion. We do not intend to explain the attitudes respondents hold before
or after they have encountered a counter-argument. Neither do we set forth
lo examine all possible variables that may have a bearing on change of
opinion, Our aim when it comes to studying why the respondents have
changed their opinion 1s more limited: to see if old age pensioners and the
economically active change opinion in accordance with their interests.
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Did the Counter-Arguments Appeal to the Interests
of Old Age Pensioners and the Economically Active?

Table | shows the share of the economically active and old age pensioners
who changed their view after being confronted with a counter-argument.”
Contrary to our expectation, the old age pensioners show the strongest
propensity to abandon the standpeoint in favour of lower tax for old age
pensioners. On the other hand, the pattern is in keeping with expectations in
regard to the standpoint of equal tax for economically active and old age
pensioners, Filty-seven percent ol the old age pensioners abandon this
standpoint, 42 percent of the economically active. Hence where the stand-
point of equal tax is concerned, the relationship between workers and old
age pensioners is in keeping with the hypothesis. The fact that the old age
pensioners show a stronger propensity than the economically active to
abandon a standpoint implying a financial loss for them may indicate that
they take their own interests into account to a greater degree than do
cconomically active persons. However, as the old age pensioners tend 1o
abandon both standpoints, another and in our judgement equally credible
explanation, is that old age pensioners in general are casier 1o influence
than workers. The reason may be that they are less familiar with and
interested in political issues. Studies have shown that the elderly are less
interested in and participate less in political life than do yvounger age groups
{Martinussen 1975). We will return to this reasoning later in the analysis.
Income has a bearing on how the economically active and the old age
pensioners are affected by these alternatives. High-income groups among
old age pensioners and the economically active have most to lose from
raiscd taxes. For the old age pensioners an increase in pensioners’ tax will
not apply (o old age pensioners on low incomes, As regards the econo-
mically active, the progressive tax system ensures that tax increases have
the biggest impact on those on high incomes. Income may therefore have a
bearing on how old age pensioners and workers react to the attempt at
persuasion. We have tested this hypothesis, but found no support in the

Tuble 1. Percentage Share of Economically Active and Old Age Pensioners who Changed
Standpoint, 1996 (Y in Parentheses)

Economically active  Old age pensioners

(%u) 1) Pualuge
Tnitially for low tax 3l 42 LO3:
{1460k 42h
Tninially for eoque] s 42 57 (1.0
{34 135}
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data.® Persons on low incomes were more likely to change their position
among both the old age pensioners and the cconomically active, and
independent of their initial standpoint.

We have linked the issue-specific explanation in the Sniderman et al
(1991b) model of persuasibility to schema theory. We expected that high-
lighting the interests of workers and pensioners would persuade the two
groups to follow their interests. This expectation received no empirical
support. We must emphasise that our intention has not been to make an
empirical test of schema theory as such. We used schema theory as a point
of departure for investigating the potential for creating a conflict of interests
between workers and old age pensioners. The reason why we did not find
support for our expectation may be that narrow self-interest lacks per-
suasive power in this area ol public policy. This conclusion is contrary Lo
the anticipated clash of interests between workers and pensioners, but it is
in line with other studies of public opinion towards policy programmes for
the elderly. Applying conventional survey data, Huddy (1989) found no
evidence of gencrational conflict on old age issues in American society.
Goul-Andersen (1993) found that in Denmark the economically active had
a sironger propensity to favour increase in old age pensions than old
age pensioners. Bay (1998) found no differences between the economically
active and old age pensioners in their gencrosity towards welfare pro-
grammes for the elderly in Norway.

The Issue-Specific Explanation versus the General
Explanation: Regression Analysis’

The analysis has given little support to the hypothesis derived from the
issue-specific explanation. Change of standpoint was not in keeping with
the interests of the old age pensioners and the economically active. We
conclude the empirical analysis with a regression analysis, where we include
both the issue-specific and the peneral explanation variables.

Gender is included in the analysis as a control variable. Men have a value
of 1, women 0. Age is included partly as a control variable and partly as a
variable capturing the individual’s interest in relation to old age pensioners’
taxation. Education and political knowledge are derived from the general
explanation; economic activity and income are derived from the issue-
specific explanation. A high value on the education variable stands for a
high level of education. A high value on the political knowledge variable
stands for a wide knowledge of politics.'"

To retain the entire sample the economic activily vanable is split into
old age pensioners, non-cconomically active and disabled, and economic-
ally active. The economically active are the reference group.
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Table 2. Regression Analvsis of Change of Standpoint, 1994

Initial standpoint of equal 1ax for

old age pensioners and the Initial standpoint of lower tax
economically active for old age pensioners
Unstand.  Stand. Unstand,  Stand.

cocft, cocff, P value coctf, cocff, Pvalue
Age 0,0kl 00249 0,469 —{1.041] —{L03T 0,455
Gender =007E =078 0014 =0.012 =L013 0. 766
Pensioners 0,050 028 0,501 0.074 0.052 0352
Mon-economically =036 0028 0.420 0.040 0033 0451

active / disabled

Education —0041 —(089 0,008 —(Lks =011 0Ol
Income =008 -0031 0472 =01 =042 0421
Palitical knowledge 0038 =114 Q.00 = {013 0.001 0,979
Constant (643 0500
g 0042 0.022
N 1077 ikt

The bivariate analyses in Table 1 showed that old age pensioners had a
greater propensity to change position than the economically active. The
same applied to persons on low incomes. These differences do not appear in
the regression analysis in Table 2. This indicates that the bivanate effects
of these variables were primarily an expression of educational level or of
political awareness, The reason why old age pensioners and persons on low
income are casier to persuade may be that they are not used to relating 1o
political problems. A central idea of, among others. Converse (1964) is that
the ability to sort and structure political issues is determined by cognitive
and political competence.

Education, being a general explanation variable, has a significanm effect
in both groups. Regardless of standpoint, it proved easier to persuade
people with lower rather than higher education. Among those who mitially
favoured equal tax for the cconomically active and old age pensioners.
political knowledge also has a significant effect. If one pushes the argument
a little to the extreme, greater political sophistication was required to
maintain a standpoint in old age pensioners’ disfavour than to maintain a
standpoint in old age pensioners’ favour. This difference in effect can be
interpreted in two ways. Inasmuch as the question of old age pensioners
tax is so complex. it is conceivable that those with little political knowledge
have not realised that a system of equal 1ax for old age pensioners and the
economically active will entail lower net incomes lor old age pensioners.
Upon being told this, they revise their position. Another. more subtle
explanation is that it takes a certain sureness and conlidence in one’s own
views Lo stick 1o o position that someone tells you is in the elderly’s dis-
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favour. The fact that there is a broad consensus both in political circles
and in the population at large that the government has a responsibility for
the welfare of the elderly may make it uncomfortable to be associated with
such a standpoint (even though the person in question may not at the oulset
have seen any conitradiction between being positive towards the elderly
and being in favour of cqual tax for the economically active and old age
pensioners).

Summary and Discussion

In this article we have studied how readily people can be persuaded to
leave a political position when confronted with a counter-argument. The
counter-argument technique is developed to enable opinion research to
grasp the dynamic between political argumentation and public opinion. It is
based on the theoretical assumption that a person’s opinions have to be
understood as an interplay between individual predispositions and an in-
formational context. The objective of the technique is to have the survey
interview selectively mimie conversation, by creating a situation where the
respondent’s opinion evokes a reaction from another. The analysis revealed
that a substantial share, altogether 41 percent of the entire sample. changed
their view aflter being confronted with a counter-argument. However, when
considering this number it is important to keep in mind that the information
given in the experiment is rather selective compared with real-life dis-
cussions.

However, we have not primarily been interested in the total share of
persuaded respondents. We wanted 1o know which standpoint showed
itsell” easiest to persuade people to leave, and which respondents changed
opinion. The fact that it was easier to persuade persons who had taken a
standpoint that was in favour of the elderly than persons who had taken a
standpoint in the elderly’s disfavour supports earlier studies showing wide-
spread popular sympathy for the elderly and their needs. The much men-
tioned clash ol interests between workers and pensioners is not revealed in
the data. The economically active did not show a greater propensity to
abandon a standpoint in favour of old age pensioners or vice versa.

As the counter-argument technique is in an initial stage within opinion
research, there are not many comparable studies. We have adopted the
technigue from Sniderman et al. (1991b). They used it to study the stability
of people’s attitudes to public programmes targeted at the black section of
the population in the US. First they asked the entire sample if the govern-
ment should increase spending on programmes Lo help blacks. Respondents
that favoured raised transfers were given a follow-up question asking
whether they would stick to this view even if it meant that people would get
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special treatment just because they were black. Respondents that went
against raised transfers were given a follow-up question asking whether they
would stick to this view even if it meant that black people would be poorer
and more frequently jobless than white people. As in our experiment,.
although the attempt at persuasion caused many on both sides 1o abandon
their position, the aggregated differences between the initial and the final
distribution were not wide. However, also in the US expeniment the minor-
ity standpoint became the majority standpoint (Sniderman et al. 1991b,
229). Initially the majority lavoured increased spending. After the counter-
arguments the majority went against increased spending.

The effect of our persuasion attempt shares another feature with the
result from the study by Sniderman et al. (1991b). In both experiments 1t
was casier Lo persuade respondents with lower rather than higher education.
The findings indicate that the less educated a person is, the more susceptible
he or she is 1o political persuasion. This is in line with studies using other
measures of opinion stability (Converse 1964), and is an explanation rele-
vanl to test out in future studies applying the counter-argument technique.

We also examined the eflfect of political awareness, here measured as
knowledge about the political system. It turned out that this variable had a
bearing only on changes in standpoint in favour of equal tax for old age
pensioners and the economically active, i.e. the standpoint that was in old
age pensioners’ disfavour. The lower the political knowledge, the easier it
was to move the respondent away from this position. Since we have only
addressed one delimited 1ssue. we are cautious not to generalise on the basis
of this expeniment. However, we have indicated that this result may suggest
that it takes greater insight and confidence in one’s own views to maintain
a position that is counter to perceived popular political attitudes than a
position in keeping with that of a perceived popular standpoint.

In line with schema theory. we expected that accentuating the interests
ol old age pensioners and the economically active would activate the inter-
ests of these proups as a heuristic, This hypothesis received no empirical
support. Old age pensioners and the economically active did not change
standpoint in accordance with their interests. Sniderman e af. (1991b). on
the other hand, found strong support for their issue-specific explanation.
They studied the effect of ideological orientation — between conservatives
and liberals (Smiderman et al, 1991b, 232). To be able 10 draw general
conclusions about the relevance of the heuristic perspective, more studies of
persuasibility are needed.
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NOTES

L.

This type of experiment should be Kept separate from methodological experiments foc
which there are long traditions in opinion research (¢.g. Bishop et al, 1978; Schuman &
Presser 1981). Methodological experimems are concerned with how the method wsed
to measure public opinion may colour the replics received, The purpose is to arrive at
sound measuring instruments. The experimental tradition we refer 1o here is targeted at
the substamtive content of the questions: whether a particular problem formulation
induces “differemt attitudes’ from another problem formulation.

Sniderman & Grob (199%) make a distinction between postdecisional and predecisional
interventions in survey-based cxperiments, The counter-argement technique s
postdecisional. It occurs after a respondent haas chosen a position. The split-half
methed is an example of predecisional intervention. This invelves splitting a sample
into two or more groups. Respondents in the proups are asked the same guestion, but
accompinied by different informution (Piazza et al, 1990; Sniderman ¢t al. 1991¢). The
purpase is to ¢reate a different frame of reference for the same problem to examine if
this has any significance for people’s opinion and for their thinking on the problem.
‘Views vary on how much 1ax should be paid by old age pensioners. Which of the
following assertions do you agree with most?

(1) Qld age pensioners should pay less tax than the economically active, even if they
arg o the same income.

(2] Old age pensioners and the economically active with the same income should pay
equal tax.”

Sniderman et al. (1991k) characierise this experimental technique as the ‘counter-
argument technigque’. 1o is intended 1o capiure the number of respondents who are per-
suaded by counter-arguments to change stand point. Sniderman et al. make an importam
clarification as regards the term “persuade’. Persuasion may give the impression that
someonc has been convinced that a particular standpoint, and not another, is cornect,
We have o grounds for savimg that this is the case based on the present experiment, The
iermis only imtended vo express that a person verbally changes his or her mind.

We have spoken of people having changed their minds and meant by this that they
suw they have changed them. Saving that you have changed vour position on an
issue need not be the same as changing it But it is precisely getting people 1o say
that they have changed their mind that is the chiel aim of political argumentation.
(Smdermam ef gl 19905, 236)

This way of presenting the results is taken fmom Snidecman e al, 1991 b,

The daference between the two proups when it comes 1o change of standpoint is
significant at 9% percent level,

The economically active are defined as persons who work more than ten hours per
week, and who do not have an old age pension as their main source of income,

The share of ihe economically active and the old age pensioners who clanged
standpoint, by incoeme (percent); 1996 (N 0 parentheses):

Imitially for lower tax Initially Tor equal tax

Low High Lo High

income e M ualue MCome meome P value

Economically active 36 23 0,003 43 s {1005

{116) (i) (333) (Rl

Pensioners it 43 11720 54 4% 1,324

(25} i*h (3K} (13}

9.
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The lterature poimts to problems associnted with using linear regression analysis Dor
dichoomons dependent variables. One of the assumptions waderiying lingar regression



andalysis is that errars for the observations are unsysiematic and thar residuals theralore
have a normal disteibution, This assumplion cannet be Tulfilled in the case of dichao-
temous dependent variables. The residuals can assume only two values and cannot
therefore have a normal distribution. I the dependent variable has o skewed distri-
bution, estimates can also be obtained producing probabilities that exceed 1 or ihat are
less than 0, in other words impossible resules (Aldrich & Nelson [986; Sorensen] 989),
Logistic regression is therefore recommended as an alternative to linear regression
analysis, The dependent variables heee are dichotomous, but do not have a markedly
skewed distribution. To check the analysis results we have performed the same analysis
using logistic regression. This analysis did not change the picture produced by linecar
regression analysis, The dircction of the significant relations is idemtical and a signi-
ficant correlation is shown by the same variables,

10, The education variable has four values - elementary school, college 1. college LI, post-
colleze education / universiny - and 15 treated a5 contingouws.

In this study political awareness is measured by the individual’s knowledge of the
political system. Knowledge can be said to be an objective measure of pelitical
awareness, 10 gauges @ person’s involvement im politics by how much he or she las
absorbed paolitical information (Zaller 19921, The question measuring  political
knowledge is as follows:

Governmental responsibility in this country is split between state. county and
munigipality. It may be diffieult to keep track of how various 1asks are shared
between the thres levels of government. 1 am now going 10 menlion some sovern-
mental 1asks, and for each task T wamt vou to say where vou think the main
responsibility lies. [s it the s1ate. county or municipality which has the main
responsibility for

. RBunning primary and lower-secondary schools,
b, Running upper-secondary schoals.

¢.  Home-helps.

d.  Dusbursement of unemployment henefit.

¢.  Disbursement of social assistance,

f. Running old people’s and nursing homes,

g Disbursement of disabiliny benein.

I Granting igquor licences.

Anindex wias constructed by means of the count command in SPSS (Statistical Pickage
for the Social Scicaces). The index ran from 0 o 8. The mean s 3.77 and the standard
deviation is 1,60,
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special treatment just because they were black. Respondents that went
against raised transfers were given a follow-up question asking whether they
would stick to this view even if it meant that black people would be poorer
and more frequently jobless than white people. As in our experiment,.
although the attempt at persuasion caused many on both sides 1o abandon
their position, the aggregated differences between the initial and the final
distribution were not wide. However, also in the US expeniment the minor-
ity standpoint became the majority standpoint (Sniderman et al. 1991b,
229). Initially the majority lavoured increased spending. After the counter-
arguments the majority went against increased spending.

The effect of our persuasion attempt shares another feature with the
result from the study by Sniderman et al. (1991b). In both experiments 1t
was casier Lo persuade respondents with lower rather than higher education.
The findings indicate that the less educated a person is, the more susceptible
he or she is 1o political persuasion. This is in line with studies using other
measures of opinion stability (Converse 1964), and is an explanation rele-
vanl to test out in future studies applying the counter-argument technique.

We also examined the eflfect of political awareness, here measured as
knowledge about the political system. It turned out that this variable had a
bearing only on changes in standpoint in favour of equal tax for old age
pensioners and the economically active, i.e. the standpoint that was in old
age pensioners’ disfavour. The lower the political knowledge, the easier it
was to move the respondent away from this position. Since we have only
addressed one delimited 1ssue. we are cautious not to generalise on the basis
of this expeniment. However, we have indicated that this result may suggest
that it takes greater insight and confidence in one’s own views to maintain
a position that is counter to perceived popular political attitudes than a
position in keeping with that of a perceived popular standpoint.

In line with schema theory. we expected that accentuating the interests
ol old age pensioners and the economically active would activate the inter-
ests of these proups as a heuristic, This hypothesis received no empirical
support. Old age pensioners and the economically active did not change
standpoint in accordance with their interests. Sniderman e af. (1991b). on
the other hand, found strong support for their issue-specific explanation.
They studied the effect of ideological orientation — between conservatives
and liberals (Smiderman et al, 1991b, 232). To be able 10 draw general
conclusions about the relevance of the heuristic perspective, more studies of
persuasibility are needed.
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