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POL/CRJ 300

                                        Political Analysis
                                                     Fall 2023
                              Term Project Overview and Initial Project Proposal Assignment
                                       Term project proposal is due in class on Thursday, September 28.

The object of the term project is to produce a research report that is modeled on the kind of work typically done in academic political science.  The finished product should be a cohesive paper in which your research objectives are clearly stated, your work is placed in the context of previously published work on your topic, and your results are clearly explained and discussed in that context.
The term project for this course calls upon you to conduct some quantitative analysis based on data from the 2020 National Election Study (NES). You will be engaging in secondary analysis, the analysis of data already collected by someone else.  You have just been given a codebook describing the contents of a data file comprised of variables from the 2020 NES. A supplemental component qualitative component to the project will involve 2-3 brief interviews that you will conduct with individuals of your choice.  These interviews are intended to be less structured and more conversational than a typical NES interview.  The survey data will give you a good idea of what people think about specific topics.  The objective of the brief interviews is to find out a little more about why people think the way they do.
Note: This handout focuses primarily on the NES survey data part of the term project.  The brief interviews will be covered in more detail a bit later in the semester.
General Requirements for the Term Project
The term project will be comprised of several steps that you will perform as we go through the semester:

(1)  Identify important concepts associated with some political phenomenon you would like to explain.

(2)  Develop hypotheses that specify relationships between these concepts.

(3)  Select variables that measure these concepts, explaining the correspondence between the available variable
      and the general concept.

(4)  Clearly explain why your topic is important, what your research agenda entails, and how you will test your 
       hypotheses.

(5)  Conduct some background research on your topic, locating previous academic research that is related to 
       your topic, as well as published work that reviews important aspects of the 2020 presidential campaign.

(6)  Using the statistical software at the SDA website, conduct empirical tests of your hypotheses based on the 
       2020 NES data.
(7)  Conduct 2-3 brief interviews with individuals of your choice.  These interviews will be based upon the survey 

       questions you choose from the 2020 NES.  Observations from these interviews should provide some elaboration

       and nuance to supplement your SDA analysis.
(8)  Report your results and write a conclusion that highlights the substantive and theoretical importance of 

       your findings.
Immediate Requirement for the Term Project: Brief Project Proposal
Your task right now is to begin thinking about a topic for your term paper.  More specifically, you need to start thinking about steps 1 thru 3 outlined above.  You have just been given a codebook for an online data file that has been created by the Survey Research Center at UC-Berkeley.  The codebook describes a selection of survey questions taken from the 2020 National Election Study questionnaire.  As you will see, there is a wide variety of topics covered by these questions, including presidential vote, preferences on a number of policy issues, assessments of economic conditions, as well as demographic characteristics of the survey respondents. 

The codebook provides detailed information about all the variables in the data file.  For each variable, there are three key pieces of information.

(1)  Variable Numbers  --  These begin with v, and are found on the far left side of each page.  These numbers identify each survey question contained in the data file. You will reference these numbers when you conduct your analysis later in the semester.

(2)  Question Wording  --  The codebook also includes the exact wording of each question as it was presented to survey respondents.
(3)  Response Categories --  These are the numbered categories shown after most of the questions.  These are the survey responses as they are represented in the data file.  The numbers themselves are commonly called “codes,” hence the term “codebook.” 

Look through the codebook to get an idea of the kinds of questions and topics that are covered by the data file.  Within the boundaries of these questions, formulate a paper topic regarding some aspect of voting behavior or public opinion.  Your paper topic should be one that can easily be translated into a testable hypothesis with identifiable independent and dependent variables  --  for example, people who think the country is heading in the wrong direction are more likely to vote for Joe Biden.  Once you have arrived at an overall paper topic and hypothesis, identify the independent and dependent variables you will be working with.

To wrap up, this Project Proposal assignment requires you to:
(  Provide a brief description of the overall topic you want to pursue. Explain what you want to investigate and why you think the topic is interesting or important.

(  Specify the variables in the data file that you expect to use for your project.  Be sure to mention the variable numbers shown in the codebook.  Briefly explain how the variables represent the concepts or ideas contained in your topic.

(  Specify one dependent variable and two independent variables that you would like to examine; the first independent variable will be the primary focus of your research, while the second independent variable will serve as a control for spurious relationships or alternative relationships.

In some cases, it is clear which variable is independent and which is dependent.  In many cases, however, the lines of causality are less than self-evident.  In other words, it is not always clear which variable is exerting influence, and which one is being influenced.  Provide some explanation for your specification of independent and dependent variables.
Recall that an important requirement for making causal inferences is eliminating spurious relationships.
Selecting a second independent variable from the dataset will allow you to test alternative or additional 
explanations for variation in your dependent variable.
Try to avoid selecting a set of variables that are conceptually similar to each other.  Put differently, you don’t 

want your dependent and independent variables to be slightly different measures of the same thing.  For 

example, you should not formulate a project in which all three variables deal with assessments of the economy. 
This will result in a project where the independent and dependent variables are difficult to distinguish, and 
where the analysis will be rather circular in nature. 

Be sure to pay close attention to the wording of the survey questions in the codebook.  You will see several 

sets of questions that appear to be similar, but that are actually asking about distinct things and that provide 
distinct cues to survey respondents.  For instance, there is a set of questions that ask about assessments of 
economic conditions.  The questions all employ a similar format.  But one questions asks people to assess 
national economic conditions, while another question asks about people’s personal economic circumstances.
As another example, there are several questions that ask about people’s religious conviction.  One question asks 
people if religion provides guidance in their lives, while a different question asks respondents how often they 
attend religious services.  All of these questions are potentially useful.  A key point here is that you should be 
careful and deliberate about the particular questions you choose for your analysis.  Be prepared to provide an 
explanation for choosing one variable over another.
I do not expect outside research or analysis at this point.  This is intended to be a proposal, an initial statement of what you want to do for your term project.  I’m not expecting these proposals to be polished or perfect.  At this point, you might not be entirely sure of the variables you want to use your project. You might have 2-3 variables in mind as possible dependent variables, or 4-5 variables in mind to serve as independent variables. Or you might not be completely clear on exactly how key variables are related.  That’s fine at this point.  Just share whatever thoughts or ideas you have for now.    

Your proposal will give me a chance to provide some early feedback on your project ideas.  It’s good to flag problems before they become PROBLEMS.  We need to strike a balance between projects that are substantive and interesting, but that are also manageable in one semester.
One typed, double-spaced page should cover the points listed above. 

I will not be assigning grades to these proposals.  So submit what you have, even if it is rough around the edges!  

A couple of examples of project proposals are included at the end of this handout.
Term Project Proposal – Example #1
This project topic examines people’s trust in the news media, which has been a focus of analysis and commentary throughout the Trump and Biden presidencies.  Donald Trump has branded the news media as the “enemy of the people,” but there is also no shortage of liberal critics of the media.  Overall, trust in major institutions, in both the public and private sectors, appears to have been eroding in recent years.  Trust in the news media (V201377) will be the dependent variable in this project.

The two independent variables will be Party Identification (V201231x) and Education (V201511x).

My specific hypothesis regarding party identification is that Republican party identifiers will tend to express lower levels of trust in the media compared to Democrats.  This expectation is based on an observation that Trump (a Republican) has probably been the most visible and most strident in his criticism of the news media, and Republican identifiers will likely take cues from that.

My specific hypotheses regarding Education is that more highly educated people will tend to be more trusting of the media.  Distrust of major institutions in general tends to be negatively correlated with education.  Moreover, a defining attribute of the Trump base is many of his supporters do not have college degrees.  So I would expect this group to be more receptive to Trump’s portrayals of the news media as “the enemy.”

DEPENDENT VARIABLE
V201377     

 How Much Trust in News Media

In general, how much trust and confidence do you have in the news media when it comes to reporting the news fully, accurately, and fairly?

1.  None

2.  A Little

3.  A Moderate Amount

4.  A Lot
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5.  A Great Deal

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
V201231x                                  Party Identification

Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an independent, or what?

(if Republican or Democrat)  Would you call yourself a strong Rep/Dem or a not very strong Rep/Dem?

(if independent)  Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or the Democratic party?

          1.  Strong Democrat

          2.  Not Very Strong Democrat
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          3.  Independent-Democrat

          4.  Independent

          5.  Independent-Republican

          6.  Not Very Strong Republican

          7.  Strong Republican         

V201511x  
  Educational Attainment  --  5 Categories

1.  Less than High School Diploma

2.  High School Diploma or Equivalent

3.  Some Post-HS, No Bachelor’s Degree

4.  Bachelor’s Degree

5.  Graduate Degree
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Term Project Proposal – Example #2
This project investigates public support for policy that requires employers to provide paid leave for their employees. Currently, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) requires most employers to offer short periods of unpaid leave to employees dealing with family medical issues. When FMLA was debated back in the early 1990s, congressional Democrats and the Clinton White House considered provisions for paid leave, but those were ultimately dropped from the bill. Paid leave resurfaced in policy discussions in 2020. Although paid leave was not a signature issue for either Trump or Biden in 2020, both candidates did mention it from time to time during the campaign. 

Support/opposition to requiring employers to provide paid leave (V201403) will be the dependent variable for this project.  
The two independent variables will be Respondent Sex (V201600) and Party Identification (V201231x).

My specific hypothesis regarding Respondent Sex is that women will be more likely than men to support the requirement described in the survey question.  Parenting obligations fall more heavily for women, and they will be more supportive of policies that promise to provide some help.

My specific hypothesis regarding Party Identification is that Democratic identifiers will be more likely than Republicans to support the requirement for paid leave.  Back in the 1990s it was Democrats who lead the effort to pass FMLA, and since then it has been mostly Democratic/progressive voices calling for an expansion to paid leave.  Joe Biden was on record in 2020 in support of paid leave.  But to complicate things just a bit, we should note that Trump expressed some openness to paid leave in 2020, and Ivanka Trump was more direct in her endorsement of paid leave. Then again, Republicans have traditionally been less receptive to government mandates on business.  So on balance, I expect Democrats to be more supportive of paid leave compared to Republicans.
DEPENDENT VARIABLE
V201403   


Require Employers to Offer Paid Leave

Do you favor, oppose, or neither favor nor oppose requiring employers to offer paid leave to parents of new children?

1.  Favor

2.  Oppose

3.  Neither Favor Nor Oppose
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INDEPENDENT VARIABLES
V201600
          

Respondent’s Sex
1.  Male
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2.  Female

V201231x                                  Party Identification

Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an independent, or what?

(if Republican or Democrat)  Would you call yourself a strong Rep/Dem or a not very strong Rep/Dem?

(if independent)  Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or the Democratic party?

          1.  Strong Democrat

          2.  Not Very Strong Democrat
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          3.  Independent-Democrat

          4.  Independent

          5.  Independent-Republican

          6.  Not Very Strong Republican

          7.  Strong Republican         

