
legislators on key oversight committees. And while Repub-
licans overwhelmingly coalesce against environmental ini-
tiatives, Democrats split over the environment on the basis
of regional interests (e.g., Bryner and Duffy). Simplistic
conceptualizations also fall under the book’s empirical
weight. It is folly, for instance, to assume that either busi-
ness or environmental groups have unified interests, an
implicit assumption of the way the argument is typically
framed (e.g., Bryner, Portney, and Layzer). This is espe-
cially true in the courts, where business is acutely frag-
mented (Weiland and McSpadden).

Equally problematic is expecting either business or envi-
ronmental interests to adopt uniform tactics across all stages
of the policy agenda or under all circumstances. Business
is more apt to pursue and gain advantage during imple-
mentation by agencies rather than policy formulation, when
issues are salient at all levels of government (Layzer, Port-
ney, and Scott R. Furlong). Nor can recent shifts in busi-
ness and environmental strategies toward issue framing in
the legislature, in agency rulemaking, and in the courts be
ignored when trying to understand business influence and
policy outcomes (e.g., Duffy, Layzer, Bryner, Coglianese,
and Furlong).

This volume is not without shortcomings. The tone of
some of the chapters implies that business victories are
always private-regarding, whereas environmental group vic-
tories are always public interest–oriented. One also wishes
in places for the book to hike contributors’ arguments to a
more theoretical level involving, perhaps, elaborations and
refinements to agency design and evolution theory. As
always, one might also suggest topics that were not included
but could profitably inform the issue of relative business
power (e.g., the international standards movement and
the social investors’ movement). But these pale when com-
pared to the positive contributions of Business and Envi-
ronmental Policy. The book fills an important gap by
examining business influence in empirically grounded ways
and by synthesizing prior research that is typically com-
partmentalized into disparate stages of the policy process
and institutional settings. The editors’ model of business’s
influence also affords hypotheses for testing, elaborating,
and refining in future research. The book does not resolve
the debate over business’s influence in environmental pol-
icy, but no one will think about this debate in the same
way after reading it.

How Voters Decide: Information Processing in
Election Campaigns. By Richard R. Lau and David P. Redlawsk.
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2006. 366p. $75.00 cloth,
$29.99 paper.
DOI: 10.1017/S1537592707071861

— Beth Miller, University of Missouri-Kansas City

Models of voting behavior go a long way toward predict-
ing the choices individuals make in elections. And, for

practical purposes, prediction is critical, as it gives us impor-
tant insight into the potential outcomes that might ensue,
given certain conditions. However, research on informa-
tion processing is increasingly focusing our attention more
explicitly on understanding the process by which voters
make decisions rather than focusing exclusively on the
decisions themselves. This is exactly what Richard Lau
and David Redlawsk do in How Voters Decide. This book
departs from previous information processing research
because not only do the authors propose a comprehensive
process-oriented model of voter decision making, but they
also test the various steps in the process using data gath-
ered in an explicitly dynamic format.

In this process-oriented approach, voters gather and
process campaign information in order to evaluate candi-
dates and make electoral decisions. Evaluation, voting,
and the quality of the vote decision are perceived to be a
function of various elements of information processing,
memory for that information, and the nature of the deci-
sion task.

The first step in the model proposes that various
factors—demographic characteristics, political sophistica-
tion, and campaign features—influence the perceived
nature of the decision task that individuals face in an elec-
tion. In turn, the nature of the decision task influences the
processing of information (depth of information search,
the comparability of search across candidates, and the sys-
tematic nature of information search). Different combi-
nations of these information elements produce what the
authors term decision strategies that conform to four rel-
atively common models of the vote decision in the polit-
ical science literature: standard rational choice (Model 1),
early socialization or cognitive consistency (Model 2), fast
and frugal (Model 3), and bounded rationality or intu-
itive decision making (Model 4).

The extent to which information is processed or the
decision strategy used will affect the quantity and accu-
racy of memory for that information. Information pro-
cessing, memory, and the nature of the decision task in
turn influence candidate evaluation, vote choice, and deci-
sion quality. The authors outline a series of testable impli-
cations based on this theoretical model.

To test these implications, a dynamic information envi-
ronment is necessary. One of the book’s important contri-
butions is the adaptation of a standard process tracing
methodology—the static information board—to the ever-
changing information environment of political cam-
paigns. In a series of experiments, the authors use their
dynamic information board to create mock presidential
election campaigns and trace the information that sub-
jects choose to access about fictitious candidates and the
electoral decisions of these subjects in both primary and
general elections.

Rather than recite the entire array of findings from these
tests, I would like to highlight a few findings suggesting
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that certain notions prevalent in the literature deserve fur-
ther contemplation. In particular, when the authors con-
sider the effect of individual characteristics on information
processing, memory, and the quality of the vote, age is the
only variable negatively related to each of these, whereas
political sophistication is the only variable positively related
to each of these factors. Consistently, researchers have found
that both age and sophistication are positively related to
greater voter turnout, yet the findings in this book suggest
that the two groups of voters might be similar in their
levels of turnout but not in the extent to which the vote
choices they make are correct. More fully exploring such
individual-level differences would certainly be a fruitful
avenue for future research.

Further, this book finds that memory plays an impor-
tant role in candidate evaluation, the vote choice, and the
quality of the decision. While Lau and Redlawsk con-
clude that these findings can coexist with previous exper-
imental research attributing a negligible role to memory
(given that the latter is concerned with candidate evalua-
tion in a “nonchoice” situation), at the very least these
findings should give us pause in constructing models of
both candidate evaluation and vote choice that attribute
no or a limited role to memory. Additionally, these find-
ings raise an interesting theoretical question: Why might
memory affect evaluation in an experiment with an elec-
toral context, but not in an experiment without such a
choice?

The authors also examine a question raised by recent
research on heuristics: Can the American public, found
wanting in terms of political knowledge, make decisions
as if they were fully informed about politics? By focusing
on the ways that individuals can make decisions, Lau and
Redlawsk argue that we can determine whether individu-
als vote correctly or make electoral choices that they would
make had they been fully informed. Using two different
measures of correct voting, the authors find that correct
voting varies substantially with the number of candidates
in a race—70% with only two candidates and 31% with
four candidates. This finding is interesting in light of many
of the criticisms of a two-party system: providing less choice.
These findings suggest that one might need to trade off
choice for quality.

Perhaps even more significant are the findings that vot-
ers using a rational decision strategy recall less informa-
tion and make worse decisions than voters using any of
the other three strategies. In fact, the rational strategy
performs worse than chance under the more difficult elec-
toral conditions (four candidates) and no better than chance
under simpler conditions (two candidates). Why does the
rational strategy perform so poorly? The authors argue
that in a presidential election, voters are overwhelmed by
information and incapable of processing the information
according to a rational model in a way that would yield a
correct choice. Could it be that the rational model is sim-

ply too difficult for most voters to use in such a context?
In part, the authors find this to be true as Model 1
sophisticates vote correctly more often than the baseline,
whereas Model 1 novices do substantially worse. Such find-
ings run counter to previous research suggesting that a
rational strategy should be useful in exactly those situa-
tions that the authors find it to be least useful—complex
decision-making environments. An important question
remains though: Can rational strategies prove more useful
to voters in less information-rich elections like House and
Senate races with and without incumbents?

In sum, How Voters Decide makes three critical contri-
butions: proposing a process-oriented framework, testing
this framework using a dynamic information environ-
ment, and outlining a variety of findings that raise critical
questions for future research.

Polarized America: The Dance of Ideology and
Unequal Riches. By Nolan McCarty, Keith T. Poole, and Howard
Rosenthal. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2006. 240p. $35.00.
DOI: 10.1017/S1537592707071873

— Samuel J Abrams, Harvard University

Hyperbole was rampant in the aftermath of the 2000 elec-
tions. Pundits, politicos, and journalists asserted that the
United States was in the midst of a culture war. The coun-
try appeared to be polarized to many, and this polariza-
tion reached a crescendo in 2000, with the now “classic”
red/blue map of the continental United States serving as
the iconic image of this divide and with blabocrats and
politicians alike all pronouncing the end of centrism. Nota-
bly absent in all this discussion, though, was actual empir-
ical evidence, a sense of historical perspective, and a
meaningful explanation for this apparent polarization
beyond sophomoric cries of cultural wars and diverging
beliefs about morality. While political science as a disci-
pline had considerable expertise to bear on this “cultural
divide,” the discipline had remained fairly quiet on this
polarization.

Fortunately, Nolan McCarty, Keith Poole and Howard
Rosenthal’s Polarized America has remedied this problem,
and the authors do so with a groundbreaking work that
presents a compelling story showing that the increased
elite polarization in the United States—defined as “a sep-
aration of politics into liberal and conservative camps”
(p. 3)—correlates strongly with increasing income inequal-
ity. Taking into account the changes in immigration, par-
tisan positioning with particular emphasis on redistributive
policy, the composition of the electorate, and the ever-
widening divide among the elite over the past three decades,
the authors provide an empirically grounded, multifac-
eted story behind the polarization of American politics.

Beginning with a presentation showing that their “mea-
sure of political polarization closely parallels measures of
economic inequality and of immigration for much of the
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