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Abstract 

Political partisanship represents a long-term commitment to a political party. Yet, theories of 

partisanship as being largely instrumental (representing a summary of political attitudes and 

ideology) or expressive (representing a psychological, identity-based attachment) in nature 

present different predictions about how partisans engage with political matters and respond to 

political elites. This thesis aimed to contribute to knowledge on the motivations behind 

partisanship in New Zealand, as well as the broader literature on the longitudinal dynamics 

between ideology, party elite influence, and partisanship. Across six studies, party support in 

New Zealand was examined across several pertinent areas of research, using a combination of 

cross-sectional and longitudinal samples from a large national probability study. Study 1 

demonstrated that voters for the National, Labour, Green, and New Zealand First parties in 

New Zealand are divided across various social attitudes and policy issues, but polarization in 

these attitudes was minimal and non-systematic from 2009 – 2017. Study 2 revealed high 

levels of test-retest stability in support toward these same parties over two to five-year 

periods. Study 3 demonstrated that the effect of in-party support on out-party opposition is 

stronger when party support and political ideology are congruent, but stronger still at higher 

levels of political identity centrality. Study 4 examined party elite cueing effects during the 

2015 – 2016 New Zealand flag referendums. The results revealed New Zealanders shifted 

their flag attitudes over time to align with the position of their polarized elites. Following 

this, Study 5 demonstrated that after the referendums, party support was the strongest 

predictor of New Zealanders’ flag attitudes, yet a range of ideological beliefs, particularly 

regarding social traditionalism vs. change, remained predictive of flag attitudes. Finally, 

Study 6 demonstrated that the within-person longitudinal effects of ideological beliefs about 

group-based equality and social traditionalism vs. change on support for political parties are 

about twice as strong as the reverse causal effects. Together, these findings contribute 
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nuanced insights into the form and function of partisanship, and particularly emphasise the 

importance of social identity to partisan attitudes in New Zealand. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Political parties are a fundamental element of democratic political systems. Their role 

has long been emphasized as providing an organizational framework through which citizens 

can view political issues in a coherent matter (Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009; Sniderman & 

Bullock, 2004; Zaller, 1992). Citizens are encouraged from an early age to assess these party 

platforms and offer their support to the party that best resonates with their own beliefs and 

ideals about the society they aspire to live in, and cast their electoral votes accordingly. Only 

on occasion are citizens offered the chance to make direct political decisions, by voting in 

referenda on particularly contentious issues. From this perspective, political parties are 

simply a tool the average person employs to enact their desired political outcomes. 

Yet, this paints only one image of what political party support represents to people, an 

image that is often considered far too optimistic (e.g., Converse, 1964; Kinder & Kalmoe, 

2017). Rather, an alternative view posits that party preferences reflect deeply held, long-term 

psychological attachments to parties, formed not through careful deliberation of each party’s 

policy offerings, but through parental socialization and the social groups the party represents 

(Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002). In this 

sense, an individual’s devotion to their party colours their view of political matters and 

promotes the tendency to be led by the views of party elites on important policy issues.  

That people might align their own attitudes and judgements with those of their party 

presents a worrying aspect of modern democracies, particularly given instances of populism, 

polarization, and division across political systems around the globe in recent years (Norris & 

Inglehart, 2019). Yet, the extent to which these tendencies ring true among partisans remains 

an active and important area of research. Moreover, although concepts like polarization and 
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partisan divisions seem at times a world away from the politics of New Zealand, there is 

currently little research demonstrating these processes in the New Zealand context.  

The broad goal of this thesis is to provide insight into the form and function of 

partisanship in New Zealand, while also addressing longstanding yet fundamental questions 

about the role of party elite influence and ideology in partisan attitudes and political decision 

making. This is achieved through six studies that utilize both cross-sectional and longitudinal 

data from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study, a longitudinal national probability 

sample of New Zealand adults. The first study provides contextual insight into the state of 

political polarization in New Zealand, outlining the differences in the attitudes of voters for 

New Zealand’s main political parties, and whether they may be increasing over time (Study 

1). Following this, Study 2 examines the test-retest stability of support for these parties over 

the long term (i.e., two to five years). Study 3 then investigates the interrelated nature of 

support for different parties. Specifically, the relationship between in-party support and out-

party opposition (that is, affective polarization) is investigated, and the factors that might 

exacerbate, or mitigate, this relationship. The final three studies address questions relating to 

the interplay between party elite cues, ideology, and partisan attitudes. Specifically, Study 4 

investigates whether party supporters followed party elite cues about changing the New 

Zealand national flag during the 2015 – 2016 New Zealand flag referendums. Following this, 

Study 5 compares the effect of ideological variables on attitudes towards the flag, alongside 

party support. Finally, Study 6 examines the longitudinal, within-person dynamics between 

party support and political ideologies (namely, Social Dominance Orientation and Right-

Wing Authoritarianism).  

Thus, each study aims to provide insights into the form and function of partisan 

attitudes in New Zealand, while the latter three studies in particular aim to contribute to 

longstanding questions about the role of party elite influence and ideology in shaping party 
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support and partisan attitudes. In the following sections of this chapter, I provide an overview 

of the literature on partisanship with a focus on areas of research that are of central 

importance to the manuscripts present in this thesis. Because each of the six studies 

represents a standalone manuscript that is either published or has been submitted for 

publication, much of the literature covered here will be repeated in some form or another 

throughout the manuscripts. 

Theoretical approaches to partisanship 

Bartle and Belluci (2009) provide a parsimonious definition of partisanship as “a long 

term tendency to support one party rather than another” (p. 1). Fundamentally, partisanship 

was conceptualized as an explanation for why people tend to repeatedly vote for the same 

political party over time (Bartle & Belluci, 2009; Campbell et al., 1960; Miller, 1976). 

However, despite the wealth of research on the topic of partisanship that has accumulated 

over the years, debates have persevered over the exact underpinnings, nature, and function of 

partisanship (Bartle & Belluci, 2009; Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002; Johnston, 2006; 

Huddy & Bankert, 2017). These debates stem from two theoretical camps which I refer to as 

the instrumental approach and expressive approach (e.g., Huddy, Mason, & Aarøe, 2015). 

The instrumental approach views partisanship as the end point of a series of rational 

evaluations about the utility of competing political parties. This broad approach encapsulates 

several distinct yet related processes. For example, people may evaluate parties based on their 

proximity to their own policy preferences and ideology (e.g., Downs, 1957), or each party’s 

ability to perform well on issues deemed most important (Stokes, 1963; Sanders, Clarke, 

Stewart, & Whiteley, 2011). Notably, Fiorina (1981) proposed people form a ‘running tally’ 

of retrospective evaluations of a party’s performance in various areas, alongside other policy 

based considerations, which then determines their party preference (see also Achen, 2002). In 
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other words, partisanship is considered an outcome of people’s own judgement of which 

party best reflects their own attitudes, ideologies, or general political evaluations. This theory 

presents an ideal view of democratic systems, whereby citizens hold parties to account with 

their support, which may shift if parties do not live up to expectations (Huddy & Bankert, 

2017). Thus, the instrumental approach suggests a preference for a political party is only 

maintained to the extent that the party continues to offer the most utility. 

The expressive approach however posits that partisanship represents and functions as 

an important social identity. This approach originated with the work of Campbell and 

colleagues (1960) who argued that partisanship reflects an enduring psychological 

attachment to a political party. This attachment was thought to form early in life largely 

through parental socialization, and remain largely stable throughout adulthood. Proponents of 

expressive partisanship often view citizens as simply not interested enough in politics, and 

without the kind of meaningful, coherent ideology required from an instrumental approach, to 

guide political decision making and behaviours (see Campbell et al., 1960; Converse, 1964; 

Green et al., 2002; Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017). Sidestepping the cognitive burden of direct 

political engagement, partisanship instead acts as a ‘perceptual screen’ through which citizens 

view political issues (Campbell et al., 1960). Thus, partisanship is emphasized as a largely 

stable cause of citizens political attitudes and voting behaviour.  

Research has since built upon these ideas to create a more nuanced interpretation of 

expressive partisanship. Green et al. (2002) for example argue that partisanship is 

strengthened by shared social group memberships (e.g., ethnicity, religion) with a given 

political party. Importantly, other researchers have also drawn on predictions derived from 

Social Identity Theory (e.g., Greene, 2002; Huddy, 2001; Huddy et al., 2015). According to 

Social Identity Theory, people are motivated to feel good about themselves and consequently 

the groups with which they identify, and therefore strive to positively differentiate their in-
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group from out-groups (i.e., through positive evaluations of the in-group and negative 

evaluations of the out-group; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Thus, party attachments do not just 

provide the means to more easily navigate politics, but represent fundamental social identities 

that encourage motivated political attitudes and behaviours (see Huddy & Bankert, 2017). 

Early evidence of the expressive (vs. instrumental) function of partisanship has 

focused on the stability and predictive utility of party identification – the extent to which 

people think of themselves as a strong Democrat, strong Republican, or somewhere in 

between (Campbell et al, 1960). Indeed, party identification is highly stable over time in the 

United States (e.g., Green & Palmquist 1990; 1994). Although the instrumental account of 

partisanship explains high stability as resulting from stable expectations about political 

parties (Franklin & Jackson, 1983), estimates of the stability of party identification often 

exceed those of policy attitudes, ideology, and general political evaluations (Green et al., 

2002; Kalmoe, 2020; c.f. Ansolabehere, Rodden, & Snyder, 2008); variables argued by some 

to precede partisanship in the first place. Relative to ideological identification and policy 

preferences, party identification also often has a larger impact on outcomes such as voting 

(Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017) and political engagement (Huddy et al., 2015).  

Some researchers have long questioned whether the expressive nature of partisanship 

observed in the United States, measured through party identification, functions in other 

political contexts at all (see Dalton & Weldon, 2007; Miller, 1976; Rosema, 2006), or 

whether it is unique to an American political culture that is “myth to some, gospel to others” 

(Brader & Tucker, 2012, p. 404).  Yet, others have similarly identified high levels of stability 

in party identification in other political contexts including Britain, Canada, and Germany 

(e.g., Richardson, 1991; Schickler & Green, 1997). Moreover, using a variety of measures of 

partisanship, many analyses have identified attitudes and behaviours of partisans that are 

consistent with an expressive, social identity explanation, across many other nations (e.g., 
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Brader & Tucker, 2012; Brader, De Sio, Paparo, & Tucker, 2020; Huddy et al., 2018; 

Slothuus, 2010). 

The stability and predictive utility of partisanship seem indicative of a central 

symbolic identity (see Brandt, Sibley, & Osborne, 2019). Although these and other findings 

(as will be reviewed throughout this thesis) tend to provide empirical support for both views 

of partisanship, the tenants of expressive partisanship are particularly consequential for 

partisan behaviour. As a central social identity, partisanship does not merely predict relevant 

political attitudes and behaviours but is accompanied by negative attitudes and distrust 

toward opposing political parties and partisans (e.g., Carlin & Love, 2013; Martherus, 

Martinez, Piff, & Theodoridis, 2019). Furthermore, identity driven efforts to positively 

differentiate the in-party can result in partisan motivated reasoning. Specifically, partisans 

will strive to positively evaluate and adopt the policy positions of their party elite as their 

own, even if those positions do not conform with their preexisting attitudes, and even in the 

face of factual, policy-relevant information (Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2014; Druckman, 

Peterson, & Slothuus, 2013; Gaines, Kuklinski, Quirk, Peyton, & Verkuilen, 2007). 

Exacerbating these tendencies, research shows both in-party and out-party attitudes can 

motivate political behaviour (Caruana, McGregor, & Stephenson, 2015). Furthermore, when 

partisanship aligns with other social identities, it may exert even stronger effects (Green et 

al., 2002; Mason, 2018). 

The extent to which partisan attitudes reflect expressive versus instrumental 

motivations is a central theme across the studies presented in this thesis. In the remaining 

sections of this chapter, I review extant research in several key areas of high relevance to 

these studies, and which allude to these functions of partisanship, while also addressing 

limitations in the current state of knowledge. The first section focuses on the extent to which 

partisans adjust their attitudes and political positions in response to cues from party elites. 
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The second section looks more broadly to the role of partisanship as an outcome or cause of 

other political attitudes and ideology in longitudinal modelling. The third section considers 

polarization in the attitudes and identities of partisans, with a focus on affective polarization 

(i.e., the extent to which favourable in-party ratings are associated with unfavourable out-

party ratings; Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012). Finally, I review extant literature in New 

Zealand about the nature of New Zealanders’ party attitudes, before detailing the 

contributions of this thesis. 

Partisanship and elite influence 

The grounding of partisan attitudes in either expressive or instrumental utility has 

important consequences for how citizens respond to political parties. Thus, the extent to 

which party elites can shape partisans’ attitudes has been a key concern for researchers (Lenz, 

2012). The key method of examining the role of elite influence has been through cueing and 

framing studies. These studies examine the effect of party cues (information about a party’s 

position on an issue) and frames (arguments about the meaning and interpretation of an issue) 

on citizens policy preferences. The receptivity of citizens to these political messages is 

generally explained as either a form of heuristic processing to make sense of difficult or 

unfamiliar issues (e.g., Downs, 1957; Huckfeldt, Levine, Morgan, & Sprague, 1999; 

Huckfeldt, Mondak, Craw, & Mendez, 2005; Lau & Redlawsk, 2001), or as a motivated 

defense of partisan identity (Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2014; Leeper & Slothuus, 2014).  

Indeed, myriad studies have demonstrated that citizens tend to follow party cues on 

policy issues. In one of the most well-cited examples, Cohen (2003) showed that, after 

reading about either the Democrats or Republicans supporting a particularly harsh or 

generous welfare policy, conservative and liberal students expressed more support for the 

policy endorsed by their preferred party, even though it was counter to their ideological 
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proclivities. Moreover, participants also appeared either unaware or in denial about the 

impact of their preferred party’s stance on their own attitude. This is consistent with 

Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus (2013), who showed that when people engaged in partisan 

motivated reasoning, and thus base their attitudes primarily on cues from the in-party, they 

tend to express greater confidence in their opinions. More recently, Barber and Pope (2019) 

also showed that Republican partisans expressed support for various issues that were either 

conservative or liberal in nature, upon being told that Donald Trump had supported the 

policy. Although the focus is usually on in-party cues, cues from the out-party can also 

motivate partisans to adopt a position counter to the one cued (Goren, Federico, & Kittlson, 

2009; Nicholson, 2012). These effects have also been found outside the United States, and 

across parties relatively new or old to the political system (Brader et al., 2020). 

Slothuus (2010) provided one of the first investigations of party elite influence in a 

real-world context. Slothuus’ analyses examined Danish Social Democrat voters’ opinions 

toward the abolishment of social welfare benefits both before and after a Social Democrat 

leader change led to the party wanting greater restriction of benefits due to economic strain. 

The results showed Social Democrat voters were much more supportive of the abolishment of 

the benefits following this position change by the party. These effects were also strongest 

among those more strongly identified with the party, and those whose own views of the 

economy were in line with the new framing. Malka and Lelkes (2010) however tracked the 

impact of party identification on support for the Iraq war in a panel sample. Using measures 

of party identification in 2000, before the issue was politicized, they found a modest effect on 

support for a prospective war in 2002, and a considerably larger effect on support for the war 

in Iraq in 2004. This demonstrated cue following in a real-world setting, albeit the political 

cues being followed were consistent with the ideological proclivities of respondents.  
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Although many studies have demonstrated partisans’ susceptibility to follow party 

cues on an issue, prior issue attitudes and issue information have also been found to 

simultaneously impact policy attitudes (Bullock, 2011; Malka & Lelkes, 2010; Mullinix, 

2016; Slothuus, 2010). Researchers have also considered the specific circumstances under 

which people may be more or less likely to follow a party cue on an issue. For example, 

many researchers have found higher issue salience to be associated with less party-cue 

following (Acreneaux, 2008; Ciuk & Yost, 2016, Mullinix, 2016). Elite polarization is also 

important; party cues have a much greater impact on partisan attitudes when political parties 

take conflicting stances on an issue and party members are united on that issue position 

(Druckman et al., 2013; Mullinix, 2016; Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010). Finally, other 

researchers have found that the way in which people respond to information about their 

political party (that is, consistent with either an instrumental or expressive account of 

partisanship) can depend on individual difference variables such as need for cognition and 

need for affect (Acreneaux & Vander Wielen, 2013). 

Although party elite influence on partisan attitudes have been widely demonstrated, 

real-world demonstrations of the impact of partisan elite cues on citizens’ political attitudes 

remain far outweighed by experimental paradigms. These paradigms are ideal for isolating 

cause and effect sequences through carefully planned manipulations, but the conditions under 

which participants respond in experiments do not transfer well to real-world conditions. For 

example, citizens’ political attitudes and decisions in the real-world can be informed through 

exposure to multiple cues from multiple sources, which is not well captured in experimental 

research that generally expose participants to just one clear frame (Sniderman & Theriault, 

2004). Similarly, many people may simply pay little attention to politics in the real-world and 

miss party cues altogether, whereas experiments ensure participants have noticed a cue 
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(Kinder, 2007). These factors raise the possibility that experiments overstate the magnitude of 

effects that may be very small or even absent altogether under real-world conditions.  

Indeed, real-world demonstrations of cueing effects are difficult to capture because 

they generally require data to be collected on a given issue from before to after it became 

polarized among party elites. While Slothuus (2010) and Malka and Lelkes (2010) provided 

the first real-world examinations of these effects, Slothuus’ (2010) analyses relied on 

comparisons of different samples of respondents from before and after the cueing effect took 

place. This means the findings cannot be specifically attributed to change in attitudes within 

respondents over time. Malka and Lelkes (2010) tracked the same participants over time, but 

analysed endorsement of an issue position that was consistent with party identification, thus it 

is not entirely clear whether respondents would have expressed such attitudes in the absence 

of elite debate. 

Longitudinal dynamics between partisanship and political attitudes 

The findings from cueing studies are noteworthy, as many imply that citizens follow 

party cues to support policies that are at odds with their presumed ideological motivations 

(e.g., Barber & Pope, 2019; Cohen, 2003). Thus, as far as ideological beliefs go as a heuristic 

to make decisions about various policy issues (e.g., Huckfeldt et al., 2005), they would 

appear to be under-utilized by partisans. Such findings seem to support the expressive 

account of partisanship and emphasize a powerful role of party elites in shaping public 

opinion. However, experimental cueing studies do not elucidate the possibility of the reverse 

process; that is, the potential for citizen’s issue attitudes and ideology to shape their party 

preferences. Instead, cross-lagged panel modelling of the over-time influence of partisanship 

on political attitudes and ideology, and vice versa, can better demonstrate the causal 

dynamics between these variables, and the extent to which partisanship represents an 



11 

 

‘unmoved mover’ or simply a ‘sum of preferences’ (Johnston, 2006). Specifically, if 

partisanship is instrumental, studies should find it is more an outcome of political attitudes, 

evaluations, and ideology. The expressive account would suggest however that partisanship is 

more a cause of these attitudes. 

Cross-lagged research has been reasonably consistent in showing that partisanship 

tends to more strongly predict general political evaluations such as presidential approval, 

perceptions of the economy, and judgements about which parties are best able to handle 

certain political issues, than these perceptions predict partisanship (Bartels, 2002; Bisgaard, 

2015; Evans & Anderson, 2006; Evans & Chzhen, 2016; Tucker, Montgomery, & Smith, 

2019; Vliegenthart & Lefevere, 2018). These findings seem consistent with the expressive 

account of partisanship, and particularly the notion of a ‘perceptual screen’ that biases 

partisans’ attitudes in favour of the in-party (Campbell et al., 1960; Leeper & Slothuus, 

2014). Thus, when it comes to general perceptions and evaluations of politics, partisanship 

seems to move, rather than be moved by, these perceptions. 

The dynamics between partisanship and broader political attitudes and ideology are 

particularly important however given longstanding debates about the presence of meaningful 

ideology among the public over the years (e.g., Converse, 1964; Jost, 2006; Kalmoe, 2020; 

Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017; Wattenberg, 2019). On the one hand, many political scientists argue 

that meaningful ideology among the public is largely absent. The earlier mentioned apparent 

superior stability and predictive utility of partisanship often fuel these perceptions. Indeed, 

Kalmoe (2020) finds the estimated 20-30% of the American population that do show signs of 

ideological thinking tend to be the most politically sophisticated (although see Goren, 2013). 

This finding is consistent with the view that political elites provide an organisational 

framework for viewing political matters, but that citizens are most likely to show signs of 

uptake in the ideology espoused by elites sharing their partisan identity (Zaller, 1992). 
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On the other hand, there is also a vast psychological literature demonstrating 

consistent and reliable associations between political ideology and the likes of personality 

traits, epistemic, existential, and relational motives, and general orientations toward social 

equality and change (e.g., Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt & Sibley, 2017; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanksi, & 

Sulloway, 2003; Jost, 2006; Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009). Moreover, Azevedo, Jost, 

Rothmund, and Sterling (2019) report high correlations between different measures of 

(conservative/liberal) political ideology, indicative of a general coherence in the political 

ideologies and attitudes that people endorse (see also Goren, 2013). Like partisanship, 

ideologies are thought to develop through early socialization experiences (Duckitt, 2001), and 

are thus theorized to cause political party preferences and orientations toward group 

dynamics. In addition, because ideology is psychologically motivated, it should be relatively 

unchanging in response to partisanship. 

That said, even psychological perspectives highlight a degree of interdependence 

between ideology and party attitudes. For example, Jost et al. (2009) acknowledge the role of 

political elites in shaping a ‘discursive superstructure’ that informs the content of ideologies, 

which people can then adapt to the extent that they resonate with their epistemic, existential, 

and relational motives. Consistent with this, Federico and Goren (2009) found a stronger 

positive association between need for closure and conservatism among the more politically 

knowledgeable (i.e., those who pay more attention to politics). Although party evaluations are 

generally considered an outcome of Jost and colleagues (2009) model, the social identity 

account of partisanship raises the possibility that partisanship indexes a relational motive that 

may shape the uptake of ideology. 

However, cross-lagged panel modelling of partisanship and more general political 

values and ideology is relatively scarce and has produced mixed findings. Importantly, in 

contrast to symbolic ideology (which assesses peoples self-identification as either liberal or 
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conservative), many studies have considered different forms of operational ideology, or the 

substantive policy preferences and attitudes people hold (for a discussion of symbolic and 

operational ideology, see Ellis & Stimson, 2012). Goren (2005) for example analysed United 

States data from 1992-96 and found partisanship predicted equal opportunity and limited 

government beliefs over time, but that these core values in turn had no significant effect on 

partisanship. Analyses by Chen and Goren (2016) however indicated that operational 

ideology (measured through support for government spending and social welfare) and 

partisanship had reciprocal effects on one another over 1990-2012. By contrast, Evans and 

Neundorf (2018) found in British data from 1991-2007 that partisanship did not significantly 

predict left-right core political values over time but was instead predicted by core political 

values. Finally, some scholars find that elite polarization on issues is necessary for either 

partisanship or issue attitudes (along social, cultural, and economic dimensions) to predict 

change in one another over time (Dancey & Goren, 2010; Layman & Carsey, 2002; Highton 

& Kam, 2011; c.f. Chen & Goren, 2016; Evans & Neundorf, 2018; see also Engelhardt, 

2020). 

The lack of clarity in these findings may be partly attributed to the substantial 

variation in measures used across analyses. For example, Goren (2005) employed ad-hoc 

measures of equal opportunity beliefs, while others measured ideologies using items that 

directly referred to government and policy, rather than more abstract beliefs about equality in 

principle (e.g., Chen & Goren, 2016; Evans & Neundorf, 2018), which may demonstrate 

stronger relationships with partisanship (see Goren, 2013). Yet it is notable that even formal 

psychological models of political ideology remain untested with regards to these longitudinal 

associations. Namely, Duckitt’s (2001) Dual Process Model posits that Social Dominance 

Orientation (preferences for inequality and group-based hierarchy) and Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism (preference for tradition, submission to authority, and aggression against 



14 

 

norm deviants), two highly validated and well-researched specific measures of political 

ideology, should temporally precede political party preferences. Although the general model 

has been well-supported empirically over the years, particularly with regards to intergroup 

attitudes (see Duckitt & Sibley, 2017 for a review), the impact of these ideologies on party 

preferences over time specifically has yet to be demonstrated. Indeed, despite the theoretical 

importance of analyses addressing the longitudinal dynamics between party attitudes and 

ideology, they remain notably under-studied. 

Partisanship and polarization 

At the most basic level, political parties and partisanship are useful for summarizing 

differences between groups in terms of their tendency to hold certain attitudes over others, 

the social groups that they represent, and their evaluations of the parties themselves. 

However, research on political polarization is focused on whether these differences are 

becoming more pronounced. Indeed, events in the United States, with regards to the election 

of Donald Trump, and the United Kingdom, with the extremely close Brexit vote, are 

suggestive of deep, and possibly increasing divisions between different groups in society (see 

Abramowitz & McCoy, 2019; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Political polarization is particularly 

important to monitor from a social identity standpoint of partisanship: if different political 

factions or partisans see themselves as increasingly different from one another, motivated 

partisan behaviours, hostility, and distrust may increase (e.g., Carlin & Love, 2013; Mason, 

2018). High levels of polarization may also entail stronger attitudes, more rigid thinking, and 

less compromise between political groups (Layman, Carsey, & Horowitz, 2006; Leeper, 

2014).  

Researchers generally agree that levels of elite polarization have increased in the 

United States (e.g., Hetherington, 2001), and, although deep policy divisions have always 
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existed, these divisions now exist across a broader range of issues (i.e., conflict extension; 

Layman, et al., 2006). Yet, whether polarization has increased among the American public 

has remained highly debated among researchers, and conclusions vary depending on the type 

of polarization assessed (Lelkes, 2016). Fiorina (2006) maintains that the American public 

have not followed elites, pay little attention to politics, and remain largely moderate across 

most policy issues. Abramowitz and Saunders (2008) by contrast report that the correlations 

between policy issues and party identification increased from 1972 – 2004, even though issue 

constraint (i.e., correlations between issues) has not increased (see also Baldassarri & Gelman 

2008). Others have taken an identity approach to polarization. Levendusky (2009) for 

example reports that the American public are now more ‘ideologically sorted’, in that their 

ideological identification as either conservative or liberal, increasingly aligns with their 

partisan identification as either a Republican or Democrat. Mason (2018) extends the concept 

of sorting to the broader social groups associated with partisan identification (i.e., social 

sorting), finding party identification is now more aligned with other identifications such as 

race, religion, and class. 

Research on affective polarization in particular has proliferated over the past 10 years 

or so. This focus originated with the work of Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes (2012) who argued 

that, if partisanship represents a social identity, differences in evaluations of the in-party and 

out-party are a more appropriate measure of polarization than differences in ideological views 

or policy attitudes of partisans. Indeed, Westwood, Iyengar, Walgrave, Leonisio, Miller, and 

Strijbis (2018) demonstrated that positive in-party affect is accompanied by negative out-

party affect most notably in the United Kingdom, but also the United States, Belgium, and 

Spain. Tracking measures of party feeling thermometers in the United States between 1975 – 

2010, Iyengar et al. (2012) found evidence of increased affective polarization, driven 

primarily by increased out-party hostility.  
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As to explanations for the rising levels of polarization, Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, 

Malhorta, and Westwood (2019) primarily focus on the role of an expanding and increasingly 

partisan media environment that highlights polarized and hostile behaviour of party elites. 

Lau, Andersen, Ditonto, Kleinberg, and Redlawsk, (2016) for example found that exposure to 

polarized and hostile party elites through the media generates more affectively polarized 

partisans. Whereas social norms govern other inter-group attitudes and behaviours and thus 

temper negativity, Iyengar and Westwood (2015) argue that elites instead provide cues about 

hostility toward the out-party as both acceptable and desirable. Testing this hypothesis 

directly, the authors demonstrated that the magnitude of in-party affect bias exceeds levels of 

racial bias in the United States. 

Although affective polarization is described as a natural consequence of partisan 

social identities (Iyengar et al., 2019), several studies have examined predictors of individual 

differences in affective polarization, such as policy attitudes, ideology, and other social 

identities. Specifically, these studies test whether higher levels of party – partisan alignment 

(i.e., Republicans who identify strongly with the party, are also ideologically conservative, 

hold conservative policy attitudes, and other social identities associated with the Republican 

party) across different domains results in greater affective polarization. In other words, to the 

extent that party evaluations are grounded in these factors in the first instance, people who are 

highly aligned with their political party may more easily view the opposing party in a 

negative light. Moreover, the strength of these different predictors can be compared to 

determine whether instrumental (e.g., ideological) or expressive (e.g., strong partisan 

identities) concerns are more conducive to affective polarization.  

Even when controlling for a range of predictors, studies have widely demonstrated 

that the strength of people’s party identification is the single largest predictor of greater 

affective polarization (e.g., Huddy et al., 2018; Iyengar et al., 2012; Luttig, 2018; Mason, 
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2015; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017). That said, these same studies show that ideology and 

policy attitudes are also predictive of affective polarization, such that those whose ideology 

and policy views align with those of their party express greater affective polarization. Ratings 

of party officials also appear to be more affectively polarized in response to greater elite-level 

ideological polarization (Rogowski & Sutherland, 2016). Addressing issues of causality, 

Lelkes (2018) identified small, yet reciprocal, cross-lagged associations between citizens’ 

ideological consistency (i.e., having consistently conservative or liberal policy views) and 

affective polarization. Lelkes concluded that although ideological consistency can lead to 

affective polarization, it is far from the only cause. 

In contrast to research focused on the effects of the alignment of ideology, policy 

attitudes, and social identities with a political party, Luttig (2017; 2018) has examined how 

underlying personality dispositions can motivate affective polarization among both 

Republicans and Democrats. Specifically, Republicans higher in authoritarianism more 

strongly identify with their party, and rate Republicans more, and Democrats less, favorably. 

Democrats higher in authoritarianism also identify more strongly with their party and rate 

their party more favorably (Luttig, 2017). Higher levels of need for closure are also 

associated with stronger partisan identities and higher levels of out-party intolerance (Luttig, 

2018). Finally, Simas, Clifford, and Krikland (2020) found empathetic concern predicts 

higher levels of polarization, presumably due to an in-group empathy bias effect, and has a 

larger effect than strength of party identification. 

To summarize, levels of polarization across different conceptualizations have 

important consequences for nations, and the attitudes and behaviours of partisans. Moreover, 

different types of polarization (particularly, social and ideological sorting) at the individual 

level may even converge on higher affective polarization. However, extant research on mass 

political polarization and affective polarization is overwhelmingly American focused. Thus, 
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much of this research is useful for identifying different indices of polarization (e.g., Lelkes, 

2016), but the specific trends over time in the United States have little relevance or 

expectations as to trends in other political contexts. Research on individual differences that 

predict levels of affective polarization have similarly relied almost exclusively on United 

States based samples (Iyengar et al., 2019). This is notable as although affective polarization 

is seen by many as characteristic of American politics, cross-national comparisons indicate 

many nations exceed the United States in indices of affective polarization (Gidron, Adams, & 

Horne, 2019; Lauka, McCoy, & Firat, 2018). In a rare analysis outside the United States, 

Huddy et al. (2018) identified ideology, not partisan identity, was the stronger predictor of 

affective polarization in Sweden. Together, these findings might indicate affective 

polarization represents quite different motives across political contexts. Yet, much more work 

is required to determine the cross-national functional equivalence (or dissimilarity) of 

affective polarization. 

The New Zealand political context  

Despite the importance of partisanship to political systems and outcomes, there is a 

dearth of research examining the expressive form of partisanship in New Zealand. Since 

1996, New Zealand has had a multiparty political system based on mixed-member 

proportional (MMP) representation. Thus, although the centre-right National party and 

centre-left Labour party continue to dominate the system as the major competing parties 

(together accounting for 81.34% of the popular vote at the 2017 election), a number of minor 

parties are not only present, but relied upon by the National and Labour parties to be able to 

form governments (see Vowles, 2005). Although various minor political parties have 

contested elections or have been represented in parliament over the years, two of the longest 

running and central parties are the Green party and New Zealand First (NZ First). The Green 

party is a socially progressive party located further left of the Labour party, and is known for 
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its focus on climate change and commitment to environmental protection, as well as social 

equality (see Cowie, Greaves, & Sibley, 2015). Indeed, the Green party often sides with the 

Labour party, and together (along with NZ First) formed a government at the 2017 election. 

By contrast, NZ First positions itself as a centrist party, but also appeals to voters on populist 

(e.g., holding the government to account) and nationalist (e.g., immigration restrictions) 

grounds (see Denemark & Bowler, 2002). Historically, New Zealand First has formed 

governments with both the National and Labour parties. 

The multiparty nature of the New Zealand political system provides a broad range of 

political parties, with differing political values, that can be supported. This may account for 

higher perceptions of ideological polarization in the political system among New Zealanders, 

compared to Americans’ perceptions of their system (Dalton, 2008). Differences in the 

ideological positioning of different political parties in New Zealand are also reflected in the 

differing attitudes and demographics of their supporters. For example, at the 2017 election, 

intended National voters tended to rate the economy as their most prioritized issue, whereas 

housing, the environment, and health were the top concerns of intended Labour, Green, and 

New Zealand First party voters (Lees-Marshment, Elder, Chant, Osborne, Savoie, & van der 

Linden, 2018). National and New Zealand First supporters tend to be more likely to view 

equality in meritocratic terms (Sibley & Wilson, 2007), while, compared to National voters, 

voters for the Labour, Green, and New Zealand First parties tend to score higher on measures 

of deprivation, and are generally more likely to identify with ethnicities other than New 

Zealand European (Greaves, Robertson, Cowie, Osborne, Houkamau, & Sibley, 2017).  

Extant research has demonstrated differing demographic backgrounds and 

instrumental concerns of different party supporters in New Zealand, but considerably less 

research has examined an expressive function of partisanship. Early research adapted the 

traditional measure of party identification to assess overall levels of partisanship. For 
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example, Aimer (1989) found party identification rates of 86% during the 1987 New Zealand 

national election. Furthermore, 79% of party identifiers voted for that same party, and 

identification with a party was associated with repeated voting for that party over time. 

Lamare (1984) found that party identification was the single greatest predictor of party vote, 

with evaluations of policy, political issues, and party candidates no longer a significant 

predictor of the vote once party identification was controlled for. However, Leithner (1997) 

identified generally low rates of loyal voting for the National and Labour parties between 

1908 – 1987. Yet, this research was conducted prior to adoption of the current MMP, 

multiparty system in New Zealand. 

Analyses of expressive partisanship in recent times have been extremely rare. 

Comparisons by Dalton and Weldon (2007) however suggest that the percentage of people 

who felt close to a political party was extremely similar in New Zealand (56.3%) compared to 

the United States (57%) between 1996 – 2000. Taking a multidimensional approach, Greaves 

et al. (2015) used latent profile analysis based on ratings of party support to identify profiles 

of New Zealand voters based on their support (and opposition) for different parties. Their 

analysis identified five profiles labelled as Right-wingers (12.5%), National Supporters 

(24.3%), Fence-Sitters (32.8%), Labour Supporters (14%), and Left-wingers (16.4%). Indeed, 

a substantial proportion of voters support both the Labour and Green party (left-wingers) but 

oppose the other parties, whereas right-wingers supported both the National party and ACT (a 

minor party who receives a small proportion of votes at each election).  Thus, their analyses 

reveal that multiple party commitments are reasonably common among New Zealanders, 

although the left-right, or Labour-National divide remains clear. 

Finally, Greaves et al. (2014) used cross-lagged panel modelling to assess the 

relationships between National and Labour party support and the post-colonial ideologies of 

historical negation and symbolic exclusion. In brief, these ideologies capture the belief that 
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historical injustices toward Māori, the indigenous peoples of New Zealand, are an aspect of 

the past and irrelevant to the present (historical negation) and the view that Māori culture is 

not representative of New Zealand national character on the whole (symbolic exclusion; see 

Sibley, 2010). Indeed, the rhetoric of the National party in particular has endorsed these 

ideologies (see Barber, 2008; Sibley, 2010), and Greaves et al. (2014) find evidence that this 

may shape partisan attitudes. Specifically, they found reciprocal cross-lagged relationships 

between these ideologies and National support (positive) and Labour party support (negative) 

over a one-year period. Thus, these findings represent some of the scarce extant evidence of 

expressive partisanship in New Zealand. That is, New Zealanders may adopt ideologies based 

on attention to their party elite. 

In sum, New Zealand has a unique political context that possesses more political 

parties, more ideological diversity across parties (Dalton, 2008), and more multiparty 

affiliations compared to the United States, where the bulk of research theorizing about 

partisanship has been conducted (see also Johnston, 2006). These factors may have important 

consequences for the extent to which partisanship in New Zealand has an expressive, social 

identity function, or is more instrumental and ideologically driven in nature. However, there 

remains only limited research investigating these possibilities and other pressing research 

questions in the New Zealand context. Specifically, little is known about the stability of New 

Zealanders’ party attitudes (a key feature of partisanship) in recent times, whether the 

attitudes of different voters have polarized over time, what factors motivate affective 

polarization in party support, and whether New Zealanders’ support for political parties 

enable partisan-elite driven attitude change. 
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Overview and aims of thesis 

The contributions of this thesis center on two overall aims. Specifically, these are to 

provide a broad overview of the form and function of partisan attitudes in New Zealand, 

while also examining the impact of party elite cues and ideology on people’s political party 

attitudes. These aims are addressed across the following six chapters (Study 1 – 6) of this 

thesis, each of which presents a full standalone manuscript. As such, additional gaps in the 

relevant literature may also be addressed within each specific study. These studies draw on 

either cross-sectional or longitudinal data from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study 

(NZAVS). This is a large, national probability sample of New Zealand adults that started in 

2009 and samples the same respondents annually. 

Study 1 (Chapter Two) of this thesis presents an exploratory examination of different 

indices of political polarization in New Zealand. Drawing on the different types of 

polarization examined in research in the United States (e.g., Malka, 2016), the demographic 

characteristics, ideology, policy and social attitudes, and party evaluations of voters for the 

four main political parties in New Zealand (the National Party, the Labour party, the Green 

party, and New Zealand First), are examined each year from 2009 – 2017. Thus, the study 

provides an indication of the issues and attitudes that most clearly divide voters, and whether 

the attitudes and characteristics of different party voters have polarized (i.e., moved further 

apart) over time. 

Whereas Study 1 presents the key differences and trends in voters’ attitudes, the 

central aim of Study 2 was to investigate the test-retest stability of New Zealanders’ support 

for these same political parties over both two and five-year periods. Measures of party 

support are utilized to assess partisan attitudes in the remaining studies of this thesis, but the 

long-term stability of support for different parties has not been demonstrated. Regardless of 
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whether partisanship represents instrumental or expressive motivations, it is generally 

considered to reflect a long-term commitment to a political party (e.g., Bartle & Belluci, 

2009). Whereas high levels of stability should indicate a meaningful, crystallized attitude 

toward a given party, low levels of stability may indicate only a spur of the moment rating 

(Goren, 2013; Zaller, 1992). Thus, test-retest stability is a crucial feature to demonstrate of 

party support as being both meaningful and reliable over time. 

Study 3 focuses on the concept of affective polarization, and investigates the variables 

that moderate the effect of in-party support on out-party opposition. The variables that 

underpin affective polarization (for example, ideological alignment with a party, or political 

identity centrality) are informative about the expressive or instrumental nature of party 

support. Yet, although research on affective polarization has proliferated over the last decade, 

the individual-level predictors of affective polarization remain under-studied, particularly in 

contexts outside of the United States (Iyengar et al., 2019). Thus, Study 3 examines the 

moderating effect of a range of different variables (based in identity, ideology, as well as 

personality) concurrently to determine whether identity based, or ideological based concerns 

are more relevant to inter-party attitudes (i.e., affective polarization) in New Zealand. 

The first three studies of this thesis provide broad indications of the instrumental and 

expressive nature of partisan attitudes in New Zealand. Specifically, these studies outline the 

substantive attitudinal differences of voters, and how these might grow over time, the 

stability of party support, and the factors that mitigate or exacerbate the effect of in-party 

support on out-party opposition. The following three studies directly assess the second aim of 

this thesis. That is, the extent to which party elites, as well as people’s own ideological 

beliefs, predict party support and issue attitudes. 
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Study 4 uses longitudinal data collected both before and after the politicized New 

Zealand flag change referendums of 2015 – 2016. Unusually, during the debates, the leader 

of the centre-right National party strongly endorsed changing the flag, while the leader of the 

centre-left Labour party strongly opposed the change. Using data tracking the same sample of 

New Zealanders attitudes toward changing the flag both before and after these debates, this 

study assesses whether support for the National party predicted shifts in attitudes over time to 

support a flag change, and whether support for the Labour party predicted shifts in attitudes 

over time to oppose change. As such, the study assesses the extent to which party supporters 

followed the lead of their party elites in a real-world context. The study also examines party 

cueing effects when those cues signal partisans to go against their ideologically expected 

position. 

Whereas Study 4 focuses exclusively on party support predicting change in attitudes 

over time, Study 5 considers a broader range of predictors of New Zealanders attitudes 

toward their national flag. National flags are highly meaningful in nature, and it is unlikely 

party support dictated New Zealanders attitudes in the absence of any other considerations. 

According to system justification theory, people are generally psychologically and 

ideologically motivated to defend and rationalize the status quo (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 

2004). However, several ideologies can act to either enhance the motive to defend and justify 

the system (i.e., system-justifying ideologies), or dampen the motive (i.e., system-challenging 

ideologies; Jost & Hunyady, 2005). As a symbol of the status quo, support for the existing 

national flag should therefore be enhanced by system-justifying ideologies (e.g., 

conservatism), and dampened by system-challenging ideologies (e.g., multiculturalism). 

Thus, Study 5 examines the effect of National party support, alongside the effects of 

demographic and ideological variables, on New Zealanders flag attitudes in 2016, following 

the politicized debates. As such, the study demonstrates the magnitude of the effect of (right-
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wing) party support alongside other ideological motives, and whether other system-justifying 

ideological considerations (that are generally associated with right-wing party support) 

nevertheless remained relevant predictors of flag attitudes. 

Finally, while Studies 4 and 5 consider the impact of party elites on partisan attitudes 

toward a specific issue at a given point in time, Study 6 examines the longitudinal dynamics 

between party support and broader ideological orientations (i.e., Social Dominance 

Orientation and Right-Wing Authoritarianism). By utilizing Random Intercepts Cross-

Lagged Panel Modelling (Hamaker, Kuiper, & Grasman, 2015), the study focuses 

specifically on within-person change over time, thus providing an indication of whether 

within-person changes in ideology temporally precede within-person changes in party support 

and vice versa, and which relationship is strongest. As such, this study helps to address 

longstanding theory and debate about the centrality and dynamics of partisanship and 

ideology (e.g., Duckitt, 2001; Campbell et al., 1960; Jost, 2006). 
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Bridging statement 

The following six chapters of this thesis each present a full manuscript that has either 

been published, or is under review for publication. However, the manuscripts as they are 

presented here may have minor formatting adjustments to fit the overall thesis. Manuscripts 

under review may also differ from any final, published version at a later date. Because each 

chapter presents a standalone manuscript, the content of each chapter may repeat some 

material discussed in Chapter One. 

The first manuscript (Study 1) presents an exploratory, descriptive analysis of 

political polarization across voters for different parties in New Zealand from 2009 – 2017. 

Despite the broad consequences associated with different types of polarization (Layman et 

al., 2006; Mason, 2018; Iyengar et al., 2019). There is currently very little documentation of 

the trends in New Zealanders’ political attitudes over time. This is also notable given the 

highly dynamic nature of politics, with issues shifting in and out of public consciousness over 

time. For example, between 2009 – 2017 in New Zealand, same-sex marriage became 

legalized, euthanasia shifted from being a largely invisible, to highly visible political issue, 

while climate change has increasingly become a highly salient issue to voters and politicians 

alike. Yet, little is known of how different voters’ attitudes have responded toward these and 

other issues.  

The New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study is uniquely positioned to provide such 

insights, as it has repeatedly assessed a large range of political attitudes each year since 2009 

in large, national probability sample of New Zealanders. Utilizing this data, the analyses in 

Study 1 examine polarization in several areas, including the demographic characteristics of 

different voters, their self-reported ideology, various social and policy attitudes, and their 

levels of support toward their own and other parties. Overall, Study 1 aims to provide a broad 
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overview of polarization in New Zealand, whether (and where) polarization may have 

increased or decreased, as well as provide an indication of the main political issues and 

attitudes that divide voters. This manuscript is currently submitted for publication, with the 

reference as follows: 

Satherley, N., Greaves, L. M., Osborne, D., & Sibley, C. G. State of the nation: Political 

polarization in the New Zealand public. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Chapter Two: State of the nation: Political polarization in the New Zealand public 

Differences in the attitudes and policy preferences of party supporters on the left and 

right of the political spectrum is an unequivocal feature of established democracies. Yet, 

various recent political shifts including the election of Donald Trump, Brexit, and the rise of 

populist parties in Europe raise questions over whether these differences are becoming more 

pronounced (see Norris & Inglehart, 2019). In the United States, researchers have become 

increasingly interested in voter polarization, particularly in light of elite polarization 

(Hetherington, 2001). Specifically, researchers have examined different types of polarization 

among the public by examining the policy positions and attitudes that they hold (Abramowitz 

& Saunders, 2008; Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008; Fiorina, Abrams, & Pope, 2006; Fiorina & 

Abrams, 2008), their levels of in-party favouritism and out-party hostility (i.e., affective 

polarization; Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012), and the extent to which their party 

identification aligns with their ideological identification and the various social group 

memberships they hold  (i.e., sorting; Levendusky, 2009; Mason, 2018). 

Given the prevalence of national surveys tracking Americans’ political attitudes over 

the decades, data on polarization in the United States are readily available. Although some 

scholars have argued that there is only limited evidence of polarization amongst the 

American public (e.g., Fiorina et al., 2006), others have found evidence of increased 

polarization. For example, data from the Pew research center (2014; 2017) shows increased 

polarization between Democrats and Republicans over attitudes toward government 

regulation, the poor, and immigration, as well as increased ideological sorting (i.e., 

Republicans are now more consistently conservative, and Democrats are more consistently 

liberal). Data from the American National Election Studies similarly show a strengthening of 

correlations between party identification and attitudes toward issues such as abortion and aid 

for African Americans since the 1970s (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008), while attitudes 
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about climate change have also polarized along partisan lines (Dunlap, McCright, & Yarosh, 

2016). Other research shows a considerable increase in the degree of affective polarization in 

the United States, driven primarily by increased out-party hostility (Iyengar et al., 2012). 

Compounding these trends in polarization, Mason (2018; see also Mason & Wronski, 2018) 

finds that Democrats and Republicans have become more socially sorted along racial, 

religious, and socioeconomic groups. This is notable as the decreased presence of ‘cross-

cutting’ social identities across party lines may exacerbate feelings of inter-party hostility 

(Mason, 2016), which is arguably one of the most troubling consequences of polarization. 

Although informative, research on polarization in the United States is unable to speak 

to the levels of polarization in countries like New Zealand, which differs greatly in its social 

and political context (e.g., see Sibley & Osborne, 2016). New Zealand also has a Mixed 

Member Proportional (MMP) electoral system, where more parties are represented across a 

broader range of the political spectrum compared to the United States. These include not only 

the centre-right National and centre-left Labour parties, but also the socially progressive and 

environmentally-focused Green party, as well as New Zealand First—a political party that 

endorses a mixture of nationalistic, populist, and centrist sentiment. Accordingly, the political 

system in New Zealand is perceived by citizens as more ideologically polarized than in the 

United States, Australia, and the United Kingdom, among others (Dalton, 2008). Minor 

parties are also thought to play a greater role than major parties in the introduction of, and 

subsequent polarization over, new issues in multiparty contexts (Arndt, 2016). This feature of 

the political system may change the way polarization manifests compared to two-party 

systems. For instance, in two-party systems like the United States, Democrat voters who 

become more concerned with environmental issues and climate change may remain 

Democrat voters with no viable alternative party to vote for. Yet in New Zealand, Labour 

voters with growing environmental concern might switch their vote to the Green party. Thus, 
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polarization in the United States might manifest as the attitudes of Democrats shifting further 

from Republicans, whereas polarization in New Zealand might manifest as increased voting 

for minor parties, but more stable attitudes among voters for centrist parties.  

Despite these possibilities, there has been little research documenting political 

polarization in New Zealand. Although some studies have tracked demographic and 

attitudinal correlates of voters in New Zealand at particular points in time (e.g., Greaves, 

Osborne, & Sibley 2015; Greaves, et al., 2017; Lees-Marshment, Elder, Chant, Osborne, 

Savoie, & van der Linden, 2018; Vowles, Coffe, & Curtin, 2017), less research has followed 

overall public opinion across issues over time (e.g., Humpage, 2011). Moreover, the scarce 

work done in this area has failed to document shifts in the attitudes of specific voting groups 

over time. Indeed, research shows a longstanding left-right divide in the policies supported by 

the major parties in New Zealand (Gibbons, 2011), with the public perceiving an increasing 

left-right divide between the major National and Labour parties since 2008 (Vowles et al., 

2017). Given the close association between elite and mass polarization (see Layman, Carsey, 

& Horowitz, 2006), the New Zealand public may have also become more polarized over 

time. Yet different forms of polarization (or lack thereof) in the New Zealand public remain 

largely undocumented. Thus, it is unclear whether trends observed in other nations (and the 

specific attitudes affected) may also be present in New Zealand, or whether they may be a 

sign of changes to come. 

The present study addresses this lacuna by investigating the political attitudes of 

voters for the National party, Labour party, Green party, and New Zealand First over nine 

years using national probability panel data from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values 

study.1 These parties represent the main competing parties in New Zealand (i.e., the centre-

 
1 Although some other datasets do repeatedly assess the attitudes of New Zealand voters, most notably the New 

Zealand Election Study (NZES), we opted to focus on the NZAVS. This meant we could provide a more in-
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right National party and centre-left Labour party) and the two most electorally successful 

minor parties (i.e., the Green Party and New Zealand First) over the 2009 – 2017 period of 

data collection. Thus, we document changes in the proportion of each voting group who 

express support for (or agreement with) various attitudes and issues over time. 

As noted, polarization is a complex process that can occur in some indices and not 

others. In this study, we focus on three key aspects of polarization; Affective polarization 

(assessed via differences in ratings of support for the in-party and out-parties), demographic 

and ideological sorting (the extent to which demographics and ideology and becoming more 

distinguishable between parties), and polarization in social attitudes (e.g., sexism, equality, 

and authoritarianism) and policy preferences (e.g. support for same-sex marriage, legalized 

abortion, and income redistribution). Thus, we provide descriptive analyses that both a) 

demonstrate the substantive attitudinal (and socio-demographic) differences between 

different party voters in New Zealand, and b) indicate the extent to which voters are 

becoming polarized over the policy attitudes they hold, as well as how they feel toward other 

political parties (i.e., affective polarization) over a nine-year period (i.e., 2009 – 2017). 

Because the analyses are exploratory, we do not have formal hypotheses as to whether 

polarization may (or may not) be occurring in these domains. 

Method 

Participants and sampling procedure 

Data come from participants who completed one or more of the nine annual waves of 

the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study (NZAVS) from 2009 – 2017. The Time 1 wave 

contained responses from 6,518 New Zealand adults sampled from the New Zealand electoral 

 
depth analysis of change from 2009 – 2017 using a large range of items that are consistent over time, rather than 

making comparisons to the NZES over a longer time frame, albeit with few specific items shared between the 

two surveys.   
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roll. Additional booster samples were collected at Time 3 (2011) through advertising in a 

major New Zealand newspaper, and in Time 4 (2012), Time 5 (2013), and Time 8 (2016), 

from the electoral roll. The overall sample size by Time 9 (2017) was 17,072 participants, 

which included 42.5% of the original Time 1 (2009) sample. Wave-to-wave retention rates 

ranged from 67.9% – 85.6%. For full details on the sampling procedure at each wave, see 

Sibley (2019). The sample sizes for the different voting groups examined here (i.e., National 

voters, Labour voters, Green voters, and New Zealand First voters) are displayed in Table 2.1 

for each wave. Analyses by Sibley et al. (2017) demonstrate a high level of accuracy and low 

bias in tracking month-to-month voting intentions in the NZAVS alongside the One News 

Colmar Brunton poll (i.e., a large national political poll in New Zealand). Thus, the NZAVS 

reliably measures political attitudes and intended party vote over time.  

Table 2.1. Percentage (sample size) of participants in a given wave who voted for the given 

party across waves. 

  Party Vote 

Year Total 

wave 

N 

Retrospective 

or prospective 

vote 

National Labour Green NZ First 

Time 1 (2009) 6,518 Retrospective 45.1% (2,938) 32.2% (2,096) 6.2% (403) 1.8% (116) 

Time 2 (2010) 4,441 Prospective 35.0% (1,554) 20.3% (902) 6.3% (278) 1.9% (86) 

Time 3 (2011) 6,884 Prospective 38.7% (2,662) 19.7% (1,358) 14.1% (971) 2.6% (178) 

Time 4 (2012) 12,179 Retrospective 38.8% (4,730) 22.8% (2,772) 13.6% (1,656) 3.2% (390) 

Time 5 (2013) 18,261 Both 34.5% (6,292) 17.6% (3,208) 13.9% (2,530) 2.7% (488) 

Time 6 (2014) 15,820 Retrospective 39.0% (6,168) 20.0% (3,162) 16.2% (2,558) 4.9% (781) 

Time 7 (2015) 13,942 Prospective 32.8% (4,571) 18.4% (2,561) 15.4% (2,148) 4.5% (626) 

Time 8 (2016) 21,936 Prospective 31.3% (6,866) 17.8% (3,904) 15.4% (3,380) 5.2% (1,144) 

Time 9 (2017) 17,072 Retrospective 33.8% (5,770) 32.7% (5,587) 11.4% (1,941) 4.9% (837) 

Note. Raw percentages. Data are unweighted. The item assessing party vote for the Time 5 (2013) wave was 

prospective in surveys sent before the 2014 election, and retrospective for those sent afterwards. 

 

Measures 

Participants were coded into four voting groups (the National party, the Labour party, 

the Green party, and New Zealand First) based on their prospective (2010, 2011, 2013, 2015, 
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2016) or retrospective (2009, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2017) party vote reported at each wave.2 The 

2013 contained combined prospective and retrospective responses, as the wording of the item 

changed for surveys sent out after the election that year. We focused on these parties because 

they have the most consistent representation in New Zealand parliament. Although the right-

wing ACT party has been represented in parliament since 1996, the sample sizes of ACT 

voters were too low in many waves (e.g., N = 25). Thus, we opted to exclude ACT voters 

from our analyses. In addition, as their electoral support collapsed over the period (Greaves 

& Hayward, 2020), we opted to exclude the Māori party from the analyses. Participants who 

were unsure who they would vote for, who did not (or would not) vote, or who voted for 

some other party, were also excluded from analyses for the given wave.  

The NZAVS assesses a broad range of attitudes and values. Thus, we aimed to present 

an inclusive range of items that assess different types of social attitudes and policy issues for 

our analyses. Many of the questions within the survey, and items analysed here, are designed 

to assess various psychological constructs (e.g., Social Dominance Orientation and Hostile 

and Benevolent Sexism). References for items that are part of a broader scale are displayed in 

Table 2.2. As all item scales ranged from 1 – 7, we coded responses of 6 and 7 as the 

percentage of respondents clearly agreeing with (or supporting) each statement. In the case of 

party support, we coded responses of 6 and 7 as clear support for a given party, and responses 

of 1 and 2 as clear opposition towards a given party. Our decisions about which items to 

include in the analyses, as well as how to code responses, were registered before the data 

were analysed (see osf.io/6ygh8). As such, we did not drop or include items, or change our 

intended/reported analysis, based on preliminary findings.  

 
2 Note that data collection for each wave typically commenced towards the end of each year listed, and carried 

through into the next year. For the exact timeline of survey collection, see the participant response timeline 

technical documents on the NZAVS website: www.nzavs.auckland.ac.nz. 

file:///C:/Users/Nicole/Dropbox/Phd%20Thesis/osf.io/6ygh8
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Table 2.2. Scale names and references for items. 

Results subsection Scale Items  Reference 

Gender-based attitudes Benevolent 

Sexism 

“Women should be cherished 

and protected by men.” 

“Women, compared to men, 

tend to have greater moral 

sensibility.” 

Glick and Fiske 

(1996) 

Gender-based attitudes Hostile Sexism “Once a woman gets a man to 

commit to her she usually tries 

to put him on a tight leash.” 

“Women are too easily 

offended.” 

Glick and Fiske 

(1996) 

Equality attitudes Social Dominance 

Orientation 

“We should do what we can to 

equalise conditions for 

different groups.” 

“It would be good if groups 

could be equal.” 

“It is OK if some groups have 

more of a chance in life than 

others.” 

“Inferior groups should stay in 

their place.” 

Sidanius and Pratto 

(1999) 

Authoritarian attitudes Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism 

“Some of the best people in 

our country are those who are 

challenging our government, 

criticizing religion, and 

ignoring the "normal way" 

things are supposed to be 

done.” 

“Our country will be destroyed 

some day if we do not smash 

the perversions eating away at 

our moral fibre and traditional 

beliefs.” 

“Atheists and others who have 

rebelled against established 

religions are no doubt every bit 

as good and virtuous as those 

who attend church regularly.” 

“People should pay less 

attention to The Bible and 

other old traditional forms of 

religious guidance, and instead 

develop their own personal 

standards of what is moral and 

immoral.” 

Altemeyer (1996)  

New Zealand-specific 

attitudes 

Historical 

Negation 

“We should not have to pay 

for the mistakes of our 

ancestors.” 

“We should all move on as one 

nation and forget about past 

differences and conflicts 

between ethnic groups.” 

Sibley, Liu, 

Duckitt, and Khan 

(2008) 
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New Zealand-specific 

attitudes 

Symbolic 

Exclusion 

“I think that Māori culture 

helps to define New Zealand in 

positive ways.” 

“I reckon Māori culture should 

stay where it belongs—with 

Māori. It doesn’t concern other 

NZers.” 

Sibley (2010) 

New Zealand-specific 

attitudes 

Resource-specific 

Policy Opposition 

“Reserving places for Māori 

students to study medicine.” 

“Rates exemptions on Māori 

land.” 

Liu and Sibley 

(2006) 

New Zealand-specific 

attitudes 

Symbolic Policy 

Opposition 

“Teaching Māori language in 

New Zealand primary 

schools.” 

“Performance of the Haka at 

international sports events.” 

Liu and Sibley 

(2006) 

Societal fairness System 

Justification 

“In general, the New Zealand 

political system operates as it 

should.” 

“Most of New Zealand's 

policies serve the greater 

good.” 

“Everyone has a fair shot at 

wealth and happiness in New 

Zealand.” 

 

Kay and Jost 

(2003) 

Societal fairness Gender-specific 

System 

Justification 

“Men and women both have a 

fair shot at wealth and 

happiness in NZ.” 

Jost and Kay 

(2005) 

Societal fairness Ethnic-specific 

System 

Justification 

“Everyone in New Zealand has 

a fair shot at wealth and 

happiness, regardless of their 

ethnicity or race.” 

 

Adapted from Jost 

and Kay (2005) 

Attachment to the 

nation 

National 

Attachment 

(Patriotism and 

Nationalism) 

“I feel a great pride in the land 

that is our New Zealand.” 

“Although at times I may not 

agree with the government, my 

commitment to New Zealand 

always remains strong.” 

“Generally, the more influence 

NZ has on other nations, the 

better off they are.” 

“Foreign nations have done 

some very fine things but they 

are still not as good as New 

Zealand.” 

Kosterman and 

Feshbach (1989) 

Note. Items that were analysed but are not part of a broader scale are not displayed here. 

 

Analysis procedure 
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We analysed the attitudes of different voters at each wave of the NZAVS, from 2009 

– 2017. Rather than tracking the attitudes of the same respondents over time, we analysed 

cross-sectional data (i.e., the voter base at each year, rather than tracking the same voters over 

time). As such, our analyses are informative about the voter base at any given year, which 

should translate to a representative image of the attitudes and behavioural outcomes for 

different voters at each given point in time. Because the NZAVS is not perfectly 

representative of the New Zealand population (for example, the study tends to sample and 

retain more women than men over time; see Satherley et al., 2015), we weighted the data by 

gender and ethnicity up to Time 3 (2011), and gender, ethnicity, and region from Time 4 

(2012; where regional booster sampling occurred). Finally, because our analyses were 

exploratory, we did not employ significance testing for any voter differences. Instead, 

polarization was determined by visual observation of the trends in attitude change over time. 

Results 

Demographics, ideology, and sorting 

Table 2.3 displays the demographic characteristics of each group of voters, and how 

these compare between 2009 and 2017. Although there are clear differences in voter 

demographics, there is little evidence to suggest that New Zealand voters have become more 

divided in relation to demographic backgrounds. National and Green voters tend to have the 

highest proportion of New Zealand Europeans and the highest mean socio-economic status. 

New Zealand First voters had the highest proportion of Māori, and the lowest proportion of 

women. But these demographic differences were comparable across separate waves of the 

study (e.g., 2017 compared to 2009), suggesting that demographic polarization has not 

increased over time. However, Figure 2.1 suggests that New Zealand voters were more 

ideologically sorted in 2017 than they were in 2009. In 2009, the ideological identification of 
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voters for each party (with the exception of Green voters) was relatively normally distributed 

around the mid-point of the scale. However, from around 2013 – 2014, Labour and Green 

party voters shifted toward liberal ideological ratings, and National voters rated themselves 

slightly more conservative.  

Table 2.3. Voter demographics in 2009 and 2017. 

 National  Labour  Green  NZ First 

 2009 2017  2009 2017  2009 2017  2009 2017 

Gender (% 

women) 

49.1 51.3  53.3 59.8  59.8 56.3  33.3 40.7 

NZ European 73.1 75.5  50.6 67  75.1 74.5  56 66.2 

Māori 8 6.6  16.7 15.2  11.2 11.2  29.4 21.4 

Pacific 2.9 2.8  19.9 6.8  5.3 3.2  12.3 8.4 

Asian 16 15.1  12.8 11  8.4 11.1  2.3 3.9 

Religious 46.4 43  50.3 36.3  30.5 25.5  55.1 46.9 

Socio-

economic 

status (SD) 

50.7 

(14.3) 

54.6 

(15.1) 

 47.4 

(15.7)  

55.0 

(17.1) 

 54.9 

(15.2) 

59.04 

(15.9) 

 43.7 

(13.6) 

48.3 

(16.0) 

Note. Cells display percentages and mean socio-economic status. Socio-economic status 

scale ranged from 10 – 90 (see Fahey, Lee, & Milne, 2017; Milne, Byun, & Lee, 2013). 

 



38 

 

Figure 2.1. Percentage distribution of ideological identification among voters from 2009 – 2017.
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Party support  

Figure 2.2 displays the percentage of each voter base who strongly supports their in-

party, and the percentage who strongly opposes each other party. This allows us to assess the 

extent to which affective polarization changed since 2009. As shown here, feelings of in-

party support increased over time for all voters (with the exception of New Zealand First 

voters), with Green voters expressing the greatest levels of in-party support. Some increase in 

polarization is also evident among Labour and Green party voters, as their opposition to the 

out-party (specifically, toward the National Party) increased over time. However, levels of 

affective polarization among National voters do not appear to have changed; although they 

expressed slightly greater in-party support over time, National voters generally expressed 

similar levels of out-party opposition throughout the 9-year period. 

 

Figure 2.2. Percentage of each voter group supporting the in-party (ratings of 7 or 6 on a 

scale from 1 – 7) and opposing the out-parties (ratings of 1 or 2). Dashed vertical lines 

indicate election years. 

Immigrant attitudes 
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Attitudes toward immigrants over the years are displayed in Figure 2.3, with voters 

expressing reasonably similar sentiment toward immigrants, which has also been consistent 

across time. New Zealand First voters, however, were notably more likely than other party 

voters to think that there are too many immigrants living in New Zealand (44% agreement in 

2017 compared to 16-17% expressed by National and Labour voters). Moreover, this anti-

immigrant sentiment rose sharply from 2014 – 2017. 

 

Figure 2.3. Voters’ attitudes toward immigrants and immigration. Dashed vertical lines 

indicate election years. 

Gender-based attitudes 

Figure 2.4 displays endorsement of sexist attitudes and support for abortion across 

voters over the years. Notably, endorsement of sexist attitudes declined marginally across all 

voting groups over time, consistent with recent trends identified when examining the same 

people over time (Huang, Osborne, & Sibley, 2019). Concurrently, support for abortion rose 

among each voting group over the same period. However, some polarization between Green 
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voters and New Zealand First voters is evident in their views toward abortion, with the 

difference in support between these two groups widening over time. 

 

Figure 2.4. Gender attitudes across voters, expressed as percentage of agreement with or 

support for each statement. Dashed vertical lines indicate election years. 

Policy attitudes 

Looking to a range of policy attitudes of different voters (Figure 2.5), a deep division 

on the issue of income redistribution is apparent. Specifically, Labour (56%) and Green 

voters were mostly supportive (61%) of redistributing income, whereas National voters 

expressed very low levels of support (11%). Moreover, attitudes toward redistribution have 
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polarized slightly over time. By contrast, all voters increased their support for same-sex 

marriage over time (but remained clearly separated in amount of support). There was also 

wide support for euthanasia, with little movement in attitudes across the three-year period in 

which attitudes were assessed. 

 

Figure 2.5. Voter attitudes toward policy issues. Dashed vertical lines indicate election years. 

Equality attitudes 

Figure 2.6 shows the percentage of voters agreeing with statements regarding general 

group-based equality (top half of the figure) and hierarchical group relations (lower half of 
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the figure). There is some evidence of polarization in support for concerted efforts to increase 

group-based equality, as Green and Labour voters increased their support, but National voters 

decreased their support, from 2009 – 2017. In 2009, 16 percentage points separated National 

and Labour voters. By 2017, the divide had risen to 31 percentage points. Conversely, 

endorsement of hierarchical relations between groups was low across all voters. 

 

Figure 2.6. Voter attitudes toward group-based equality and hierarchy. Dashed vertical lines 

indicate election years. 

Authoritarian attitudes 

The statements displayed in Figure 2.7 provide insight into New Zealanders’ attitudes 

toward authority, tradition, and religion (which collectively represent core features of Right-

Wing Authoritarianism; see Altemeyer, 1996). The key trend from this figure is that 

authoritarianism seems to be decreasing in New Zealand across voters, with the biggest 

decreases seen amongst Green voters. For example, voters have become more accepting of 
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atheists relative to church goers, and both Green and Labour voters have slightly increased 

their endorsement of challenging the government, religion, and general norms. 

 

Figure 2.7. Voter attitudes toward religion, tradition, and authority. Dashed vertical lines 

indicate election years. 

New Zealand-specific attitudes 

The NZAVS also assesses the acknowledgement of injustices toward Māori and their 

representation in New Zealand society (upper half of Figure 2.8), as well as resource specific 

and symbolic policies aimed at redressing inequalities faced by Māori (lower half of Figure 

2.8). Differences between voters and their endorsement of these statements tend to be large 

and have become more polarized. For example, National voters and Labour voters were more 

divided in 2017 than they were in 2009 over acknowledging and responding to past injustices 

experienced by Māori (although all voters have decreased in their tendency to negate past 

injustices). The proportion of voters expressing positive sentiment toward the symbolic 

projection of Māori culture increased from 2009 – 2017. Looking to support for specific 

policies, the proportion of Labour and Green voters who were favourable toward reserving 
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places for Māori students to study medicine, and teaching Māori language in primary schools 

(resource specific and symbolic policies) increased notably from 2009 – 2017. There is, 

however, also evidence of polarization in support for these policies, with National voters only 

experiencing modest increases in the proportions who support these policies, whereas New 

Zealand First voters support for reserving places for Māori students decreased over time. 
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Figure 2.8. Voter attitudes toward recognition of past injustice and the projection of Māori 

culture (top half) and resource-specific and symbolic policies aimed at redressing inequalities 

faced by Māori (bottom half). Dashed vertical lines indicate election years. 

Environmental attitudes 
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Figure 2.9 displays voters’ belief in climate change, human cause of climate change, 

and both attitudes toward government regulation of carbon emissions and personal 

willingness to make sacrifices for the environment. All voters’ belief in climate change and 

its human cause increased over time; however, some polarization is evident in beliefs about 

human cause. Specifically, the gap in belief between Green and Labour voters and National 

and New Zealand First voters was wider in 2017 compared to 2009/2010 (for example, 17 

percentage points separated Labour and National voters in 2009, compared to 25 points in 

2017). By contrast, the gap in the belief in climate change in general has remained consistent 

between National and Labour voters over time. Willingness to make personal sacrifices for 

the environment was largely stagnant across all voters from 2008 – 2014, but increased in 

2017. 

 

Figure 2.9. Voters’ environmental attitudes. Dashed vertical lines indicate election years. 

Societal fairness 
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Figure 2.10 indicates polarization in voters’ views on fairness in society. Notably, 

National party voters became much more likely to believe in the fairness of New Zealand’s 

political system, and that most policies serve the greater good, over time, but depolarization 

occurred in 2017. This coincides with the Labour party victory at the 2017 national election, 

indicating perceptions of fairness in the political system hinge somewhat on electoral success. 

General perceptions of fairness in society also appear to have polarized. National voters 

maintained consistent beliefs that everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness in New 

Zealand, as well as men and women specifically, whereas other voters (particularly Green 

and Labour voters) declined in these beliefs from 2010 – 2017. Furthermore, although all 

voters’ perceptions of fairness in society regardless of ethnicity or race decreased, these 

perceptions again polarized such that the decline was sharper for Labour and Green voters 

compared to National and New Zealand First voters.  
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Figure 2.10. Voter attitudes toward different aspects of fairness in society. Dashed vertical 

lines indicate election years. 

Attachment to the nation 

Finally, levels of patriotism (upper half) and nationalism (lower half) by party voter 

are displayed in Figure 2.11. These data show high levels of patriotism, but low levels of 

nationalism, which are reasonably consistent across voters. Moreover, there are no clear 

trends over time, suggesting that polarization between parties over patriotism and nationalism 

has not occurred. 
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Figure 2.11. Voters feelings of patriotic (top half) and nationalistic (bottom half) attachment 

to New Zealand. Dashed vertical lines indicate election years. 

Discussion 

In many ways, the seemingly polarized and hostile political climate seen in many 

nations across the globe contrasts sharply with New Zealand. Recently, New Zealand banned 

semi-automatic firearms, is in the process of liberalising abortion laws, and will vote on the 

legalization of cannabis and euthanasia during the 2020 General Election. Many of these 

developments were ushered in with cross-party cooperation and conscience voting among 

members of parliament, suggesting that New Zealand has a harmonious political climate 

relative to other Western nations. Although New Zealand offers a multiparty system in which 

to examine the extent (and type) of polarization, data examining the attitudes of New Zealand 

voters over time, and just how polarized the public is, has until now been mostly lacking.  

We addressed this oversight by examining the attitudes and policy support among 

four core voter groups in New Zealand to identify the issues that divide the New Zealand 

public, as well as whether differences between voters have polarized from 2009 – 2017. Our 
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results identified the social attitudes that tend to most notably divide voters of different 

political parties in New Zealand, but also highlighted cross-voter agreement on some issues. 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, attitudes about equality (and specifically addressing inequality) most 

clearly divided the voters of different parties. Attitudes toward income redistribution and 

efforts to increase equality, as well as positive views toward Māori culture, were more 

strongly endorsed among Green and Labour voters compared to National and New Zealand 

First voters. There were also differences between parties in their attitudes toward same-sex 

marriage, perceptions of societal fairness, and climate change. Voters tended to express more 

similar attitudes in other areas, however, such as trade and immigration policy, as well as 

attitudes toward euthanasia. 

There were also trends in some of the policy attitudes and social issues viewed by the 

New Zealand public over time that indicate polarization. Issues that saw the most amount of 

polarization were beliefs about anthropogenic climate change, perceptions of fairness in 

society, and some resource-specific and symbolic policies aimed at redressing inequalities 

faced by Māori (specifically, reserving places to study medicine for Māori students and 

teaching Māori language in primary schools). Indeed, these may be areas of increased 

political contention in years to come. That said, when polarization occurred, it was usually a 

result of different voters moving in the same direction over time, albeit at different speeds.  

Our results also showed that affective polarization (the differences in evaluations of 

the in-party and out-parties) was reasonably stable for National voters, but increased for 

Labour and Green voters—their opposition toward the National party increased. This pattern 

may, however, be tied to election cycles, as National had been in government from 2008-

2017, rather than enduring shifts over time. Thus, whereas affective polarization has clearly 

increased in the United States (e.g., Iyengar et al., 2012), the trends in New Zealand (at least 

over the 2009 – 2017 period) seem idiosyncratic and party-specific. Finally, the data 
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indicated that, although New Zealanders became slightly more ideologically sorted over time, 

there is no evidence of social sorting by party vote (i.e., the social demographic composition 

of each voting group has remained largely consistent). 

These analyses highlight key areas of similarity and differences in the attitudes held 

by New Zealand voters, and elucidate specific areas of polarization over time. By assessing a 

broad range of attitudes, we provide insight into voters’ attitudes on socially pertinent issues 

such as climate change. Although we assessed attitudes over a seemingly modest 9-year time 

frame, polarization of voters can occur relatively quickly. For example, Pew research center 

(2014) identified the largest amount of ideological sorting occurring in the American public 

in the decade from 2004 – 2014. That said, there are likely other attitudes that distinguish 

voters and are subject to polarization that we were unable to assess. Furthermore, while we 

examined the polarization of party voters, public opinion may be polarizing across other 

demographic cleavages, such as ethnicity or religion, which may be an insightful avenue for 

future research. Indeed, future analyses may provide additional insights into polarization 

among different social groups, or use additional data sources to track voters over a longer 

time frame and in other attitudinal dimensions. 

Conclusion 

Political polarization has important consequences for nations, yet data documenting 

polarization in the attitudes of voters for different parties in New Zealand has been lacking. 

Addressing this gap, we present a comprehensive overview of the attitudes of different party 

votes in New Zealand from 2009 – 2018. Trends in the data indicated some polarization 

between National party voters and Labour party voters on issues such as group-based equality 

and perceptions of fairness in society. As a result, these voters were more divided in 2018 

compared to 2009. However, the data do not suggest any systematic trends toward 

polarization when looking across multiple attitudes. Overall, these data provide important 
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insights into trends in voter attitudes, and the presence and absence of polarization, over the 

past 10 years, and an important reference point for future analyses addressing this important 

topic. 
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Bridging statement 

Study 1 provided a broad overview of the state of voter polarization in New Zealand. 

The results suggest that while the attitudes and demographic characteristics of different party 

voters are clearly distinguishable, there is little evidence of systematic increases in 

polarization from 2009 – 2017. With regards to National and Labour party voters, substantial 

differences were observed in the willingness to address societal inequality and belief in 

climate change. Yet, polarization in these attitudes was relatively modest. Greater evidence of 

polarization was observed in perceptions of the fairness of the political system and policies of 

New Zealand. Interestingly, this effect may be indicative of a role of partisanship in shaping 

these attitudes. Although National party voters gradually increased in perceptions of fairness 

from 2009 (i.e., after National was elected in government in 2008), de-polarization rapidly 

occurred when National voters expressed lower, and Labour voters higher, perceptions of 

fairness in 2017. This coincided with the Labour party victory in 2017, and seems to suggest 

New Zealanders, to some extent, evaluate the justness of their government and its policies 

based on whether their preferred party is in power. 

Although the results of Study 1 did not indicate any notable increase in polarization, 

they nonetheless indicated clear differences between party voters in terms of social attitudes, 

demographic characteristics (e.g., ethnicity), and party support (i.e., voters were highly 

supportive of the in-party and opposed out-parties). The remaining studies in this thesis 

utilize these measures of party support to assess partisan attitudes and behaviour. However, 

such measures have seen little (if any) use in the literature. This may be partly attributable to 

the dominance of Campbell et al.’s (1960) party identification as a measure of partisanship in 

the United States. Measures of party identification strongly favour the expressive definition 

of partisanship insofar as measuring how much a person generally thinks of themselves as 

being a Democrat or Republican. Yet, comparative analyses in multiparty contexts often 
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highlight party identification as being inseparable from voting behaviour, and inadequate to 

capture the full nature of partisanship in more complex systems (Rosema, 2006; Thomassen 

& Rosema, 2009). Thus, some researchers advocate for the use of attitudinal based 

assessments of partisanship in multiparty settings (e.g., Rosema, 2006), an approach more 

consistent with the instrumental view of partisanship (Huddy et al., 2015; see also Burden & 

Klofstad, 2005). 

Regardless of its measurement, partisanship is generally considered a long-term 

commitment to a political party (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960; Bartle & Belluci, 2009). 

Moreover, meaningful attitudes should persist over time rather than fluctuate from day to day 

(or year to year) based on ‘top of the head’ considerations (Goren, 2013; Zaller, 1992). As 

such, party support as a valid indicator of partisanship should display relatively high levels of 

stability over reasonably long periods of time. The core aim of Study 2 was therefore to 

investigate this property of party support in New Zealand. The study assesses the rank order 

stability of party support for the National, Labour, Green, and New Zealand First parties, over 

two and five-year periods, as well as the extent to which party support predicts party vote 

across three national elections, independent of the effect of prior vote. The reference for the 

manuscript is as follows: 

Satherley, N., Osborne, D., & Sibley, C. G. Assessing the stability and predictive utility of 

party support in a multiparty system. Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Chapter Three: Assessing the stability and predictive utility of party support in a 

multiparty system 

Partisanship has received longstanding attention for its role in explaining voters’ 

political attitudes and voting behaviour. In their seminal work on the topic, Campbell, 

Converse, Miller, and Stokes (1960) defined partisanship as an enduring psychological 

attachment to a political party that shapes political attitudes and behaviour. Since then, their 

proposed measure of party identification (an enduring subjective identification with a party 

ranging from strong Democrat to strong Republican) and variations like it have dominated 

the measurement of partisanship in political science research (Johnston, 2006). Indeed, in the 

United States, the measure has seen wide empirical support, demonstrating both high stability 

over time (Green & Palmquist, 1994; Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002) and utility in 

explaining other political attitudes and behaviour (Carsey & Layman, 2006; Goren, 2005). 

However, limitations and issues with using party identification as a measure of 

partisanship have long been noted (e.g., Thomassen & Rosema, 2009). For example, 

difficulties in translating the concept of identity and adapting wording for different parties 

has resulted in what Johnston (2006) refers to as a “measurement swamp” in the cross-

national literature. The measure also does not account for identification with multiple parties 

which is more common in multiparty systems (see Green et al., 2002; Schickler & Green, 

1997; Weisberg, 1980). Others further note a lack of clarity in the original wording that 

creates confusion over whether identification is cognitive or affective in nature (Burden & 

Klofstad, 2005; Greene, 2002; Huddy, Mason, & Aarøe, 2015).  

Measures of party identification also assume that partisanship is just that; an 

identification with a political party, which clearly favours the expressive definition of 

partisanship originally advanced by Campbell et al. (1960). Yet, ample evidence shows that 
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partisanship can also be instrumental in nature, and instrumental partisanship (i.e., 

partisanship based on rational ideological, policy, and general evaluative considerations) does 

not necessarily imply that an identity with a party is formed beyond this general preference. 

This is demonstrated through the proportions of samples who report an entirely independent 

identity (e.g., Blais; Gidengil, Nadeau, & Nevitte, 2001; Greene, 2002). Thus, the use of 

partisan identification may be useful in explaining the attitudes of those who do identify with 

a party to some degree, but not at all for those who do not. Furthermore, research has shown 

that participants may respond affirmatively to identification measures for myriad reasons 

beyond having an actual identification with a party (Mayer, 2019). 

To address these concerns, numerous other measures have been used over the years to 

assess partisanship, or partisan attitudes. For example, some researchers classify partisans 

based on party vote, or consistent party voting (e.g., Kuhn, 2009), whereas others use 

propensity to vote scales that assess peoples’ willingness to ever vote for a given party (e.g., 

Paparo, De Sio, & Brady, 2020). Feeling thermometers have been extensively utilized to 

assess partisan feelings, which are generally considered consistent with an expressive view of 

partisanship (e.g., Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012). Others still have developed scales to better 

assess social identities invested in political parties compared to the traditional party 

identification measure (see Greene, 1999, 2004; Huddy, Bankert, & Davies, 2018; Huddy et 

al., 2015).  

Curiously, however, very little research has used measures of party support when 

researching partisanship. This is noteworthy given the ubiquitous use of the term among 

researchers when describing partisans’ feelings or attitudes toward political parties (e.g., 

Dalton, 2016). This is perhaps best demonstrated in various definitions of partisanship, 

which, importantly, are rather neutral insofar as not favouring an expressive versus 

instrumental assumption. For example, Bartle and Belluci (2009) define partisanship as “a 
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long-term tendency to support one party rather than another” (p. 1), whereas Petrocik (2009) 

asserts that “it represents an expression of support that influences behaviour and other party-

related attitudes and assessments.” (p. 564).  

In addition to being consistent with the terminology used by researchers who study 

partisanship, there are numerous other advantages to measures of party support. For example, 

the term ‘support’ is relatively colloquial and thus relatively easy to understand by the public. 

Ratings of party support could also plausibly stem from either instrumental or expressive 

considerations, and the relative simplicity of the concept makes it easy to measure. Support 

can also be assessed for multiple parties, thus taking into account the potential for multiple 

party allegiances, as well as the effects of both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ partisanship (see 

Garry, 2007; McGregor, Caruana, & Stephenson, 2015; Mayer, 2017; Medeiros & Noël, 

2014; Richardson, 1991; Rose & Mishler, 1998). 

Overview of the present study 

Regardless of the true nature of partisanship, definitions tend to converge on its status 

as a long-term commitment that helps to explain other political attitudes and behaviour 

(particularly voting, see Bartels, 2002). Thus, if party support reflects underlying 

partisanship, it should display relatively high levels of stability over time and be relevant to 

political behaviour. Yet, party support could just as plausibly index an unstable judgement 

based on salient political considerations at the time of measurement (Zaller, 1992). However, 

to the best of our knowledge, these qualities of party support have yet to be demonstrated. In 

this study, we provide insight into the stability and predictive utility of party support in a 

multiparty system using a large national probability sample of New Zealand adults. To do so, 

we analyse the test-retest stability of party support over a two and five-year period, as well as 
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the predictive utility of party support in explaining the stability of party vote across two 

successive national elections. 

We also consider nuances in the stability of party support. The instrumental approach 

to partisanship generally explains stability in terms of enduring expectations about political 

parties (e.g., Franklin & Jackson, 1983). Yet the stability of partisanship is also specifically 

emphasized by expressive approaches to partisanship (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960), which 

argue that the motivated defence of partisan identities foster party-congruent perceptions and 

attitudes (rather than vice versa; see Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2014). As such, we 

examined political identity centrality as a moderator of party support and hypothesized that, 

although party support should generally be stable, those who report higher identity centrality 

(i.e., consider their political beliefs to be more important to their sense of self) should have 

more stable levels of support. We also account for age differences in the stability of support, 

given that the stability of partisanship increases with age (e.g., Green et al., 2002; Sears & 

Funk, 1999; Stoker & Jennings, 2008). 

Our analyses focus on the four main political parties in New Zealand: the National 

Party, the Labour Party, the Greens, and New Zealand (NZ) First. The centre-right National 

Party (in government from 2008 – 2017) and the centre-left Labour Party are the two major 

parties in New Zealand that traditionally receive the most support during general elections 

(e.g., the parties received 44.45% and 36.89% of the vote in 2017, respectively). The Greens 

(6.27% of the 2017 vote), in contrast, are an environmentally focused minor party who also 

advocate for greater societal equality, and often work closely with the Labour Party. Indeed, 

Greaves et al.’s (2014) latent profile analysis of party support ratings found that, whereas 

14% of the sample exclusively supported the Labour Party, a further 16.4% supported both 

the Labour party and the Greens. Finally, NZ First (7.20% of the 2017 vote) tends to combine 

populist sentiment with nationalism (e.g., promoting restrictions to immigration), yet 
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progressively advocate for senior citizens. In this sense, NZ First inconsistently aligns with 

the left and the right, and has formed governments with both National and Labour (see 

Vowles, 2018).  

Stability of support is likely to vary across parties. Past research has found that 

preferences for minor (versus major) parties are more susceptible to change (Kuhn 2009; 

Richardson, 1991; Schmitt-Beck et al., 2006). Kuhn (2009), for example, argues that the 

decline in the stability of support for minor parties results from their relatively low power, 

and that support for minor parties tends to fluctuate in relation to particularly salient topics. 

Greater hostility between ideologically adjacent parties may also promote greater out-party 

negativity among supporters of those parties (Richardson, 1991). As such, we expected the 

highest levels of stability for National party support and Labour party support (i.e., the main 

political parties), and the lowest stability for NZ First (whose salience in New Zealand 

politics tends to be inconsistent). 

Method 

Sampling Procedure 

We used data from Time 4 (2012), Time 6 (2014) and Time 9 (2017) of the NZAVS, 

a national probability longitudinal panel study of New Zealand adults sampled from the New 

Zealand electoral roll. The Time 4 NZAVS consisted of 12,179 participants, 5,107 of whom 

were obtained through booster sampling and were completing the survey for the first time. 

The Time 6 NZAVS consisted of 15,820 participants, 9,075 of whom had completed Time 4 

(a retention rate of 74.5% of the Time 4 sample). Finally, the Time 9 (2017) NZAVS 

consisted of 17,072 participants, with 6,776 participants retained from the Time 6 sample. 

For each wave, participants received a postal copy of the questionnaire, and also had the 

opportunity to complete the questionnaire online. Participants could also enter a prize draw 
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for grocery vouchers for participation. Non-respondents received multiple reminders through 

phone and email.  

Participants 

Participants who completed the 2012 and 2014 waves of the NZAVS (N = 9,075) had 

a mean age of 50.71 years (SD = 14.56, range = 18 – 93) in 2012, and 63% of the sample 

were women. Participants were able to report more than one ethnicity, with 89% of the 

sample reporting New Zealand European, 14% Māori, 4% Asian, and 4% Pacific. Finally, 

41% of the sample were religious, 72% were employed, and 80% were born in New Zealand. 

Participants who completed the 2012 and 2017 waves of the NZAVS (N = 6,776) had 

a mean age of 51.24 years (SD = 14.35, range = 18 – 93) in 2012, and 63% of the sample 

were women. Participants were able to report more than one ethnicity, with 91% of the 

sample reporting New Zealand European, 12% Māori, 4% Asian, and 3% Pacific. Finally, 

40% of the sample were religious, 73% were employed, and 80% were born in New Zealand. 

Measures 

To assess support for the National Party, Labour Party, Green Party, and NZ First, 

participants were asked to rate how strongly they opposed or supported each party on a scale 

from 1 (strongly oppose) to 7 (strongly support). These items were asked in 2012, 2014, and 

2017. Voting behaviour was assessed with the item “Did you vote in the New Zealand 

election in 2014 (2017)” (yes/no) for the Time 6 and Time 9 NZAVS, and “Did you vote in 

the last (2011) New Zealand general election?” (yes/no) in the Time 4 NZAVS, followed by 

“If yes, to which party did you give your party vote?” (open-ended). Political identity 

centrality was measured with the item “How important are your political beliefs to how you 

see yourself?” (1 = not important, 7 = very important) in both 2014 and 2017.  

Model Estimation 
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To estimate the rank-order stability of party support, we ran a series of regression 

models regressing party support in 2014 (for the 2-year estimates) and 2017 (for the 5-year 

estimates) on the same attitude measured in 2012. These analyses adjusted for the main effect 

of age (including quadratic and cubic components) measured in 2012, as well as the main 

effect of identity centrality as measured in either 2014 or 2017 (as this variable was not 

included in the 2012 wave of the NZAVS). For these analyses, age was scaled by a factor of 

10, and age, party support, and political identity centrality were mean centred. We further 

included interactions between political identity centrality and party support, and interaction 

terms between party support and linear, quadratic, and cubic terms for age. Non-significant 

higher-order terms for age were dropped from the model until either a higher-order 

interaction was significant, or only the linear age interaction term remained (whether or not it 

was significant; for similar analytical approaches examining human values and personality 

traits, see Milfont, Milojev, & Sibley 2016 and Milojev & Sibley, 2014, respectively).  

The resulting models allowed us to estimate the simple slope for party support (i.e., 

the stability coefficient) at each age from 18 – 80 based on the standardized regression terms, 

and high and low levels of political identity centrality. Although participants’ ages ranged to 

93 in our analyses, we calculated point estimates for ages up to 80 years because sample sizes 

were increasingly small at the tail end of the distribution (i.e., less than 1% of the sample was 

over the age of 80). As such, estimates beyond 80 years of age would be associated with 

increasingly large standard errors. 

Results 

Rank-order stability estimates 

Table 3.1 displays correlations between the measures in 2012. The standardized 

parameters for the formal regression models assessing the stability of party support are  
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Table 3.1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between 2012 measures. 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 

1. National -       

2. Labour  -.568* -      

3 Greens  -.474* .516* -     

4. New Zealand First -.126* .163* .092* -    

5. Political identity centrality 

(2014) 

-.124* .100* .107* -.044* -   

6. Age .099* -.096* -.179* .052* .097* -  

7. Gender .063* -.105* -.175* .031 .053* .137* - 

Mean 4.058 4.134 4.113 2.712 4.100 49.140 0.370 

SD 1.998 1.741 1.840 1.589 1.713 14.993 0.484 

Note. * p < .001. Full correlations between measures across the 2012, 2014, and 2017 waves are 

displayed in Appendix A. 

 

displayed in Tables 3.2-3.5. National Party support exhibited the highest stability over both 

the 2-year and 5-year test-retest periods (.84 and .77, respectively), which reflects the party’s 

status as the most electorally successful over the period examined. Labour and Green party 

support were similarly stable over the 2-year test-retest period (.71 and .73, respectively), and 

the 5-year period (.66 and .68, respectively). Although Labour support could be expected to 

be more stable given its major party status, these findings capture the relatively lower 

electoral success of the Labour party over the 5-year period compared to National. Consistent 

with our hypothesis, NZ First support was the least stable over time. In short, support for 

political parties tended to be highly stable over time, with some variation depending on major 

vs. minor party status.  
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Table 3.2. Regression model assessing moderators of National party support stability from 

2012 – 2014 and 2012 – 2017. 

 National support (2014) National support (2017) 

 β B SE p β B SE p 

 National support 

(2012) 

.835** .872 .008 < .001 .771** .795 .011 < .001 

 Age .044** .062 .009 < .001 .022 .031 .023  .186 

 Age2 -.019* -.015 .005 .006 -.007 -.006 .007 .432 

Age3 - - - - .033* .008 .004 .046 

 Political identity 

centrality 

-.019* -.023 .008 .005 -.037** -.045 .011 < .001 

 Support × age .012* .009 .004 .043 .058** .042 .011 < .001 

 Support × age2 -.018* -.006 .003 .028 -.029* -.009 .003 .006 

 Support × age3 - - - - -.030* -.004 .002 .042 

Support x identity .051** .030 .004 < .001 .076** .046 .005 < .001 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .001. Standard errors are of the standardized coefficients. Focal standardized 2-

year and 5-year test-retest stability estimates are boldface.  

N(2014) = 7,288, R2 = .72, N(2017) = 5,481, R2 = .63. 

 

Table 3.3. Regression model assessing moderators of Labour party support stability from 

2012 – 2014 and 2012 – 2017. 

 Labour support (2014) Labour support (2017) 

 β B SE p β B SE p 

 Labour support (2012) .714** .690 .011 < .001 .661** .690 .014 < .001 

 Age -.018* -.021 .010 .032 -.019 -.024 .013 .074 

 Age2 .003 .002 .005 .754 .008 .005 .008 .472 

 Political identity 

centrality 

.050** .048 .008 < .001 .029* .031 .011 .007 

 Support × age .018* .012 .006 .036 .040** .029 .008 < .001 

 Support × age2 -.023* -.007 .003 .048 -.043* -.014 .005 .003  

Support x identity .080** .044 .005 < .001 .084** .051 .007 < .001 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .001. Standard errors are of the standardized coefficients. Focal standardized 2-

year and 5-year test-retest stability estimates are boldface.  

N(2014) = 7,261, R2 = .53, N(2017) = 5,483, R2 = .45. 

 

Table 3.4. Regression model assessing moderators of Green party support stability from 

2012 – 2014 and 2012 – 2017. 

 Green support (2014) Green support (2017) 

 β B SE p β B SE p 

 Green support (2012) .729** .726 .008 < .001 .683** .699 .010 < .001 

 Age -.078** -.098 .010 < .001 -.058** -.076 .013 < .001 

 Political identity 

centrality 

.039** .041 .008 < .001 .075** .084 .011 < .001 

 Support × age -.005 -.004 .005 .476 .004 .003 .006 .624 

Support x identity .076** .042 .004 < .001 .068** .041 .006 < .001 



65 

 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .001. Standard errors are of the standardized coefficients. Focal standardized 2-

year and 5-year test-retest stability estimates are boldface.  

N(2014) = 7,250, R2 = .59, N(2017) = 5,461, R2 = .52. 

 

Table 3.5. Regression model assessing moderators of New Zealand First support stability 

from 2012 – 2014 and 2012 – 2017. 

 NZ First support (2014) NZ First support (2017) 

  β B SE p β B SE p 

 NZ First support 

(2012) 

.579** .582 .014 < .001 .502** .527 .018 < .001 

 Age .058** .062 .020 .002 .063* .070 .026 .006 

 Age2 .015 .009 .006 .136 -.037* -.024 .008 .002 

Age3 -.028 -.005 .003 .138 -.030 -.006 .004 .197 

 Political identity 

centrality 

-.006 -.006 .009 .538 .025* .025 .012 .037 

 Support × age -.019 -.013 .013 .306 -.007 -.005 .018 .787 

 Support × age2 -.005 -.001 .004 .708 -.014 -.005 .005 .362 

Support x age3 .042 .005 .002 .024 .052* .006 .003 .026 

Support x identity .027* .016 .006 .010 .004 .003 .008 .729 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .001. Standard errors are of the standardized coefficients. Focal standardized 2-

year and 5-year test-retest stability estimates are boldface.  

N(2014) = 7,222, R2 = .34, N(2017) = 5,449, R2 = .25. 

 

Notably, the stability estimates of party support were significantly moderated by 

political identity centrality, except for NZ First support stability over the 5-year test-retest 

period. Table 3.6 displays the stability estimates for party support across each period solved 

at high and low levels of identity centrality, based on the models presented in Tables 2-5. 

Over the two-year period, moving from low to high identity centrality produced a .06 - .15 

increase in party support stability across the parties. Over the five-year period, stability 

estimates of party support among those with high identity centrality were between .13 to .16 

units higher than at low levels of centrality. These results are consistent with the expressive 

approach of partisanship, which emphasizes stability as a feature of partisan identities.  

Table 3.6. Standardized stability estimates solved at high and low levels of political identity 

centrality. 

 National support Labour support Green support NZ First support 

 2014 2017 2014 2017 2014 2017 2014 20171 

High centrality .885 .846 .793 .743 .796 .749 .606 .506 
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Low centrality .785 .696 .635 .579 .663 .617 .552 .497 
Note. Party support stability estimates solved at +/- 1 SD from the mean, estimated based on the 

standardized parameters presented in Tables 3.2-3.5. 
1 Political identity centrality was not a significant moderator of the 5-year stability of NZF support. 

 

Results also revealed age differences in the stability of party support for most parties. 

Figure 3.1 displays the trajectory of 5-year support stability across the lifespan for each party, 

with different age functions observed for each party. In terms of the major parties, Labour 

party support generally increased in stability with older age, but National party support 

decreased in younger age, before increasing again between roughly ages 36 – 60, and 

decreasing thereafter. Although we expected party support for these parties to generally 

increase with age, the cubic function of National party support stability was only marginally 

significant (i.e., p = .048) for the 5-year period, and the function was more consistent with 

expectations over the 2-year period (i.e., stability increasing with age, at a decreasing rate). In 

terms of the minor parties, age did not moderate the stability of Green party support, whereas 

a cubic function was identified for New Zealand First support. Specifically, the stability of 

party support for NZ First was low amongst the young, increased to a plateau in mid-life, and 

increased further amongst the oldest in our sample. This pattern seems consistent with NZ 

First’s role in New Zealand politics as a relatively less salient party that tends to advocate for 

senior citizens’ rights. 
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Figure 3.1. Standardized stability estimates of party support (y-axis) as a function of age 

(from 18 – 80 years; x-axis). Error bars represent standard errors of the estimates. 

Markov Models of vote stability and switching 

To examine whether test-retest stability estimates of party support aligned with the 

stability of voting behaviour, we utilized Markov Modelling to examine the patterns of 

stability and change in respondents’ reported party vote across three national elections (2011 

and 2014, both of which the National Party was elected into government, and 2017, where the 

Labour Party was elected into government). For this analysis, we categorized party votes into 

four major categories: ‘National party’, ‘Labour party’, ‘minor party’, or ‘no vote’ in the 

election. Minor party votes were predominantly for the Green party (5-8% of the total sample 

across the years) relative to NZ First (1-3%) or other party (2-3%) votes. People who 

indicated that they were unsure who they voted for (about 2% at each wave) were excluded 

from these analyses. 

Figure 3.2 displays the results of a Markov Model estimating vote transitions without 

covariates. Consistent with the results for the stability of party support, voting for the 
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Figure 3.2. Markov Models estimating the transition probabilities of maintaining the same vote, and switching votes between major and minor 

parties, and non-voting, across the 2011 – 2014 (left) and 2014 – 2017 (right) New Zealand general elections (N = 6,232). 
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National Party tended to be most stable over time. The stability of voting for the Labour Party 

tended to be somewhat lower across the 2011 – 2014 elections, but was highly stable from 

2014 – 2017. Across both election cycles, the probability of switching votes between these 

two major parties was very low, ranging from .04 (Labour voters becoming National voters in 

2017) and .12 (National voters becoming Labour voters in 2017). Consistent with past 

research showing that some New Zealanders solely support Labour, whereas others support 

both Labour and the Green party (Greaves et al, 2014), the highest probabilities for vote 

switching occurred to and from the Labour party and minor parties (predominantly Green 

party voters). 

Importantly, however, if party support is a useful measure of partisan attitudes, it 

should moderate the probabilities associated with stable party voting and vote switching. As 

such, we ran two additional models that included support for the National party and Labour 

party as covariates (see Tables 3.7 and 3.8). Consistent with our expectations, party support 

significantly predicted future voting behaviour, even when accounting for current party vote. 

The probabilities of stable voting vs. vote switching across elections are displayed in Figure 

3.3 (solved at maximal support for the National party and mean support for the Labour party) 

and Figure 3.4 (maximal support for the Labour party and mean support for the National 

party).  
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Table 3.7. Results of Markov Model estimating the effects of National and Labour party 

support on the log-odds of changing vs. retaining National or Labour party vote from 2011 – 

2014. 

 2014 vote 

Predictors among 

National party 

voters in 2011 

Labour vote vs. 

National vote 

Minor vote vs. 

National vote 

No vote vs. National 

vote 

 b SE b SE b SE 

National support -1.128** .107 -.666** .070 -.262* .115 

Labour support 1.156** .124 .110 .071 .274* .102 

  

Predictors among 

Labour party 

voters in 2011 

National vote vs. 

Labour vote 

Minor vote vs. 

Labour vote 

No vote vs. Labour 

vote 

 b SE b SE b SE 

National support .934** .106 .090 .059 .328* .126 

Labour support -.449** .109 -.284** .066 -.386* .158 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .001. N = 5,449.  

 

Table 3.8. Results of Markov Model estimating the effects of National and Labour party 

support on the log-odds of changing vs. retaining National or Labour party vote from 2014 – 

2017. 

 2017 vote 

Predictors among 

National party 

voters in 2014 

Labour vote vs. 

National vote 

Minor vote vs. 

National vote 

No vote vs. National 

vote 

 b SE b SE b SE 

National support -.808** .053 -.640** .059 -.453** .097 

Labour support .591** .048 .227** .057 .105* .073 

  

Predictors among 

Labour party 

voters in 2014 

National vote vs. 

Labour vote 

Minor vote vs. 

Labour vote 

No vote vs. Labour 

vote 

 b SE b SE b SE 

National support .627** .085 .039 .054 .289* .085 

Labour support -.629** .103 -.305** .059 -.172 .136 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .001. N = 9,845. 

 

Compared to the model without party support covariates, these models demonstrate 

that consistent party voting across elections was even more probable among voters strongly 

supportive of the National or Labour party. Moreover, people who were strongly supportive 

of National or Labour who (for whatever reason) did not vote for these parties in a prior 

election had very high probabilities of voting for their strongly supported party in the 
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Figure 3.3. Transition probabilities of maintaining vs. switching party vote across elections among those maximally supportive of the National 

party (Labour party support held at mean levels; N2011 – 2014 = 5,449.  N2014 – 2017 = 9,845). 
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Figure 3.4. Transition probabilities of maintaining vs. switching party vote across elections among those maximally supportive of the Labour 

party (National party support held at mean levels; N2011 – 2014 = 5,449.  N2014 – 2017 = 9,845). 
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following election. Strong Labour party supporters who voted for Labour in 2011 had a 

reasonably high probability (.201) of voting for the Green party in 2014. This again seems 

consistent with the presence of voters who are highly supportive of both the Labour and 

Green parties, and might reflect an element of strategic voting (such that these voters will 

switch their votes between the two parties, depending on party performance). Overall, these 

results demonstrate that measures of party support are highly predictive of voting behaviour. 

Discussion 

Much like feeling thermometer ratings, party support should be indicative of 

underlying partisanship. Stability over time and the ability to predict political behaviour are 

crucial qualities of party support that would indicate a measure of commitment to a party, 

rather than a fleeting judgement. Yet these properties have yet to be documented. This study 

used a national probability sample of New Zealand adults to address this gap by assessing the 

2 and 5-year stability of party support and the extent to which it predicts future vote (over and 

above present vote). The results demonstrated high levels of stability in support for both 

major and minor parties over 2-year (.58 - .84) and 5-year (.50 - .77) test-retest periods. 

Moreover, stability estimates were generally higher among participants who indicated that 

their political beliefs were important to their sense of self (.61 - .89 for the 2-year, .51 - .85 

for the 5-year period). Finally, party support was highly predictive of future voting behaviour, 

even after controlling for past voting behaviour, across two successive national elections. 

To place these estimates within context, stability for major parties in particular does 

not stray far from the 2-year test-retest estimates demonstrated by Big-Six personality traits, 

which are generally viewed as being highly stable over time (i.e., .73 - .92; Milojev & Sibley, 

2014). In contrast, the stability of party support generally exceeded the 3-year test-retest 

estimates of Schwartz values (.55 - .60; see Milfont, Milojev, & Sibley, 2016; note that these 
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papers used the exact same estimation method as used here). These results demonstrate that 

measures of party support, at least in New Zealand, index stable and meaningful attitudes 

toward political parties. Moreover, research has shown the utility of party support in 

identifying different profiles of respondents holding different (and sometimes multiple) party 

commitments (Greaves et al., 2014), and in predicting partisan-driven change in issue 

attitudes consistent with an expressive approach (e.g., Satherley, Yogeeswaran, Osborne, & 

Sibley, 2018). As such, measures of party support present a viable (and relatively efficient) 

way of assessing partisan attitudes. 

Our findings also indicate nuances in the stability of partisan attitudes in multiparty 

systems broadly. Consistent with our hypothesis and past research (e.g. Kuhn, 2009; 

Richardson, 1991) support for major parties was generally more stable than support for minor 

parties. Yet, our results also suggest the presence of multiple party commitments (e.g., 

Greaves et al., 2015) may lead to lower attitudinal, and particularly behavioural (i.e., voting) 

partisan stability in multiparty systems. Our results indicated strong Labour supporters 

maintained reasonably high probabilities of switching their vote to a minor party (most likely 

the Greens) in 2014, when Labour was performing more poorly, compared to 2017, when 

Labour’s popularity increased under Jacinda Ardern. This is broadly consistent with Bowler, 

Karp, and Donovan’s (2010) analyses of strategic voting in the 2002 New Zealand election, 

indicating New Zealanders were more likely to vote for their second-choice party if they 

perceive their most preferred party will not win. Indeed, behavioural measures of partisanship 

in particular, such as party voting, may be inherently less stable in multiparty systems. 

Finally, although we provide insights into the stability of party support in a multiparty 

system, not all multiparty systems are as stable as New Zealand, and our findings may be less 

applicable to emerging democracies in particular. With more parties entering and leaving the 

political landscape in unstable or emerging systems, support for different sides of the political 
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spectrum may be more important, and more stable, than support for specific parties (see 

Rekker, Keijsers, Branje, & Meeus, 2017). Moreover, a lack of parental socialization, and 

clear social groups associated with political parties in emerging democracies may lead to 

lower levels of expressive partisanship (see Dalton & Weldon, 2007; Enyedi & Todosijevic, 

2009). Yet, our results suggest the age of political parties alone is not enough to foster stable 

attitudes, as support for NZ First, which was founded in 1993 and has had the same leader 

since, nevertheless exhibited notably lower stability than support toward the remaining 

parties. This is consistent with the view that visible conflict between parties is necessary to 

foster stable attitudes (e.g., Richardson, 1991; Enyedi & Todosijevic, 2009). 

Conclusion 

Partisanship is a central concept in the study of political attitudes, yet its measurement 

in multiparty systems has been met with various difficulties over the years. Here, we 

examined the stability and predictive utility of party support as a measure of partisan attitudes 

in New Zealand. The results identified high levels of stability in support over both 2 and 5-

year periods, particularly with regards to major parties. Party support was also predictive of 

future voting behaviour, even adjusting for past party vote. Overall, these results suggest 

party support captures meaningful partisan commitments in New Zealand. Together with the 

findings from other studies that have successfully employed such measures in New Zealand 

(e.g., Greaves et al., 2015; Satherley et al., 2018), the results also demonstrate the utility of 

party support measures in assessing partisan attitudes in multiparty systems. 
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Bridging statement 

The results of Study 2 suggest party support is highly stable over the long term (i.e., 

up to five years) in New Zealand, particularly with respect to the major political parties (i.e., 

National and Labour). Party support also explained future party vote while adjusting for the 

effect of prior party vote, suggesting it indexes more than a restatement of voting intentions. 

Furthermore, consistent with an expressive perspective of partisanship which places 

particular emphasis on stability (Green et al., 2002), party support was even more stable 

among those whose political beliefs were more important to their sense of self. Crucially, the 

results from Study 2 affirm that party support does not index an evaluation that varies 

randomly with respect to salient considerations at the time (e.g., Goren, 2013). Instead, 

support expressed toward political parties represents a stable, meaningful partisan attitude. 

While Study 2 highlighted high stability in party support over time in New Zealand, 

Study 1 indicated that feelings of in-party support are accompanied by high levels of out-

party opposition (i.e., affective polarization). The focus of Study 3 was to determine the 

factors that might moderate this association at the individual level. Indeed, instrumental and 

expressive approaches to partisanship provide competing explanations as to what factors 

might best predict affective polarization. The instrumental view underscores the importance 

of ideology – those whose ideology is more aligned with their supported party should display 

greater opposition toward the out-party. Yet, expressive approaches to partisanship 

emphasize identity processes. Those whose identities are more invested in their party should 

express greater opposition toward the out-party. Moreover, holding identities that are 

consistent with the in-party should further exacerbate this effect, because identity-consistent 

individuals should face less cross-pressures when evaluating parties (Mason, 2018). 
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Extant research on the predictors of polarization has been almost exclusively United 

States-focused. This research emphasizes identity processes over instrumental concerns 

(Huddy et al., 2018; Mason, 2015). Yet, it is unclear whether the relative contribution of 

instrumental or expressive concerns to affective polarization are the same across different 

political contexts. Indeed, higher and more variable levels of affective polarization across 

numerous other countries might indicate they are not (Gidron et al., 2019).  

Study 3 aimed to contribute to this burgeoning literature in several ways. Analyzing 

New Zealand data, the study examines a range of variables that moderate the effect of in-

party support on out-party opposition. This index of affective polarization is examined across 

support for the major parties (National and Labour parties) as well as across major and minor 

parties (National and the Green party), thus indicating whether moderators are consistent 

across different types of parties. The Study also examines the effects of instrumental (e.g., 

ideology) and expressive (e.g., political identity centrality, and socio-demographics) factors, 

alongside personality traits in a unified model. Thus, the relative influence of instrumental 

and expressive concerns on affective polarization in New Zealand can be compared. This 

manuscript is currently under review for publication, and the version presented here may 

differ from the final published version. The reference is as follows: 

Satherley, N., Sibley, C. G., & Osborne, D. Identity, ideology, and personality: Examining 

the moderators of affective polarization in New Zealand. Manuscript submitted for 

publication. 
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Chapter Four: Identity, ideology, and personality: Examining the moderators of 

affective polarization in New Zealand 

Although partisanship has traditionally been studied in terms of positive attitudes and 

affect toward a given party, research has increasingly underscored the importance of attitudes 

toward out-parties. Accordingly, affective polarization (i.e., the extent to which in-party 

support is associated with out-party opposition) has been increasing in the United States in 

terms of both (a) the absolute difference in party ratings and (b) the extent to which these 

ratings are negatively correlated (Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018). Compounded with research 

showing that negative out-party attitudes independently predict political behaviours such as 

voting, protesting, and party cue following (Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2014; Caruana, 

McGregor, & Stephenson, 2015; Medeiros & Noël, 2014; Nicholson, 2012), higher levels of 

affective polarization are likely to foster partisan motivated attitudes and behaviours (e.g., 

Iyengar, Konitzer, & Tedin, 2018; Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhorta, & Westwood, 

2019; Krishna & Sokolova, 2017; Lelkes & Westwood, 2017; Satherley, Yogeeswaran, 

Osborne, & Sibley, 2018). 

Despite the potency of affective polarization, research on individual differences that 

predict polarization outside of the United States is critically lacking (Iyengar et al., 2019). 

This is a notable oversight, as although affective polarization seems to align with the vitriolic 

nature of American politics in recent times, some estimates suggest levels of polarization are 

higher across many other nations (see Gidron et al., 2019; Lauka, McCoy, & Firat, 2018), 

including New Zealand, a relatively harmonious political context. Such findings raise 

questions about whether the key determinants of affective polarization fundamentally differ 

between nations. Moreover, perhaps due to observations of increasing polarization in the 

United States, extant research has paid little attention to how the Big-Five personality traits 

(i.e., dispositional and largely stable characteristics) might explain why some people evaluate 
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political parties more harmoniously, whereas others do so more divisively. Given the 

pervasive effects of the Big Five on consequential outcomes (see Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 

2006), these personality traits may predict a stronger association between in-party support 

and out-party opposition over and above general left-right political party preferences. 

The present study addresses these oversights by examining an extensive set of 

variables that may moderate the extent to which support for one party (the ‘in-party’) predicts 

opposition toward another party (the ‘out-party’) in New Zealand. In this way, our analyses 

classify affective polarization as the level of constraint between in-party support and out-

party opposition (see Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018). In the following sections, we review 

extant research on personality, as well as the instrumental and expressive functions of 

partisanship, to generate hypotheses about the relevance of key moderating variables 

(namely, social demographics, ideology, identity, news exposure, and personality). We then 

test the hypotheses that in-party support predicts out-party opposition more strongly when 

ideology and social demographic identities align with in-party support (i.e., when cross-

pressures are reduced), as well as when political identity centrality and news exposure is high 

(vs. low). Finally, we test the hypotheses that Agreeableness and Openness to Experience 

reduce the effect of both right-wing and left-wing party support on out-party opposition. 

Personality dispositions and affect polarization 

The Big Five dimensions of personality (namely, Extraversion, Agreeableness, 

Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to Experience; Goldberg, 1990; McCrae & 

Costa, 1987) have been used extensively to predict a wide range of attitudes and behaviours. 

For example, research consistently demonstrates that conservatives tend to be higher in 

Conscientiousness, but lower in Openness to Experience, than liberals (Carney, Jost, Gosling, 

& Potter, 2008; Ekstrom & Federico, 2019; Jost, 2006; Schoen & Schumann, 2007; Sibley, 
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Osborne, & Duckitt, 2012). Furthermore, meta-analyses of the relationships between Big-

Five personality traits and prejudice show that low levels of Openness to Experience and 

Agreeableness in particular are associated with prejudice toward social groups typically 

targeted by the politically conservative (Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). Thus, extant research tends 

to emphasize the main effects of personality on political ideology and, consequently, the 

extent to which they predict negative inter-group attitudes. 

Recent work, however, provides a more nuanced account of how personality predicts 

out-group attitudes among both conservatives and liberals. Crawford and Brandt (2019; see 

also Brandt, Chambers, Crawford, Wetherell, & Reyna, 2015; Brandt & Crawford, in press) 

showed low Openness to Experience and high Conscientiousness (i.e., traits typically 

associated with conservatism) predict prejudice towards groups perceived as ideologically 

liberal, whereas high Openness to Experience and low Conscientiousness (i.e., traits typically 

associated with liberalism) predict prejudice towards groups perceived as ideologically 

conservative. Relatedly, Luttig (2018) argued for a group-centrism approach to affective 

polarization. According to this perspective, personality traits typically associated with in-

group favouritism, out-group hostility, and prejudice should be positively associated with 

affective polarization, and this should be particularly true to the extent that partisanship 

reflects an important social identity. Consistent with this notion, Luttig’s analyses showed 

that need for closure, a trait typically predictive of conservatism (and inversely associated 

with Openness to Experience), is positively associated with intolerance of out-partisans 

among both Republicans and Democrats (although see Klar, Krupnikov, & Ryan, 2018, who 

raise validity concerns over this method of assessing affective polarization). 

Using the Big Five framework, Agreeableness and Openness to Experience may also 

be negatively associated with polarization. Specifically, low Agreeableness and Openness to 

Experience promote prejudice toward dangerous and subordinate groups by fuelling 
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perceptions of competition and threat (respectively; Duckitt & Sibley, 2010; Sibley & 

Duckitt, 2008). Accordingly, low Agreeableness and Openness to Experience may strengthen 

the effect of in-party support on out-party opposition. By viewing politics in terms of inter-

party comparisons, those low in these traits should be more likely to perceive competition 

with, and express distrust in (see Carlin & Love, 2013), the out-party (Agreeableness), and 

feel threatened (Openness to Experience) by the differing views and policies of the out-party 

(i.e., factors that are thought to be relevant in governing inter-party relations; e.g., see Banda 

& Cluverius, 2018; Huddy, Bankert, & Davies, 2018; Osborne, Davies, & Duran, 2008; 

Westwood et al., 2018, see also Brandt et al., 2015; Crawford, 2014).  

Research on associations between Big Five personality and partisanship may also be 

suggestive of associations with affective polarization. For example, Extraversion and 

Agreeableness correlate positively, whereas Openness to Experience correlates negatively, 

with strength of party identification (Gerber, Huber, Doherty & Dowling, 2012). Likewise, 

those low in Openness to Experience are less likely to switch their party vote across elections 

(Bakker, Klemmensen, Nørgaard, & Schumacher, 2016). Moreover, Abramowitz and 

Webster (2018) showed that Agreeableness is negatively associated with being a ‘negative 

partisan’ (holding more negative out-party attitudes than positive in-party attitudes), and is 

also associated with less negative out-party attitudes among those who are negative partisans 

(see also Webster, 2018). Thus, personality traits are predictive of stronger party 

commitments, which in turn predicts affective polarization (e.g., Huddy et al., 2018). 

Agreeableness in particular may also temper negative out-party evaluations. 

Despite these findings, Simas, Clifford, and Kirkland (2020) found that empathic 

concern (i.e., a correlate of both Agreeableness and Openness to Experience) predicts higher 

levels of affective polarization, presumably due to an in-group empathy bias effect. Their 

supplementary analyses (which is the only direct assessment of Big Five and affective 
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polarization in extant research), however, failed to detect significant associations between 

any of the Big-Five personality traits and affective polarization. Thus, the extent to which 

Big-Five traits predict affective polarization remains unclear. 

Instrumental and expressive explanations of affective polarization 

Explanations of the form and function of partisanship tend to emphasise either an 

instrumental or expressive (social identity) approach (Huddy et al., 2018), both of which 

generate competing expectations about the factors that should foster affective polarization. 

According to the instrumental approach, partisanship is an outcome of peoples’ objective 

evaluations of political parties. These evaluations may include whether the party’s policies 

and ideological position align with one's own, as well as the general ratings of the party’s 

performance (Johnston, 2006). Thus, polarization should be higher when one’s ideological 

orientation is highly aligned with the in-party (and misaligned with the out-party).  

In contrast to the instrumental approach, expressive approaches to partisanship 

account for party attitudes through group-based motives and prioritize the role of identity 

processes. Specifically, when people form a positive identity with an in-group (or in-party), 

they should be motivated to positively differentiate the in-group from other groups (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979). Accordingly, when one’s identity is more invested in their political party, they 

should be more motivated to negatively evaluate the out-party. Likewise, the alignment of 

personal social demographic identities with those associated with a political party should 

strengthen partisanship (Greene, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002). Consistent with this 

perspective, Mason (2016; 2018) argues that affective polarization has increased in the US 

due to increasingly aligned (or ‘socially sorted’) political and demographic identities, which 

has resulted in fewer cross-pressures on partisans. 
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Burgeoning research on affective polarization in the United States has generally 

supported one or both of these views. Emphasising the importance of the instrumental 

approach, Rogowski and Sutherland (2016) found that Americans’ affect thermometer ratings 

of Democrat and Republican officials were more polarized when those officials were more 

ideologically polarized. Similarly, Lelkes (2018) examined longitudinal data and found 

comparably-sized reciprocal relationships between ideology-party alignment (sorting) and 

affective polarization, suggesting that ideological alignment contributes to affective 

polarization. Yet, other studies suggest that strength of party identification (an expressive 

variable) has a stronger impact on affective polarization than that of policy attitudes and 

ideological alignment (e.g., Huddy, Bankert, & Davies, 2018; Iyengar et al., 2012; Mason, 

2016; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017). Furthermore, Mason (2016; see also Mason & 

Wronksi, 2018) found that affective polarization is higher among those with more sorted 

social and party identities (e.g., Democrats who are secular and Black, Republicans who are 

evangelical; see also Robison & Moskowitz, 2019).  

That said, individual differences in affective polarization outside the United States 

have been largely unexamined. In a rare analysis however, Huddy et al. (2018) found strength 

of partisan identity to be the clear strongest predictor of affective polarization in the United 

Kingdom (a largely two-party system), but not in Sweden (a multiparty system), where 

ideological intensity was instead a slightly stronger predictor. Thus, their results provide 

some indication that the relative importance of different factors may depend on the political 

context.  

Finally, aside from instrumental and expressive motives, news exposure may also 

elicit affective polarization. Indeed, the behaviour of party elites in the media has been 

theorised as a key explanation for increasing levels of affective polarization in the United 

States (Iyengar et al., 2019). Consistent with this perspective, Banda and Cluverius (2018) 
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argue that the media’s focus on interparty conflict and disagreement arouses a heightened 

sense of competition among the public. Accordingly, research shows that party ratings are 

more affectively polarized in response to ideologically polarized elites in the US (Banda & 

Cluverius, 2018; Rogowski & Sutherland, 2016). Likewise, exposure to critical (in-party) 

partisan media fosters dislike of the out-party (Levendusky, 2013), while exposure to 

negative political campaigns is positively associated with affectively polarized ratings of 

parties (Iyengar et al., 2012; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017). As such, in-party support may 

have a stronger impact on out-party hostility among those who spend more time engaged with 

the news, whether through increased identity salience in response to hostility, or heightened 

awareness of ideological differences and policy conflict between parties.  

Overview of the present study 

Here, we examine moderators of the effect of in-party support on out-party opposition 

across the three main political parties in New Zealand: the centre-right National party, the 

centre-left Labour party, and the left-wing Green party. Because they represent the two 

largest parties in the electorate, we first examine the effect of National party support on 

Labour party support (and vice versa). We then examine the effect of National party support 

on Green party support (and vice versa). 3 Indeed, New Zealanders do not generally support 

both the National and Labour, or National and Green parties (Greaves et al., 2015). Our 

moderating variables are social demographics (ethnicity, religion, and socio-economic 

status), conservative ideology, political identity centrality, Big Five personality, and news 

exposure. Consistent with a social identity account of affective polarization (i.e., Iyengar et 

 
3 Studies on affective polarization often use raw difference scores of party affect. In multiparty contexts, 

system-level indices of polarization based on attitudes toward all competing parties have been utilized (e.g., 

Huddy et al., 2017; Lauka et al., 2018; Reiljan, 2020). However, the approach here accounts for potential 

differences in the strength and significance of predictors of affective polarization driven by National party 

support compared to Labour party support or Green party support. This is important given research highlighting 

the differing motivations, and potentially differing propensity for bias, of those on different ends of the political 

spectrum (e.g., Baron & Jost, 2019; Jost, 2017). 
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al., 2012), the more strongly someone supports a given party, the more strongly they should 

oppose the out-party, even after controlling for other predictors of opposition (or support) for 

the out-party. Thus, the main effect of National party support on Labour and Green party 

support (and vice versa) reflects the baseline rate of affective polarization associated with 

support for a given party. The interaction terms therefore reflect the extent to which different 

covariates exacerbate or mitigate the effect of in-party support. 

Our hypotheses regarding the effect of National party support on Labour party support 

(and vice versa) are illustrated in Figure 4.1. Consistent with the instrumental view of 

partisanship, National party support should more strongly predict out-party opposition among 

those who are more (vs. less) politically conservative. Labour party support, however, should 

more strongly predict National party opposition at low (vs. high) levels of conservatism.4 Yet, 

consistent with the expressive view of partisanship, support for either party should more 

strongly predict out-party opposition among those high (vs. low) in political identity 

centrality (i.e., those whose political beliefs are more central to their sense of self). The effect 

of in-party support on out-party opposition should also be stronger among those who spend 

more time watching the news, as news exposure should foster a heightened awareness of 

competition between parties. 

Drawing on research on social sorting and cross-pressures (e.g., Mason, 2016), we 

also hypothesised that the effect of National party support on Labour party opposition would 

be higher among NZ European participants (vs. those of other ethnicities), the religious, and 

those with higher socio-economic status. In New Zealand, NZ European ethnicity (compared  

 
4 Some researchers, particularly in the US context, view ideological labels as reflecting political social identities. 

In the New Zealand context, ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ labels are rarely used to refer to political groups, and, 

as such, are less likely to capture social identities, and more likely to capture general conservative vs. liberal 

policy preferences. 
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Figure 4.1. Graphical representation of hypotheses. Asterisks indicate the reverse sign should 

be found for the effect of Labour party support on National party opposition. Note that the 

dependent variable is modelled as support in the formal analyses, thus the signs for each 

moderation effect in the formal analyses are expected to be the reverse of those presented 

here. 

to other ethnicities), being religious, and having a higher household income is generally 

associated with a lower probability of voting for the Labour or Green party relative to the 

National party (Greaves et al., 2017).  Historically, the National party also tends to be seen as 

prioritizing those who are economically well off, whereas the Labour party has had strong 

union links and a greater emphasis on social welfare. Thus, those who are NZ European, 

religious, or have higher socio-economic status should experience fewer cross-pressures 

when they support the National party, making it easier to oppose out-parties. However, due to 

a lack of empirical research on modern social demographic cleavages in New Zealand 

politics, these are tentative hypotheses. 

Finally, in terms of personality traits, Agreeableness should lessen the extent to which 

the two parties are viewed through a competitive lens, while also facilitating trust in the out-

party. Likewise, Openness to Experience should decrease the perceived threat posed by the 
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different views and values of the out-party, thereby increasing acceptance of the out-party. 

We therefore hypothesized that Agreeableness and Openness to Experience would attenuate 

levels of affective polarization. We expected the same general pattern of results for analyses 

of National party support predicting Green party opposition (and vice versa). However, we 

expected some effects to differ in magnitude. Most notably, we expected news exposure may 

not moderate the effect of in-party support in these models, given that party-based conflict 

depicted in the media tends to be between the main competing parties (i.e., National and 

Labour, rather than the Green party). Yet, ideological alignment may be more relevant, given 

that the National and Green parties are highly ideologically discrepant. 

Method 

Sampling procedure 

Participants were from Time 8 (2016) of the New Zealand Attitudes and Values 

Study. This wave of the study contained responses from 21,937 participants, of whom 13,779 

completed a previous wave of the NZAVS. A further 7,669 participants were sampled for the 

first time in Time 8 via a random draw (without replacement) from the New Zealand electoral 

roll. This contains the contact information for all citizens over the age of 18 who are eligible 

to vote (enrolment is compulsory from age 18). Participants were sent a postal version of the 

questionnaire, but could also complete the questionnaire online if they preferred.  

Participants 

The sample size for our analysis was 19,078, with a mean age of 49.35 (SD = 13.81, 

range = 16 – 95). Because retention rates are lower for men, minorities, and those in rural 

areas (see Satherley et al., 2015), the New Zealand census was used to weight these data by 

gender, ethnicity and region of residence. Accordingly, 53% of the sample were women, 41% 

were religious, and 80% were employed. In terms of ethnicity, 80% identified as NZ 
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European, 12% as Māori, 13% as Asian, 6% Pacific, and 3% as another ethnicity 

(participants could list more than one ethnicity).  

Measures 

Political party support, ideology, and identity centrality. In order to assess support 

for the National, Labour, and Green parties, participants were asked to “… rate how strongly 

you oppose or support each of the following political parties” (1 = strongly oppose; 7 = 

strongly support). Political orientation was measured with the single item, “Please rate how 

politically liberal versus conservative you see yourself…” (1 = “extremely liberal”; 7 = 

“extremely conservative”). Thus, higher scores indicate higher levels of conservatism. 

Political identity centrality was assessed with the item, “How important are your political 

beliefs to how you see yourself?” (1 = “not important”; 7 = “very important”). 

Exposure to the news. To assess news exposure, participants were asked to “Please 

estimate how many hours you spent doing each of the following things last week”, of which 

the focal item was “Watching/reading the news”. Because of skewness in the data, 1 hour 

was added to each participant’s response, and the variable was then log transformed. 

Personality. Big Five personality traits were assessed using 4-item Mini IPIP scales 

(see Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas, 2006). Participants were asked to “circle the 

number that best represents how accurately each statement describes you” from 1 (Very 

Inaccurate) to 7 (Very Accurate). Example items and reliabilities for each scale are as 

follows: “Am the life of the party” (Extraversion, α = .76), “Get chores done right away” 

(Conscientiousness, α = .69), “Have frequent mood swings” (Neuroticism, α = .73), “Have a 

vivid imagination” (Openness to Experience, α = .71), and “Sympathize with others' feelings” 

(Agreeableness, α = .72). 
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Socio-economic status. Socio-economic status was assessed using the Socio-

Economic Index developed for the New Zealand context by coding occupations based on 

census data relating to income and other indicators of status. Specifically, this occupation-

based socioeconomic status is calculated to account for the relationship between education 

and income, while adjusting for age (see Fahy, Lee, & Milne, 2017). This index was 

measured on a continuous scale from 10 (lowest socio-economic status) to 90 (highest socio-

economic status), with a sample mean of 54.89 (SD = 16.09). 

Results 

Table 4.1 displays the (sample-weighted) means, standard deviations, and bivariate 

correlations between each of our focal measures. As shown here, support for the Labour party 

was the strongest (negative) correlate of National party support (r = -.492, p < .001), followed 

by Green party support (r = -.474), and conservatism (r = .414, p < .001). Labour and Green 

party support, however, were strongly positively correlated, but negatively correlated with 

conservatism.  

To provide an initial indication of affective polarization in the present study, Figure 

4.2 displays the distribution of difference scores from subtracting Labour party support (top) 

or Green party support (bottom) from National party support. In terms of the Labour-National 

difference score, about one-fifth (20.6%) of participants rated the parties equivalently, 

whereas 8.2% of participants gave the parties maximally distinct ratings. This increases to 

16.3% when including those with difference scores only one unit away from maximally 

distinct ratings. Polarization was only slightly higher in the ratings of the Green and National 

parties, with 16.8% of the sample rating the parties equivalently, and 9.1% providing 

maximally distinct ratings. 
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Table 4.1. Means, standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between the measures of interest. 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 

1. National party 

support 

-            

2. Labour party 

support 

-.492* -           

3. Green party 

support 

-.474* .534* -          

4. Conservatism .414* -.331* -.443* -         

5. Political identity 

centrality 

-.111* .095* .112* -.101* -        

6. News exposure 

(log) 

.054* -.025 -.069* .036* .127* -       

7. Extraversion .051* .002 .020 -.056* .096* -.001 -      

8. Agreeableness -.051* .109* .154* -.095* .055* -.010 .213* -     

9.Conscientiousness .162* -.079* -.088* .137* -.003 .025 .063* .108* -    

10. Neuroticism -.111* .057* .072* -.049* .000 -.082* -.148* -.041* -.170* -   

11. Openness to 

Experience 

-.137* .079* .186* -.252* .094* -.025 .192* .227* -.023* -.051* -  

12. Socio-economic 

status 

-.003 .054* .138* -.115* .069* -.010 .042* .110* .016 -.033* .136* - 

Mean 4.16 4.02 4.09 3.64 1.46 3.89 5.28 5.08 3.44 4.95 48.75 54.46 

SD 1.93 1.65 1.83 1.37 0.73 1.18 0.96 1.03 1.13 1.09 13.96 16.37 

Note. N = 19,078, * p < .001. Data are weighted. 
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Figure 4.2. Percentage of respondents (y axis; N = 19,078) to the 2016-2017 NZAVS based 

on the difference in their ratings of support for the National party and Labour (top) and Green 

(bottom) parties (x-axis). Data are weighted. 

 

Moderation models of National and Labour party support 

We conducted moderated regression models that assessed moderators of the effect of 

National party support (the focal predictor) on Labour party support (the dependent variable; 
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Table 4.2; Models 1 and 2) and Labour support (the focal predictor) on National party 

support (the dependent variable; Table 4.3; Models 3 and 4). Hypotheses regarding the 

effects of ideology and social demographic identities stem from theories of alignment with a 

given party. Thus, we ran models using each party as both a predictor and dependent variable 

to ensure that, for example, conservativism and NZ European ethnicity predicted a stronger 

effect of National party support on Labour party support, but a weaker effect of Labour party 

support on National party support. 

All variables were either dummy-coded or mean-centred. Note that the main effects 

alone simply indicate the extent to which each variable is associated with support for the 

given party. This is useful for demonstrating which social demographics align with (i.e., are 

positively associated with) support for a given party. Our focal interest, however, is the 

interaction effects between party support and each covariate, as they represent the extent to 

which each covariate increases, or decreases, the negative impact of support for one party on 

support for the other (i.e., the extent of polarization). Thus, the models reflect a) the extent to 

which demographic variables, personality, and ideology are associated with support for a 

party (i.e., the main effects), and, centrally, b) the extent to which these variables moderate 

the effect of in-party support on out-party support (i.e., the interaction effects). 

In Model 1 of Table 4.2, the main effects of all variables on Labour party support, as 

well as interaction terms between demographic variables and National party support, were 

included. As expected, there was a large negative effect of National party support on Labour 

party support (B = -.216, SE = .027, p < .001), after adjusting for the other predictors of 
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Table 4.2. Results of moderated regression analyses assessing the extent to which demographics (Model 1) and focal moderators (Model 2) moderate the effect 

of National party support on Labour party support. 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 B β SE p  B 95% CI (B) β SE p 

Intercept 4.266 2.589 0.044 < .001  4.275 [4.189, 4.360] 2.620 0.044 < .001 

NZ Europeana -0.337*** -0.082 0.043 < .001  -0.304*** [-0.389, -0.219] -0.074 0.043 < .001 

Religious 0.090** 0.027 0.027  .001  0.087** [0.035, 0.140] 0.026 0.027  .001 

Socio-economic status 0.002** 0.022 0.001 .005  0.002* [0.000, 0.004] 0.020 0.001 .010 

Extraversion 0.008 0.006 0.011 .463  0.003 [-0.019, 0.024] 0.002 0.011 .819 

Agreeableness 0.131*** 0.076 0.014 < .001  0.132*** [0.105, 0.160] 0.077 0.014 < .001 

Openness to Experience -0.063*** -0.042 0.012 < .001  -0.062*** [-0.086, -0.039] -0.041 0.012 < .001 

Conscientiousness 0.002 0.001 0.013 .894  -0.003 [-0.027, 0.021] -0.002 0.012 .802 

Neuroticism 0.005 0.003 0.011 .685  0.006 [-0.016, 0.027] 0.004 0.011 .608 

Conservative ideology -0.181*** -0.150 0.012 < .001  -0.170*** [-0.195, -0.146] -0.141 0.012 < .001 

Political identity centrality 0.019* 0.019 0.008  .019  0.023** [0.007, 0.040] 0.024 0.008  .005 

News exposure (log) 0.012 0.005 0.018  .521  0.001*** [-0.035, 0.037] 0.001 0.018  .942 

National party support -0.216*** -0.253 0.027 < .001  -0.203*** [-0.255, -0.151] -0.237 0.026 < .001 

National x Ethnicity -0.170*** -0.178 0.026 < .001  -0.184*** [-0.235, -0.133] -0.192 0.026 < .001 

National x Religion -0.038* -0.028 0.016 .016  -0.011 [-0.043, 0.020] -0.008 0.016 .485 

National x SES -0.001* -0.021 0.000 .021  -0.001** [-0.002, 0.000] -0.025 0.000 .006 

National x Extraversion      -0.011 [-0.023, 0.001] -0.015 0.006 .076 

National x Agreeableness      0.003 [-0.013, 0.019] 0.004 0.008 .687 

National x Openness      0.030*** [0.016, 0.044] 0.039 0.007 < .001 

National x Conscientiousness      -0.027*** [-0.041, -0.013] -0.033 0.007 < .001 

National x Neuroticism      0.006 [-0.007, 0.018] 0.008 0.006 .377 

National x Conservatism      -0.022** [-0.035, -0.010] -0.037 0.006  .001 

National x Identity Centrality      -0.038*** [-0.047, -0.029] -0.078 0.005 < .001 

National x News      -0.064*** [-0.085, -0.043] -0.056 0.010 < .001 

Note. N = 19,078. Model 1 R2 = .284. Model 2 R2 = .298. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Models estimated using maximum likelihood with robust standard errors. 

 a Compared to all other ethnicities. 
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Table 4.3. Results of moderated regression analyses assessing the extent to which demographics (Model 3) and focal moderators (Model 4) moderate the effect 

of Labour party support on National party support. 

 Model 3  Model 4 

 B β SE p  B 95% CI (B) β SE p 

Intercept 4.049 2.589 0.051 < .001  4.063 [3.964, 4.162] 2.620 0.050 < .001 

NZ Europeana 0.124* 0.026 0.051   .014  0.130* [0.031, 0.228] 0.027 0.050  .010 

Religious 0.009 0.002 0.030   .757  0.006 [-0.052, 0.065] 0.002 0.030  .830 

Socio-economic status 0.007*** 0.059 0.001  < .001  0.007*** [0.005, 0.009] 0.060 0.001 < .001 

Extraversion 0.106*** 0.065 0.013  < .001  0.108*** [0.083, 0.132] 0.066 0.012 < .001 

Agreeableness 0.007 0.003 0.017   .677  0.008 [-0.024, 0.040] 0.004 0.017 .630 

Openness to Experience -0.095*** -0.054 0.014  < .001  -0.092*** [-0.119, -0.066] -0.052 0.013 < .001 

Conscientiousness 0.148*** 0.079 0.015  < .001  0.148*** [0.119, 0.177] 0.079 0.015 < .001 

Neuroticism -0.085*** -0.050 0.013  < .001  -0.083*** [-0.108, -0.059] -0.049 0.013 < .001 

Conservative ideology 0.354*** 0.251 0.013  < .001  0.345*** [0.319, 0.371] 0.245 0.013 < .001 

Political identity centrality -0.063*** -0.055 0.009  < .001  -0.061*** [-0.079, -0.043] -0.054 0.009  < .001 

News exposure (log) 0.090*** 0.034 0.021  < .001  0.094*** [0.053, 0.135] 0.036 0.021  < .001 

Labour party support -0.320*** -0.274 0.034  < .001  -0.290*** [-0.357, -0.233] -0.248 0.034 < .001 

Labour x Ethnicity -0.183*** -0.139 0.034  < .001  -0.195*** [-0.261, -0.129] -0.148 0.034 < .001 

Labour x Religion 0.014 0.008 0.019   .486  0.018 [-0.022, 0.057] -0.010 0.020 .382 

Labour x SES -0.002*** -0.031 0.001  < .001  -0.002* [-0.003, -0.001] -0.028 0.001 .002 

Labour x Extraversion      -0.010 [-0.026, 0.005] -0.011 0.008 .191 

Labour x Agreeableness      0.002 [-0.018, 0.023] 0.002 0.011 .821 

Labour x Openness      0.030** [0.012, 0.048] 0.029 0.009  .001 

Labour x Conscientiousness      -0.021* [-0.040, -0.002] -0.019 0.010  .033 

Labour x Neuroticism      0.002 [-0.015, 0.019] 0.002 0.009 .795 

Labour x Conservatism      0.020* [0.004, 0.035] 0.024 0.008  .013 

Labour x Identity Centrality      -0.051*** [-0.064, -0.039] -0.077 0.006 < .001 

Labour x News      -0.082*** [-0.110, -0.054] -0.053 0.014 < .001 

Note. N = 19,078. Model 3 R2 = .342. Model 4 R2 = .353. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Models estimated using maximum likelihood with robust standard errors. 

 a Compared to all other ethnicities. 
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Labour party support. Those who were more conservative also expressed lower levels of 

support for the (centre-left) Labour party (B = -.181, SE = .012, p < .001).   

Several demographic variables moderated the effect of National party support on 

Labour party support. Most notably, ethnicity strongly moderated the effect of National 

support on Labour support, (B = -.170, SE = .026, p < .001) such that the negative effect of 

National party support on Labour party support was nearly twice as large among NZ 

Europeans (B = -.386) relative to those of other ethnicities (B = -.216). Socio-economic status 

also moderated this relationship whereby the effect of National party support was more 

negative among those with higher socio-economic status (B = -.001, SE < .001, p = .021). 

Finally, the effect of National party support was also stronger and more negative among those 

who were religious (B = -.038, SE = .016, p = .016). 

Model 2 added the interaction effects between each of the remaining moderators (Big 

Five personality traits, conservatism, identity centrality, and news exposure) and National 

party support. With regards to personality, Openness to Experience significantly attenuated 

the effect of National party support on Labour party support (B = .030, SE = .007, p < .001), 

whereas Conscientiousness exacerbated this negative association (B = -.021, SE = .007, p < 

.001). Furthermore, conservatism (B = -.022, SE = .006, p < .001), political identity centrality 

(B = -.038, SE = .005, p < .001), and news exposure (B = -.064, SE = .009, p < .001) each 

moderated the effect of National party support on Labour party support. But contrary to our 

hypothesis, Agreeableness did not moderate the effect of National party support on Labour 

party support (B = .003, SE = .008, p = .831). 

Figure 4.3 displays each of the significant interactions for these variables. 

Specifically, each panel displays the effect of National party support on Labour party support  
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Figure 4.3. The unstandardized coefficient for National party support predicting Labour party 

support (y-axis) at low (-1 SD) and high (+1 SD) values of each moderator (x-axis). More 

negative coefficients indicate support for the National party more strongly predicts opposition 

toward the Labour party (i.e., higher levels of affective polarization).  

(referred to here as affective polarization) at high (+1 SD), mean, and low (-1 SD) levels of 

each significant moderator. As shown here (and consistent with our hypothesis), affective 

polarization was higher among those low in Openness to Experience (B = -.235, p < .001) 

than among those high in Openness to Experience (B = -.170, p < .001). Affective 

polarization was also higher among those high (B = -.230, p < .001) vs. low (B = -.175, p < 

.001) on Conscientiousness. Our remaining hypotheses were also supported. Specifically, 

affective polarization was higher among those high (B = -.233, p < .001) vs. low (B = -.172, p 



97 

 

< .001) on conservatism. Polarization was also greater among those who reported high levels 

of political identity centrality (B = -.267, p < .001) than among those with low identity 

centrality (B = -.138, p < .001). Finally, affective polarization was higher among those who 

spent more time watching or reading the news each week (B = -.250, p < .001) compared to 

those who spent less time watching the news (B = -.156, p < .001).  

The results displayed in Table 4.3 allow us to examine whether the moderation effects 

of conservatism and social demographics are reversed when examining the effect of Labour 

party support on National party support. Consistent with hypotheses, these results suggest the 

effect of Labour party support on National party support was more negative at higher levels 

of political identity centrality, news exposure, and Openness to Experience (but not 

Agreeableness). Also consistent with our hypotheses, the effect of Labour party support was 

less negative at higher levels of conservatism. Yet, counter to our hypotheses based on the 

concept of social sorting, the effect of Labour party support was more negative for NZ 

Europeans and those higher in socio-economic status. Thus, despite NZ European ethnicity 

being positively associated with National party support (and negatively associated with 

Labour party support), NZ Europeans always had more polarized party ratings. Similarly, 

socio-economic status was more strongly associated with National party support, but 

nevertheless was conducive to greater affective polarization regardless of the party supported. 

Moderation models of National and Green party support 

Tables 4.4 and 4.5 display the same analyses comparing the effect of National party 

support on Green party support and vice versa. These results present a less consistent set of 

findings. Comparisons between these parties reveal no significant moderation effects for 

personality variables or news exposure. Nevertheless, political identity centrality was once 
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Table 4.4. Results of moderated regression analyses assessing the extent to which demographics (Model 5) and focal moderators (Model 6) moderate the effect 

of National party support on Green party support. 

 Model 5  Model 6 

 B β SE p  B 95% CI (B) β SE p 

Intercept 4.252 2.323 0.046 < .001  4.229 [4.139, 4.319] 2.310 0.046 < .001 

NZ Europeana -0.139** -0.030 0.045  .002  -0.170*** [-0.258, -0.081] -0.037 0.045 < .001 

Religious -0.120*** -0.032 0.029  < .001  -0.108*** [-0.164, 0.052] -0.029 0.028 < .001 

Socio-economic status 0.010*** 0.085 0.001 < .001  0.009*** [0.007, 0.011] 0.080 0.001 < .001 

Extraversion -0.010 -0.006 0.012 .398  -0.009 [-0.032, 0.013] -0.006 0.012 .422 

Agreeableness 0.182*** 0.095 0.015 < .001  0.175*** [0.145, 0.205] 0.091 0.015 < .001 

Openness to Experience 0.059*** 0.035 0.013 < .001  0.056*** [0.031, 0.081] 0.033 0.013 < .001 

Conscientiousness 0.002 0.001 0.014 .900  0.003 [-0.024, 0.030] 0.002 0.014 .840 

Neuroticism 0.038*** 0.024 0.012 < .001  0.038** [0.015, 0.061] 0.023 0.012 .001 

Conservative ideology -0.338*** -0.253 0.013 < .001  -0.329*** [-0.355, -0.302] -0.245 0.013 < .001 

Political identity centrality 0.039*** 0.036 0.009 < .001  0.024** [0.006, 0.042] 0.022 0.009  .008 

News exposure (log) -0.099 -0.040 0.019 < .521  -0.103*** [-0.140, -0.066] -0.041 0.019  < .001 

National party support -0.280*** -0.295 0.027 < .001  -0.248*** [-0.302, -0.194] -0.261 0.027 < .001 

National x Ethnicity -0.076** -0.072 0.027  .005  -0.090*** [-0.143, -0.037] -0.084 0.027 .001 

National x Religion 0.029 0.020 0.016 .066  0.020 [-0.012, 0.053] 0.014 0.017 .225 

National x SES -0.001* -0.022 0.000 .011  -0.001 [-0.002, 0.000] -0.014 0.001 .109 

National x Extraversion      0.006 [-0.007, 0.018] 0.007 0.006 .365 

National x Agreeableness      0.004 [-0.013, 0.022] 0.005 0.009 .623 

National x Openness      0.002 [-0.012, 0.016] 0.002 0.007  .778 

National x 

Conscientiousness 

     
0.010 [-0.005, 0.026] 0.011 0.008  .186 

National x Neuroticism      0.010 [-0.003, 0.023] 0.012 0.007 .144 

National x Conservatism      0.024*** [0.011, 0.038] 0.036 0.007  < .001 

National x Identity 

Centrality 

     
-0.046*** [-0.056, -0.036] -0.085 0.005 < .001 

National x News      -0.005 [-0.026, 0.016] -0.004 0.011 .643 

Note. N = 19,051. Model 1 R2 = .325. Model 2 R2 = .333. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Models estimated using maximum likelihood with robust standard errors. 

 a Compared to all other ethnicities. 
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Table 4.5. Results of moderated regression analyses assessing the extent to which demographics (Model 3) and focal moderators (Model 4) moderate the effect 

of Green party support on National party support. 

 Model 7  Model 8 

 B β SE p  B 95% CI (B) β SE p 

Intercept 4.033 2.093 0.051 < .001  4.072 [3.973, 4.171] 2.113 0.051 < .001 

NZ Europeana 0.206*** 0.043 0.051  < .001  0.244*** [0.145, 0.343] 0.051 0.050  < .001 

Religious -0.059 -0.015 0.031     .057  -0.067* [-0.127, -0.006] -0.017 0.031  .031 

Socio-economic status 0.009*** 0.078 0.001 < .001  0.010*** [0.008, 0.011] 0.081 0.001 < .001 

Extraversion 0.107*** 0.066 0.013 < .001  0.101*** [0.076, 0.126] 0.062 0.013 < .001 

Agreeableness 0.008 0.004 0.017  .622  0.013 [-0.020, 0.046] 0.006 0.017  .442 

Openness to Experience -0.052*** -0.030 0.014 < .001  -0.042** [-0.070, -0.015] -0.024 0.014  .002 

Conscientiousness 0.158*** 0.085 0.015 < .001  0.153*** [0.124, 0.182] 0.082 0.015 < .001 

Neuroticism -0.078*** -0.046 0.013 < .001  -0.077*** [-0.102, -0.052] -0.045 0.013 < .001 

Conservative ideology 0.339*** 0.241 0.014 < .001  0.324*** [0.297, 0.351] 0.230 0.014 < .001 

Political identity centrality -0.056*** -0.050 0.009 < .001  -0.039*** [-0.058, -0.020] -0.034 0.010  < .001 

News exposure (log) 0.050* 0.019 0.021  .019  0.049* [0.007, 0.090] 0.018 0.021   .021 

Green party support -0.309*** -0.294 0.033 < .001  -0.266*** [-0.330, -0.201] -0.253 0.033 < .001 

Green x Ethnicity -0.107** -0.092 0.033  .001  -0.129*** [-0.193, -0.064] -0.111 0.033 < .001 

Green x Religion 0.050** 0.030 0.018 .004  0.032 [-0.004, 0.067] 0.019 0.018 .085 

Green x SES -0.002*** -0.037 0.001 < .001  -0.002** [-0.003, 0.000] -0.023 0.001 .004 

Green x Extraversion      -0.007 [-0.021, 0.008] -0.008 0.007 .368 

Green x Agreeableness      -0.012 [-0.031, 0.007] -0.012 0.010 .205 

Green x Openness      0.014 [-0.002, 0.030] 0.015 0.008  .076 

Green x Conscientiousness      -0.002 [-0.019, 0.014] -0.002 0.008  .783 

Green x Neuroticism      0.005 [-0.009, 0.019] 0.005 0.007 .501 

Green x Conservatism      0.049*** [0.035, 0.062] 0.067 0.007  < .001 

Green x Identity Centrality      -0.067*** [-0.078, -0.057] -0.113 0.005 < .001 

Green x News      -0.021 [-0.045, 0.003] -0.014 0.012 .093 

Note. N = 19,051. Model 1 R2 = .306. Model 2 R2 = .342. * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Models estimated using maximum likelihood with robust standard errors. 

 a Compared to all other ethnicities. 
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again the strongest moderator of support for either party, while NZ Europeans again 

displayed a more negative in-party effect on out-party support. The effect of Green party 

support on National party support was weaker at higher (vs. lower) levels of conservatism. 

Yet, unexpectedly, the effect of National party support on Green party support was weaker at 

higher levels of conservatism. 5 

Discussion 

Both positive and negative attitudes toward political parties independently shape how 

citizens respond to those parties and the types of political decisions they make. Indeed, those 

who have the most polarized attitudes toward political parties may be the most likely to 

demonstrate partisan-driven behaviours. But what factors contribute to affective polarization? 

The present study addressed this question by examining the effects of personality traits, 

political identity centrality, ideology, and news exposure as moderators of the relationship 

between support for the three main political parties in New Zealand. By testing a range of 

moderators in a unified model, our analyses provide an indication of the variables that most 

strongly moderate the effect of in-party support on out-party opposition. Centrally, the 

analyses also identify whether expressive (identity-based) or instrumental (ideological) 

concerns are more conducive to affective polarization, particularly in a unique, multiparty 

context. 

A key focus on this study was examining whether instrumental (i.e., ideological) or 

expressive (i.e., identity) based concerns were more relevant to inter-party attitudes in New 

Zealand. Consistent with our hypotheses, in-party support more strongly predicted out-party 

 
5 One potential explanation for this finding is that some voters tend to support the Green party due to 

environmental and climate change concerns, but do not endorse more socially liberal ideological concerns (see 

Cowie, Greaves, & Sibley, 2015). Thus, having adjusted for the main effects of ideology and National party 

support on Green party support, this interaction effect may reflect conservative National party supporters who 

are also driven by environmental concern. 
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opposition at both higher levels of ideology-party alignment (i.e., sorting), and at higher 

levels of political identity centrality (i.e., among those whose political beliefs were more 

important to their sense of self). However, the standardized effect for identity centrality was 

about twice as large as for ideology—a finding that is consistent with US-based research 

comparing the effect of partisan identity strength and issue attitudes on polarization (e.g., 

Mason, 2015; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017; but not Sweden, see Huddy et al., 2018). Thus, 

although ideological alignment with a political party (i.e., instrumental motives) is important 

in determining negativity toward out-parties, our results reveal that identity centrality is more 

important (consistent with an expressive approach to partisan attitudes).  

Our results also show that exposure to the news predicted heightened polarization in 

support for the National and Labour parties, but not in support for the National and Green 

parties. These findings seem broadly consistent with the role political elites are thought to be 

play in affective polarization (Banda & Cluverius, 2018; Iyengar et al., 2019), such that the 

news provides greater information about party platform differences and conflict. Yet, news 

exposure did not increase polarization between the National vs. Green parties. This may 

suggest, as we had suspected, that inter-party comparisons and competition are not 

particularly salient between these parties in day to day politics.  

The present study also revealed the effect of alignment between social demographics 

and party support on affective polarization. Broadly consistent with past research (e.g., 

Greaves et al., 2017), our analyses showed that both NZ Europeans ethnicity and socio-

economic status were positively associated with National party support (and negatively 

associated with Labour and Green support in the case of NZ European ethnicity). However, 

our analyses showed that NZ Europeans and those with higher socio-economic always had 

more polarized attitudes toward the parties regardless of whether they supported the 

National, Labour, or Green party. Thus, our results are not consistent with theories of social 
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sorting on affective polarization (e.g., having social demographic identities that are consistent 

with party support should lead to increased affective polarization; see Mason, 2018). 

An alternative explanation—and one that is consistent with instrumental views of 

partisanship—is that members of society who are in relatively dominant and advantaged 

positions have relatively less to lose from political decisions and policies, and may therefore 

have more freedom to engage in partisan motivated attitudes and behaviour. In contrast, those 

in less dominant positions may face constraints (i.e., higher dependence on political 

outcomes) on the extent to which they can discriminate against parties. In other words, party 

attitudes may have a greater basis in instrumental decision making among those in less 

privileged positions in society (see Allen & Hung Ng, 2000, who make a similar argument). 

Yet, because our findings are preliminary, future research could explore these possibilities, 

especially the extent to which socio-economic status and ethnicity reflect important political 

identities in New Zealand (although see Greaves, Sengupta, Townrow, Osborne, Houkamau, 

& Sibley, 2018). 

Finally, our analyses also examined the association between the Big Five personality 

traits and affective polarization. Results showed that Openness to Experience and 

Conscientiousness moderated the effect of National support on Labour support (and vice 

versa). Specifically, low levels of Openness to Experience in particular (but also high levels 

of Conscientiousness) increased the degree to which support for one party was associated 

with opposition toward the out-party (i.e., greater polarization), regardless of the left-right 

orientation of the party. Consistent with our hypothesis, this may suggest that Openness to 

Experience increases tolerance for out-party policies and decreases perceptions of threat. 

Although not previously hypothesised, distinguishing between two distinct and competing 

political parties may satisfy the preference for order and structure indexed by high 

Conscientiousness. That said, personality traits did not moderate the interparty attitudes of 
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National and the Greens. This again might suggest factors like personality are only relevant 

in moderating affective polarization when conflict between parties is obvious. 

The effect of Openness to Experience identified here seems broadly consistent with 

Luttig’s (2018) finding that need for closure predicted out-partisan intolerance. Notably, 

however, our findings contrast with Simas and colleagues’ (2020) supplementary analyses, 

which failed to identify a link between Big-Five personality traits and affective polarization. 

Moreover, although we hypothesized that low levels of Agreeableness would lead people to 

view inter-party relations through a competitive lens, Agreeableness was unassociated with 

affective polarization. One explanation for this null effect may lie in the nature of our 

measure of polarization. Agreeableness tends to be highly interpersonal in nature, capturing 

the way people approach their interactions with others. On the other hand, our measure of 

polarization relied on ratings of party support, which seem to reflect attitudes toward the 

party as a group or entity (see Druckman & Levendusky, 2019, who directly examine this 

aspect of party attitude items). Agreeableness as a trait may be more relevant to examining 

partisan attitudes in interpersonal settings, or immediate reactions to specific (threatening) 

events as opposed to overall attitudinal evaluations.  

Generally, these findings provide preliminary evidence that personality traits correlate 

with affective polarization. However, there were a few notable exceptions, including the null 

moderation between National party support and Green support. Likewise, some of our results 

conflict with past research (e.g., Simas et al., 2020). Our method of analysis may account for 

some differences in findings (such that affective polarization here was examined as the effect 

of support for one party on opposition toward another, whereas extant research tends to 

measure affective polarization as a raw difference score of party ratings). Nevertheless, more 

research is needed to better understand (and replicate) the associations reported here. 
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Strengths, limitations, and future directions 

Our analyses show that many of the predictors of affective polarization identified in 

the US also hold in New Zealand, and in particular, after adjusting for numerous effects in a 

unified model. We also examined the effects of personality traits which may be more likely to 

generalize across contexts, as well as malleable factors (e.g., news exposure) that may be 

both more relevant to understanding increases in polarization over time and more context-

dependent in the magnitude of their effect. Finally, utilising the multiparty nature of New 

Zealand’s political system, our analyses identify moderators of affective polarization that 

seem to hold across major and minor party comparisons (as well as moderators that do not 

hold across the minor/major party divide). Thus, our analyses underscore the importance of 

considering party-by-party analyses of affective polarization (rather than composite measures 

of support for a bloc of parties on one end of the political spectrum) when examining the 

individual-level predictors of polarization.  

Critically, our study also identifies nuances in the predictors of affective polarization 

across parties. In particular, both news exposure and personality predicted polarization in 

support between National and Labour parties, but not between the National and Green 

parties. Although we strongly suspect this is due to the limited interaction (and thus conflict) 

that occurs between the National party and Green party, we cannot demonstrate this 

conclusively. That said, the moderating effect of news exposure was far from borderline for 

the National vs. Labour models (with 95% confidence intervals well clear of null effects), 

which may provide some support for this explanation.  

Future research examining the causal processes behind some of these relationships is 

needed. For example, although news exposure was positively associated with affective 

polarization, those who are more polarized may also actively seek out political news. 
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Furthermore, Lelkes (2018) found a reciprocal relationship between affective polarization 

and ideological alignment, suggesting that affective polarization may also lead partisans to 

adopt a more party-consistent ideology. Future research could also investigate the mediators 

of some of the relationships examined in this study. For example, although we expected that 

(low) Agreeableness and Openness to Experience would predict affective polarization due to 

perceptions of competition and threat (respectively), we were unable to test this possibility 

directly. Despite many researchers acknowledging the role of competition and threat in inter-

party relations, surprisingly little research has directly measured these perceptions, and how 

these foster partisan motivated behaviours (although see González et al., 2008; Osborne et al., 

2008). As such, future research could consider the role of perceived threat and competition as 

mediators of interparty attitudes.  

Conclusion 

Despite a rapidly growing literature on affective polarization, factors that lead some 

citizens to feel more divisively about two competing parties, as well as the generalizability of 

these factors across contexts, remain under-studied. Here, we examined a comprehensive set 

of moderators of the effect of in-party support on out-party opposition across three main 

political parties in New Zealand (namely, the centre-right National, the centre-left Labour, 

and the far-left Green parties). Our analyses identify instrumental (ideology), and especially 

expressive (political identity centrality) variables that are relevant to affective polarization 

across all parties, as well as variables that moderate inter-party attitudes of major parties, but 

not of major vs. minor parties (i.e., news exposure and personality traits). Furthermore, 

polarization was universally higher among NZ Europeans (the majority ethnic group in New 

Zealand), as well as among those with high (vs low) socio-economic status. These results 

contribute to a growing understanding of the characteristics of citizens who tend to have the 

most distinct views of major competing political parties, as well as major vs. minor parties. 
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They also identify the members of society who are most likely to engage with politics and 

civic participation, but who may also be most likely to exhibit partisan motivated attitudes 

and behaviours. 
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Bridging statement 

Study 3 revealed that political identity centrality is a stronger predictor of affective 

polarization than ideological alignment with a party. In this sense, the motivations behind 

affective polarization in New Zealand appear to be similar to those in the United States. This 

is further indicative of an expressive, social identity element of partisanship in New Zealand, 

such that those whose identities are invested in politics more clearly discriminate in their 

evaluations of political parties. That said, a key difference in the findings of Study 3 

compared to extant research and theory in the United States was the role of social 

demographic identities. Most notably, NZ European ethnicity was positively associated with 

National party support and negatively associated with Labour party support, but NZ 

Europeans were more affectively polarized than those of other ethnicities regardless of which 

party they supported. Higher socio-economic status was also positively associated with 

National party support but was similarly associated with higher levels of affective 

polarization at higher levels of support for any party. As such, these findings provide 

preliminary evidence that New Zealanders’ do not evaluate parties more distinctly when they 

possess less ‘cross-cutting’ identities, as theorized in the United States (e.g., Mason, 2018). 

The findings from Study 3 suggest identity is an important factor in exacerbating 

partisans’ level of opposition toward out-parties in New Zealand. This is consistent with 

expectations, from an expressive approach, that partisans should strive to positively 

differentiate the in-party from out-parties with more favourable evaluations (Huddy & 

Bankert, 2017; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). In the following chapter, Study 4 examines a more 

consequential outcome of (expressive) partisanship: the extent to which partisans follow cues 

from party elites about political issues. To the extent that partisanship represents an important 

social identity, partisans should be motivated to adjust their attitudes and policy positions to 

fit with those endorsed by their party (Druckman et al., 2013; Boslen et al., 2014). Although 
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widely demonstrated in experimental research (e.g., Cohen, 2003), there remains a crucial 

lack of research demonstrating such effects in a real-world setting. 

Study 4 thus takes advantage of a natural experiment in the context of the New 

Zealand flag change referendums of 2015 – 2016. The referendums were unusual in that the 

centre-right National party strongly endorsed changing the flag, whereas the centre-left 

Labour party strongly opposed changing the flag; a reversal of what would be predicted from 

the ideological orientation of each party. The NZAVS assessed New Zealanders’ attitudes on 

changing the flag both before (2013) and after (2016) the political debates. Thus, Study 4 

aimed to provide unique insight into party elite cueing effects by examining whether the same 

group of respondents’ attitudes shifted to align with their supported party over time. The 

reference for Study 4 is as follows: 

Satherley, N., Yogeeswaran, K., Osborne, D., & Sibley, C. G. (2018). If they say 'yes', we say 

'no': partisan cues increase polarisation over national symbols. Psychological Science, 29, 

1996-2009. 
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Chapter Five: If they say ‘yes’, we say ‘no’: Partisan cues increase polarisation over 

national symbols 

Democracy rests on citizens’ ability to influence public policy. This may be through 

voting for political parties based on shared values, or voting on contentious referenda. Yet, 

attitudes do not form in a vacuum; rather, myriad factors facilitate attitude formation 

(Huckfeldt, Mondak, Craw, & Mendez, 2005; Zaller, 1992). One factor that has received 

longstanding attention is partisanship (i.e., voters’ attachment to political parties; Campbell, 

Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960). Indeed, partisanship has been described as the “unmoved 

mover”; a social identity that fundamentally shapes policy preferences (see Campbell et al., 

1960). Yet, partisanship can be problematic, as many citizens may simply echo the visions of 

their political parties and leaders, rather than express their own ideals. 

The effects of partisanship on individuals’ attitudes have been researched primarily 

through experimental cueing and framing studies. Cues subtly communicate the stance a 

political party or figure has taken on an issue, whereas frames affect how people think about 

those issues (Bullock, 2011; Chong & Druckman, 2007; Iyengar & Kinder, 1987). Such 

studies examine the extent to which cue exposure leads participants to align their views with 

those expressed by their preferred political faction. Many psychological theories including 

Social Identity Theory (Greene, 2004; Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012), partisan motivated 

reasoning (Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2014; Druckman, Peterson, & Slothuus, 2013; 

Leeper & Slothuus, 2014) and Shared Reality Theory (Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Jost, 

Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 2008) have been used to explain why partisan effects occur. These 

approaches generally suggest that people form deep attachments to the political groups with 

which they identify, and are motivated to think positively of, and hold attitudes consistent 

with, those groups. 
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Numerous studies have demonstrated partisan effects on peoples’ attitudes toward 

various policies and issues, and across diverse contexts (e.g., Brader & Tucker, 2012; Bullock 

2011; Kam, 2005; Nicholson, 2011; Slothuus, 2010; Slothuus & De Vreese, 2010). For 

example, liberal (conservative) students in the US expressed greater support for harsh 

(generous) welfare policies when told that Democrats (Republicans) supported the policy 

(Cohen, 2003). Goren, Federico, and Kittilson (2009) also showed that people express greater 

support for core values (e.g., self-reliance and equal opportunity) after hearing their partisan 

ingroup supports such values. The effectiveness of partisan cues in shaping public attitudes 

can also be moderated by numerous factors including the perceived importance of the issue 

(Ciuk & Yost, 2016), political awareness (Kam, 2005; Slothuus & De Vreese, 2010), and 

degree of polarization over the issue (Carsey & Layman, 2006; Druckman et al., 2013; 

Leduc, 2002). 

Though informative, the external validity of these experimental findings is somewhat 

inconclusive. Sniderman and Theriault (2004) argued that exposing participants to just one 

frame or cue is unrepresentative of real-world politics, where people are exposed to numerous 

competing cues and frames. Kinder (2009) similarly noted that participants’ near guaranteed 

exposure to frames in experiments may overestimate their impact and called for more real-

world examples of framing effects. Although we know much about the effects of partisanship 

on individuals’ attitudes in controlled experimental settings, real-world demonstrations are 

rare. 

One exception is research by Slothuus (2010) who found a 13% increase in Danish 

Social Democrat voters’ support for the abolishment of early retirement benefits after the new 

Social Democrat Party leader changed the framing of the issue from a social to an economic 

one. However, Slothuus’ design was cross-sectional, and could not assess change in the same 

individuals over time. Hence, this work cannot speak to within-person change.  
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Here, we present a rare analysis of partisan effects in a natural setting using national 

probability longitudinal panel data collected before and after the 2015-16 New Zealand (NZ) 

flag-change referendums. In the first referendum in December 2015, New Zealanders voted 

on their preferred alternative flag design from a selection of five, which a non-partisan panel 

had narrowed down from thousands of public submissions. At the second referendum in 

March 2016, New Zealanders voted to either retain the flag, or change it to a silver fern 

design. With 67.8% voter turnout, 56.6% of voters opted to retain flag (Electoral Commission 

New Zealand, 2016). 

Although the referendums allowed New Zealanders to express their personal flag 

preferences, the referendums quickly became polarized along party lines. John Key, the then-

prime minister and leader of the centre-right National Party, openly advocated for changing 

the flag. Across numerous widely publicized video interviews, Key argued that NZ needed a 

more representative flag that would promote a greater sense of patriotism, one that would 

stand out from the Australian flag, and that another chance to change the flag would likely 

not occur for many years (Key, 2015, August 22; Moir, 2015, August 20). Conversely, 

Andrew Little, the then-leader of the centre-left opposition party (namely, Labour), opposed 

the referendums. Little argued that New Zealanders were uninterested in the process, and that 

the millions it would cost to run the referendums would be better spent elsewhere. Like many 

pundits, Little suggested changing the flag was a personal project by which Key wished to be 

remembered (Jones, 2015, July 29; Little, 2016, March 24).6  

The divide between the two party leaders dominated media coverage of the 

referendums. Figure 5.1 displays the number of articles referring to flag-change published in 

The New Zealand Herald (the largest newspaper in NZ) each month from when the 

 
6 Appendix C contains further details on the debate. 
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referendums were announced to shortly after they concluded. The flag change issue first 

appeared particularly prominent during September 2015, a month in which Key and Little 

partook in prolonged arguments over the referendum process and whether to include an 

additional design in the first referendum backed by a public petition (see Trevett, 2015, 

September 16). 

 

Figure 5.1. Number of articles published per month on The New Zealand Herald website 

related to changing the flag from 2014-2016. Data obtained on March 1, 2018 from a Google 

search of “flag change National OR Labour OR Key OR Little site:nzherald.co.nz”. 

 Table 5.1 displays a timeline of polling data collected on New Zealanders’ flag attitudes over 

the years. Opposition to change appeared high (72%) following the initial announcement of 

the referendums, and subsequently fluctuated around 55-65%. Polls that included voter-

specific data reveal National Party voters were particularly supportive of change in late 

August 2015 (shortly after Key further reinforced his support for change in the media; see 

Key, 2015, August 22; Moir, 2015, August 20), while Labour voters were evenly split at the 

time. From October 2015, around 70% of Labour Party voters opposed change (considerably 
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higher than the aggregate), whereas National Party voters continued to express greater 

support than the aggregate. These shifts appear to correspond with the increased prominence 

of the flag-change issue seen in Figure 5.1, suggesting the salience of party divides 

encouraged shifts in Labour voters’ flag attitudes. These data are indicative of partisan shifts 

in a real-world setting (and broadly consistent with Slothuus, 2010); however, the same 

individuals were not tracked over time, and the use of different measures over time further 

complicates interpretation of these data.  
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Table 5.1. Polling data on New Zealanders’ attitudes toward changing the flag from 2010 – 2016. 

Poll Date Change Retain Unsure Additional information and voter-specific data 

Herald Digipoll (Cheng, 2010, 

February 12) 

29 January – 10 February, 

2010 

52% 44% 4%  

Herald Digipoll (Cheng, 2011, 

January 6) 

3 – 19 December, 2010 22% 72% 6%  

Research New Zealand (2014) August 2011 19% 52% 1% Included Neutral option: 30% 

Research New Zealand (2014) February 2014 22% 37% 1% Included Neutral option: 39% 

One News Colmar Brunton Curia 

Market Research (2014, February 23) 

15 – 19 February, 2014 28% 72% -  

Herald Digipoll (Davison, 2014, 

March 19) 

March 6-16, 2014 40.6% 52.6% 6.8%  

Research New Zealand (2014) March 2014 18% 37% 2% Included Neutral option: 43% 

Research New Zealand (2014) September-October 2014 19% 43% 1% Included Neutral option: 37% 

Herald Digipoll (Trevett, 2015, May 

1) 

17 – 26 April, 2015 25% 70% 5% Taken during coverage of ANZAC day. 

 

Milne (2015) 8 July – 30 November 

2015 

40% 60% - Change responses include yes depending on design. 

National: 46% change, 54% retain. 

Labour: 34% change, 66% retain. 

Herald Digipoll (Trevett, 2015, May 

1) 

14 – 24 August, 2015 47% 53% - 24% Support change, depending on the alternative. 

23% Support change in principle. 

UMR Research (UMR Research, 

2015a) 

25 – 31 August, 2015 52% 48% - Current flag compared to favourite alternative design. 

National: 60% change, 40% retain. 

Labour: 51% change, 49% retain. 

For current flag compared to what became the final 

alternative design: 56% change, 44% retain overall. 

 

One News Colmar Brunton (Curia 

Market Research, 2015, September 

13) 

29 August – 2 September, 

2015 

28% 66% 6%  

3News Reid Research (Gower, 2015, 

August 20) 

8 – 16 September, 2015 25% 69% 6%  

Research New Zealand (2015) September 2015 28% 61% 11%  
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UMR Research (UMR Research, 

2015b) 

1 – 15 October, 2015 35% 65% - Final alternative vs. current flag.  

National: 47% change, 53% retain.  

Labour: 28% change, 72% retain. 

3News Reid Research (Gower, 2015, 

November 24; Trevett, 2015, 

November 24) 

9 – 17 November, 2015 28% 65% 7% National: 39% change, 54% retain. 

Labour: 20% change, 77% retain. 

Horizon Poll (Horizon Poll, 2015, 

December 8) 

Published 8 December, 

2015 

34% 58% 7%  

UMR Research (UMR Research, 

2016a) 

January 29 -February 15, 

2016 

35% 65% - Final alternative vs. current flag. 

National: 50% change, 50% retain. 

Labour: 30% change, 70% retain. 

Newshub Reid Research (George, 

2016, February 2; Gower, 2016, 

February 1) 

Published 1 February 

2016 

30% 61% 9% Final alternative vs. current flag. 

National: 41% change, 48% retain. 

Labour: 20% change, 73% retain. 

Curia Market Research (Voxy, 

2016, February 15) 

28 January – 2 February, 

2016 

36% 56% 9%  

One News Colmar Brunton (Curia 

Market Research, 2016, February 22; 

One News, 2016, February 26). 

13 - 17 February, 2016 26% 63% 7% National: 40% change. 

Labour: 76% retain. 

UMR Research (UMR Research, 

2016b) 

25 – 29 February, 2016 32% 59% 9% Final alternative vs. current flag.  

National: 45% change, 45% retain.  

Labour: 19% change, 73% retain. 

UMR Research (UMR Research, 

2016c) 

10 – 15 March, 2016 35% 58% 7% Final alternative vs. current flag. 

National: 52% change, 43% retain.  

Labour: 25% change, 72% retain. 
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Complementing previous research on partisanship in experimental settings, we 

provide rare insight into within-person effects of partisanship in a real-world setting. Our 

analyses capitalize on longitudinal panel data tracking registered voters’ attitudes toward 

changing the flag both before and after the referendums were introduced and politicised. We 

examine whether New Zealanders’ flag change attitudes were swayed by political 

partisanship, measured through levels of support for the National and Labour parties (as well 

as the party they voted for in the 2011 general election). Given the impact of partisan cues on 

policy support in past research, we expected National Party supporters would have a higher 

probability, and Labour Party supporters a lower probability, of shifting over time to support 

changing the flag. Additionally, we expected more National Party voters, but less Labour 

Party voters, to support a flag change in 2016, compared to 2013. 

Method 

Sampling procedure 

Data come from the 2012-13 (referred to here as 2013) and 2015-16 (2016) waves of 

the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study (NZAVS), a national longitudinal panel of NZ 

adults sampled from the NZ electoral roll. The electoral roll contains contact details of all 

registered voters, where registration from age 18 is compulsory.  

The 2013 sample consisted of 12,182 participants, of whom 10,071 completed the 

flag change question. Data collection for this wave took place from late November 2012 and 

throughout 2013. Following successful booster sampling, 13,944 participants completed the 

2016 NZAVS, of whom 13,561 completed the flag change question. Notably, 8,261 (67.8%) 

participants in the 2016 sample were retained from the 2013 sample. Data collection for this 

wave took place from November 2015 and throughout 2016. 



117 

 

Further details on the NZAVS sampling procedure can be found in Sibley (2019). 

Analyses by Sibley et al. (2016) demonstrated that data from the 2014 NZAVS closely 

tracked New Zealanders’ voting intentions (as well as the election results) as measured by 

one of the leading NZ random digit-dial political polls (i.e., the Colmar-Brunton TVNZ poll). 

The NZAVS thus provided an accurate picture of New Zealanders’ voting intentions 

throughout the election cycle. 

Participants 

All analyses were limited to participants who completed the measures relevant to the 

main analyses (N = 6,806, for the largest main analysis, of which we report the demographics 

here). Of those participants, 92% identified as NZ European, 10% as Māori, 3.4% as Pacific, 

3.7% as Asian and 2.2% as other (because participants could identify with multiple 

ethnicities, percentages do not sum to 100). 62% of participants were women, 40% were 

religious, 80% were born in NZ, and 73% were employed. The NZAVS sample thus 

overrepresented women by around 10%, as women form around 52% of the NZ population. 

The mean age for the sample was 51.01 years (SD = 14.51). The percentage of participants 

voting for a named political party in the sample analysed here were as follows: National 

(47.1%), Labour (24.9%), Greens (18.3%), NZ First (3.7%), Māori (1.9%), Conservative 

(1.1%), ACT (0.8%), Mana (0.6%) and United Future (0.5%).  

Sample size and statistical power 

The possibility of changing the NZ flag had not been contested by political parties or 

publicly debated in depth until the referendums were announced in 2014-2015. The 2013 

NZAVS sample size was thus determined well before formulating our hypotheses, as the flag 

referendum had yet to be initiated. Similarly, the 2016 NZAVS sample size was determined 

by our retention of participants from the 2013 wave. Because sample size was predetermined, 
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power analyses were not conducted. Relatedly, the NZAVS is a longitudinal panel study. As 

such, we do not have a stopping criterion for data collection in the same way that an 

experiment might. Instead, we make every effort to retain existing participants by sending 

postal letters, making phone calls and sending emails (when available) to non-respondents 

who are enrolled in the study.  

Measures 

Participants’ support for changing the NZ flag was measured with one item at both 

time points: “Should the design of the New Zealand flag be changed?” (“yes”, “no”, or “don’t 

know”).  

To assess support for the National and Labour parties in 2013, participants were asked 

to “… rate how strongly you oppose or support each of the following political parties” (1 = 

strongly oppose; 7 = strongly support). Participants were also asked, “Did you vote in the last 

(2011) New Zealand general election?” (“yes” or “no”), and “If yes, to what party did you 

give your party vote?” (open-ended). 

Results 

Table 5.2 displays the percentage of total respondents, National voters, and Labour 

voters who wanted to change, retain, or were unsure about changing the flag in 2013, before 

party leaders’ opinions were voiced, and after partisan positions were taken in 2016. 

Although participants reported voting for numerous political parties, we examined 

participants who stated they voted for either the National or Labour parties. These are by far 

the largest political parties in NZ, and the respective party leaders expressed the strongest 

(opposing) stances on the flag change debate.  
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Table 5.2. Percentages of participant responses to the item “Should the design of the New 

Zealand flag be changed?” in 2013 compared to 2016. 

 2013 2016 

 Don’t 

know 
No Yes 

Don’t 

know 
No Yes 

Total 

sample 
16.4% 50.0% 33.6% 10.9% 50.5% 38.6% 

National 

voters 
13.0% 59.2% 27.8% 10.0% 43.7% 46.3% 

Labour 

voters 
17.5% 45.9% 36.6% 10.7% 59.5% 29.8% 

Note. N (total sample) = 6,908, N (National voters) = 2,916, N (Labour voters) = 1,552. Cells that 

are bolded within the same row reflect the focal effect of partisan cues on flag change support. 

 

Looking at the total sample (see Table 5.2), the percentage of participants wanting to 

retain the flag was similar at each time point, although the percentage who supported the flag 

change increased overall. Notably, different patterns of change emerged for National and 

Labour voters. While only 27.8% of National voters wanted to change the flag in 2013, this 

percentage rose to 46.3% in 2016 (i.e., following the politicization of the issue), slightly more 

than the percentage wanting to retain the flag (43.7%). Labour voters also tended to oppose 

change in 2013 (45.9%) but expressed even greater opposition by 2016 (59.5%). Thus, 

whereas New Zealanders overall were slightly more favourable toward change in 2016, shifts 

in the attitudes of National and Labour voters appeared to polarize along partisan lines. 

These changes are further distilled in Table 5.3, which displays the percentage of total 

respondents, National voters, and Labour voters who fall into each paired-response category. 

As shown here, the proportions of National and Labour voters who consistently wanted to 

change, retain, or were unsure about changing the flag were roughly comparable. Clear 

differences emerge, however, when examining those who changed their views over time. 

Indeed, 18.9% of National voters moved from wanting to retain to change the flag compared 

to just 6.3% of Labour voters. Conversely, 12.4% of Labour voters supported change before 
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Table 5.3. Percentages of National and Labour voters, compared to the whole sample, in each of the paired (2013-2016) response categories. 

2013- 

2016 

Consistent 

Change 

Consistent 

Retain 

Consistent 

Unsure 

Change - 

Retain 

Unsure - 

Retain 

Change - 

Unsure 

Retain - 

Unsure 

Retain - 

Change 

Unsure - 

Change 

Total 

sample 
21.7% 33.5% 3.3% 8.8% 8.1% 3.1% 4.5% 12.0% 4.9% 

National 

voters 
21.7% 34.2% 2.4% 4.4% 5.0% 1.6% 6.0% 18.9% 5.6% 

Labour 

voters 
20.0% 36.3% 3.1% 12.4% 10.8% 4.3% 3.4% 6.3% 3.6% 

Note. N (Total sample) = 6,908, N (National) = 2,916, N (Labour) = 1,552. 
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the referendum process yet wanted to retain the flag after the process, whereas just 4.4% of 

National Party voters moved from supporting to opposing change. Overall, 24.5% of National 

Party voters and 23.2% of Labour Party voters changed their previously stated attitude to 

adopt a position consistent with their party leader. These figures rise to 30.5% and 27.5%, 

respectively, when including those who initially held an opinion contrary to their leader, but 

became unsure in 2016. Substantial proportions of National and Labour voters changed their 

attitudes to align with their preferred political party following the flag change discussion. 

Markov Models of flag attitudes 

To formally assess changes in registered voters’ flag attitudes over time, we employed 

Markov modelling to estimate the probability of transitioning between (or remaining in) each 

of the three response states of the categorical flag-attitude (retain, unsure, change) variable in 

2013 and 2016. This approach thus estimated the probability that registered voters maintained 

a consistent attitude over time, as well as the probabilities of moving from each given 

response state (or attitude) to each of the other response states (retain, unsure, change).  

We conducted three Markov models with differing sets of covariates. Rather than 

using a single reference category for the models, we varied the reference categories so that 

they aligned with each state in 2013. In other words, the regression coefficients always 

represent the log-odds of transitioning to a different state, relative to remaining stable in the 

same state over time. These coefficients represent the same model, but this allowed us to 

examine the most relevant aspects of each model (i.e., how party support influences the 

tendency to transition between states, vs. remain stable in a state, over time). Model 1 

included only ratings of support for the National Party and the Labour Party as covariates.7 

 
7 Some may wonder how party versus leader effects shaped people’s views. The ‘Leader effects’ section of 

Appendix C replicates our findings using satisfaction with John Key. 
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Table 5.4 displays the multinomial logistic regression for this model. As expected, National 

Party support was significantly associated with flag attitudes in all but one case. However, 

support for the Labour Party was not significantly associated with flag attitudes after 

adjusting for National Party support. This is likely due to redundancy in the use of both 

variables to assess attitudes toward the two parties, which tend to reflect different poles of a 

single National-Labour continuum. Indeed, levels of party support were highly negatively 

correlated, r = -.60, p < .001.  

Due to this multicollinearity, our subsequent models focused on how support for 

either the National Party (Model 2), or the Labour Party (Model 3), separately moderated the 

probability that registered voters changed their flag attitudes. In both cases, these two models 

also included (and hence adjusted for): gender (0 = women, 1 = men), age, and ethnicity (1 = 

NZ European, 0 = other). These models are complex relative to standard multiple regression 

or SEM-based models more typically seen in psychological research. Therefore, we restricted 

our models to adjust for only these focal covariates because we deemed them to be the most 

plausible ‘third variables’ that might also account for the observed effect of political party 

support on flag change attitudes. As shown in Tables 5.5 and 5.6, when support for the 

National Party and the Labour Party were modelled separately, both significantly moderated 

change and stability in registered voters’ flag attitudes over time, albeit in different directions.
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Table 5.4. Multi-group multinomial logistic regression examining the log-odds of transitioning to a different state relative to remaining in the 

same state associated with ratings of support for The National Party and The Labour Party (Model 1). 

 Response in 2016 

Response in 2013 b se b/se OR (95% CI) p b se b/se OR (95% CI) p 

Retain 2013 Unsure 2016 Change 2016 

National Party support .153** .038 4.03 1.165 (1.082, 1.255) < .001  .291**    .029  10.06  1.337 (1.264, 1.415) < .001 

Labour Party support .007 .040 0.17 1.007 (.932, 1.088) .868   .002     .029    0.06 1.002 (.946, 1.061) .950 

Unsure 2013 Retain 2016 Change 2016 

National Party support .020 .051 0.38 1.020 (.923, 1.127) .701 .302** .058 5.17 1.353 (1.206, 1.517) < .001 

Labour Party support .092 .060 1.53 1.096 (.974, 1.233) .127 .087 .068 1.28 1.091 (.955, 1.246) .201 

Change 2013 Retain 2016 Unsure 2016 

National Party support -.287** .033 -8.83 .750 (.704, .800) < .001 -.176** .046 -3.83 .839 (.766, .918) < .001 

Labour Party support -.053 .038 -1.37 .949 (.880, 1.023) .170     .063 .055 1.15 1.065 (.957, 1.186) .249 

Note. N = 6,768. * p < .01, ** p < .001. bs represent log-odds of transitioning to a different state in 2016, relative to remaining in the same state. 
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Table 5.5. Multi-group multinomial logistic regression examining the log-odds of transitioning to a different state relative to remaining in the 

same state with support for The National Party as the focal moderator (Model 2). 

 Response in 2016 

Response in 2013 b se b/se OR (95% CI) p b se b/se OR (95% CI) p 

Retain 2013 Unsure 2016 Change 2016 

Gender   -.193 .133 -1.45 .824 (.635, 1.070) .146 .174 .086 2.02 1.190 (1.005, 1.409) .043 

Ethnicity .210 .223 0.94 1.233 (.796, 1.910) .348 .236 .163 1.45 1.266 (.920, 1.744) .148 

Age -.022** .004 -5.15 .978 (.970, .986) <.001 -.011** .003 -4.12 .989 (.983, .994) < .001 

National Party support .168** .033 -5.04 1.183 (1.108, 1.263) < .001 .294** .025 11.96 1.342 (1.279, 1.409) < .001 

Unsure 2013 Retain 2016 Change 2016 

Gender -.102 .176 -0.58 .903 (.640, 1.276) .564 .287 .191 1.51 1.333 (.917, 1.938) .132 

Ethnicity -.853* .310 -2.75 .426 (.232, .782) .006 -.503 .334 -1.50 .605 (.314, 1.165) .133 

Age .016* .006 2.82 1.017 (1.005, 1.028) .005 .006 .006 1.03 1.007 (.944, 1.019) .303 

National Party support -.029 .042 -0.68 .972 (.894 1.056) .498 .262** .048 -5.41 1.299 (1.182, 1.429) < .001 

Change 2013 Retain 2016 Unsure 2016 

Gender -.141 .101 -1.39 .869 (.712, 1.060) .166 -.510* .163 -3.13 .600 (.436, .827) .002 

Ethnicity -.598* .202 -2.96 .550 (.370, .817) .003 -.482 .301 -1.60 .618 (.342, 1.114) .109 

Age .002 .004 0.43 1.002 (.994, 1.009) .664 -.016* .006 -2.78 .984 (.973, .995) .005 

National Party support -.254** .026 -9.75 .776 (.737, .816) < .001 -.177** .036 -4.96 .838 (.781, .898) < .001 

Note. N = 6,806. * p < .01, ** p < .001. bs represent log-odds of transitioning to a different response state in 2016, relative to remaining in the same 

state. 
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Table 5.6. Multi-group multinomial logistic regression examining the log-odds of transitioning to a different state relative to remaining in the 

same state with support for The Labour Party as the focal moderator (Model 3). 

 Response in 2016 

Response in 2013 b se b/se OR (95% CI) p b se b/se OR (95% CI) p 

Retain 2013 Unsure 2016 Change 2016 

Gender -.168 .132 -1.27 .845 (.652, 1.095) .203 .181 .085 2.12 1.199 (1.014, 1.417) .034 

Ethnicity .202 .219 0.92 1.224 (.797, 1.882) .356 .284 .157 1.81 1.328 (.977, 1.805) .070 

Age -.021** .004 -4.78 .979 (.971, .988) < .001 -.010** .003 -3.69 .990 (.985, .995) < .001 

Labour Party support -.105* .035 -3.05 .900 (.841, .963) .002 -.172** .024 -7.28 .842 (.804, .882) < .001 

Unsure 2013 Retain 2016 Change 2016 

Gender -.082 .178 -0.46 .921 (.650, 1.304) .643 .299 .190 1.58 1.349 (.930, 1.957) .115 

Ethnicity -.844* .311 -2.71 .430 (.234, .792) .007 -.487 .344 -1.42 .614 (.313, 1.206) .157 

Age .017* .006 2.89 1.017 (1.005, 1.029) .004 .009 .006 1.44 1.009 (.997, 1.021) .150 

Labour Party support .083 .053 1.56 1.086 (.979, 1.205) .120 -.112 .058 -1.95 .894 (.798, 1.001) .052 

Change 2013 Retain 2016 Unsure 2016 

Gender -.189 .100 -1.88 .828 (.680, 1.008) .060 -.527* .163 -3.24 .590 (.429, .812) .001 

Ethnicity -.681* .202 -3.38 .506 (.341, .752) .001 -.535 .304 -1.76 .585 (.323, 1.062) .078 

Age .000 .004 -0.09 1.000 (.992, 1.007) .929 -.017* .006 -2.97 .983 (.972, .994) .003 

Labour Party support .135** .031 4.28 1.144 (1.076, 1.217) < .001 .158** .043 3.63 1.171 (1.075, 1.275) < .001 

Note. N = 6,806. * p < .01, ** p < .001. bs represent log-odds of transitioning to a different response state in 2016, relative to remaining in the same 

state. 
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Because flag attitudes were assessed in the context of the referendums at the second, 

but not the first, measurement, aspects of the referendums (e.g., knowledge of the alternative 

flag designs or support for the actual referendums), rather than partisanship, may have 

affected how participants responded to our flag attitudes measure. The timespan of data 

collection at the second measurement occasion meant some responses were received after the 

referendums had concluded and were therefore less (if at all) relevant to responding to our 

measure. Thus, Models 2 and 3 were reanalysed using survey responses received before the 

conclusion of the flag referendums and after. The results showed minimal differences in 

changes in attitudes over time between responses received before and after the referendums, 

suggesting participants’ responses to our flag change measure were not unduly affected by 

the different context at the second measurement occasion. Regression parameters for these 

models are available in the ‘Analyses by response time’ section of Appendix C.   

Figure 5.2 displays the probability of staying in, or transitioning between, each of the 

three response states (retain, unsure, change) of the categorical flag-attitude variable in 2013 

and 2016 for registered voters with high or low levels of support for the National Party (upper 

panel) or the Labour Party (lower panel). These transition probabilities represent the focal test 

of our predictions and were derived from logistic regression parameters (see Muthén & 

Asparouhov, 2011). Similarly, log-odds and p-values presented in Tables 5.5 and 5.6 are 

directly based on transition probabilities, whereby the odds are obtained from 

P(transition)/P(stay), and the log-odds represent the log of the change in odds associated with 

a one-unit increase in party support. The transition probabilities in Figure 2, however, were 

solved at high (+1 SD; left) and low (−1 SD; right) levels of support (MNational = 4.08, SD = 

1.99, MLabour = 4.12, SD = 1.72) derived from Models 2 and 3, respectively.
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Figure 5.2. Transition probabilities for National (upper; Model 2) and Labour (lower; Model 3) supporters at high (left) and low (right) levels of 

party support. Note that all other model covariates were solved at mean levels. 
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As shown in Table 5.5, among those who wanted to retain the flag in 2013, support 

for the National Party was associated with increased odds of being unsure (p < .001) and 

wanting to change the flag (p < .001) in 2016, relative to remaining in the retain state. As 

Figure 5.2 indicates, the probability of becoming unsure about changing the flag (.099) 

relative to    remaining in the retain state (.586), among registered voters with high levels of 

support for the National Party, was 1.95 times that of those with low levels of support for the 

National Party (P(unsure|retain) = .069, P(retain|retain) = .798). That is, 

(.099/.586)/(.069/.798) = 1.95. Furthermore, the probability of becoming supportive of 

change (.315) relative to remaining in the retain state among those with high levels of support 

for the National Party, was 3.22 times that of those with low levels of support for the 

National Party (P(change|retain) = .133, P(retain|retain) = .798). This indicates that those who 

supported the National Party were less likely to maintain a view that contrasted the position 

advocated by John Key (i.e., the leader of the National Party), and more likely to shift their 

views to align with Key’s, or become unsure about changing the flag. 

Among those who were unsure about changing the flag in 2013, support for the 

National Party was associated with increased odds of wanting to change the flag in 2016 (p < 

.001), but not significantly associated with the odds of wanting to retain the flag (p = .498), 

relative to remaining unsure (see Table 5.5). The probability of becoming supportive of 

change (.449) relative to remaining unsure (.166) among registered voters with high levels of 

support for the National Party was 2.83 times that of those with low levels of support for the 

National Party (P(change|unsure) = .210, P(unsure|unsure) = .220). Thus, registered voters 

who were unsure about changing the flag in 2013 were more likely to support change in 2016 

if they had high (vs. low) support for the National Party, but there was no evidence to suggest 

they were more likely to want to retain the flag in 2016 than those with low support. 
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Finally, among those who wanted to change the flag in 2013, support for the National 

Party was associated with lower odds of wanting to retain the flag (p < .001) and being 

unsure (p < .001) in 2016, relative to wanting change. The probability of transitioning to 

wanting to retain the flag (.164) relative to remaining supportive of change (.766) among 

those with high support for the National Party was about 0.36 times that of those with low 

support for the National Party (P(retain|change) = .331, P(change|change) = .564). 

Furthermore, the probability of transitioning to being unsure about the flag (.070) relative to 

remaining supportive of change for those with high support for the National Party was about 

0.49 times that of those with low support for the National Party (P(unsure|change) = .105). 

Thus, those with high support for the National Party who supported change in 2013 were less 

likely to become unsure or want to retain the flag, and more likely to remain supportive of 

change, compared to those with low support for the National Party. 

The opposite pattern emerged when examining Labour Party support. Table 5.6 shows 

that increased support for the Labour Party among those who wanted to retain the flag in 

2013 was associated with lower odds of being unsure or wanting to change the flag in 2016, 

relative to wanting to retain the flag (p = .002 and p < .001, respectively). As shown in the 

lower half of Figure 5.2, the probability of becoming unsure about changing the flag (.078) 

relative to remaining in the retain state (.737) among registered voters with high levels of 

support for the Labour Party was about 0.70 times that of those with low levels of support for 

the Labour Party (P(unsure|retain) = .094, P(retain|retain) = .623). Furthermore, the 

probability of becoming supportive of change (.185) relative to remaining in the retain state 

for those with high levels of support for the Labour Party was 0.55 times that of those with 

low levels of support for the Labour Party (P(change|remain = .282, P(remain|remain) = 

.623). This indicates that those who supported the Labour Party were less likely to become 
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unsure or supportive of change if they previously wanted to retain the flag, and more likely to 

maintain that view. 

By contrast, among those who were unsure about changing the flag in 2013, Labour 

Party support was not significantly associated with the odds of wanting to retain the flag and 

wanting to change the flag in 2016 relative to remaining unsure (p = .120 and p = .052, 

respectively). In other words, there was no evidence to suggest the tendency to change views 

on the flag, relative to remaining unsure, differed between high and low Labour Party 

supporters who were unsure in 2013.  

Finally, among those who wanted to change the flag in 2013, increased support for the 

Labour Party was associated with greater odds of wanting to retain the flag and being unsure 

in 2016 relative to remaining supportive of change (ps < .001). The probability of 

transitioning to the retain state in 2016 (.300) relative to the probability of remaining 

supportive of change (.595) for those with high support for the Labour was 1.45 times that of 

those with low support for the Labour Party (P(retain|change) = .224, P(change|change) = 

.704). The probability of becoming unsure (.105) relative to remaining supportive of change 

for those with high support for the Labour Party was also 1.73 times higher than for those 

with low support for the Labour Party (P(unsure|change) = .072). Thus, Labour Party 

supporters initially supportive of change were less likely to maintain that view, and more 

likely to want to retain the flag or feel unsure in 2016, becoming more congruent with the 

stance of Andrew Little and the Labour Party. 

Discussion 

Our analyses suggest that partisan cues shifted New Zealanders’ attitudes on changing 

the flag. After both party leaders publicly expressed contrasting views on the flag change 

referendums, around one quarter of National and Labour voters changed their opinion to align 
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with their preferred party. Furthermore, compared to those with low levels of support for the 

respective party, National Party supporters had a higher probability of shifting attitudes to 

support changing the flag in 2016, whereas Labour Party supporters had a higher probability 

of shifting attitudes to oppose changing the flag in 2016. Whereas most studies observe 

absolute levels of policy endorsement after exposure to a party cue, our research highlights 

that even previously-held attitudes toward an issue can be changed—and sometimes 

reversed—after exposure to partisan cues. Furthermore, our participants’ responses changed 

in relation to actual experiences in NZ between completing each survey (i.e., the political 

discussion of the issue), rather than to artificially manipulated conditions. Knowing 

partisanship could have such a considerable effect on previously held attitudes reinforces the 

importance of considering psychological explanations of political partisanship. 

Although our results demonstrate partisanship effects in the real world, some 

questions remain. For example, did Labour supporters vote in line with their party leader, or 

against their political opponents? Past research shows that other-party cues influence 

attitudes, sometimes to a larger degree than own-party cues (see Goren et al., 2009). It is 

likely that Labour voters changed their opinions to oppose John Key, given that he was 

particularly vocal throughout the referendum process. However, Little and the Labour Party 

vocally opposed the referendum process, and thereby potentially reinforced this effect. 

Furthermore, we were unable to examine the extent to which New Zealanders thought 

changing the flag was an important issue, a factor associated with the strength of partisan 

effects in past research (e.g., Ciuk & Yost, 2016). Many commentators (including the Labour 

Party) suggested that New Zealanders were uninterested in changing the flag. Thus, 

partisanship may have been a stronger determinant of attitude change for this issue than it 

would be for other issues. 



132 

 

Our use of longitudinal panel data is important given concerns over the external 

validity of experimental framing studies (e.g., Kinder, 2007; Sniderman & Thieault, 2004), 

but is not without its own caveats. For example, it is possible (albeit unlikely) that some 

participants changed their attitudes in relation to other events that occurred between 

measurements. Our supplementary analyses help rule out the possibility that the effects seen 

here were contingent on aspects of the referendums themselves that occurred at the second, 

but not the first, measurement. Additionally, prior research has shown National and Labour 

voters had identical top-four alternative flag design preferences before the flag designs were 

narrowed down for the first referendum (UMR Research, 2015a). Thus, our results are 

unlikely to be explained by differences in flag design preferences. 

Conclusion 

Given the increasingly partisan nature of contemporary political discourse, it is 

important to investigate the consequences of partisan cues on vote choice. Here, we show that 

partisan cues can powerfully influence public opinion and change voters’ previously-held 

views. Our results thus demonstrate that the divisive stances taken by political leaders can 

entice voters to follow their partisan ties, rather than their personal preferences (also see 

Iyengar et al., 2012). Furthermore, we show that these effects occur in real-word contexts 

during times in which voters are presumed to have the most influence over political 

outcomes. By increasing understanding of this critical topic, we hope to shed light on the 

potentially subversive nature of partisan cues in order to mitigate their effects on voters. 

  



133 

 

Bridging statement 

The previous study demonstrated that New Zealanders’ attitudes toward the 

appropriateness of their national flag were impacted by the polarized political debates that 

took place during the referendums. Specifically, support for the National and Labour parties 

predicted shifts in attitudes over time toward the position of the respective party elites. 

National party supporters (vs. those with low support) had a much lower probability of 

maintaining their support for the current flag, and a much higher probability of shifting their 

attitude over time to endorse change, a position consistent with their party, following the 

polarized debates. The reverse process was observed for Labour supporters, who similarly 

tended to move in a direction consistent with their party. In contrast to other studies 

examining real-world effects of party cues (Slothuus, 2010), this study provided the first real-

world demonstration of partisans changing their previously stated preference to align with 

their preferred political party.  

Another notable aspect of Study 4 was the political issue at hand. National flags are 

deeply symbolic, and, being a binding referendum, New Zealanders needed to live with their 

choice of flag design likely for the remainder of their lifetime. Although the study 

demonstrated that New Zealanders were clearly influenced by their party allegiances, it is not 

clear from this study what other ideological (instrumental) considerations were relevant to 

flag attitudes, how relevant they were, or whether such considerations were completely 

overridden by the messages from political elites. Past research has suggested that even when 

partisanship predicts party cue-following on political issues, other policy-relevant 

considerations remain predictive of issue attitudes as well (e.g., Bullock, 2011; Slothuus, 

2010). However, due to the complex nature of the models, Study 4 was unable to 

simultaneously model the effects of party support and prior ideological beliefs on flag 

attitudes. 
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Study 5 addressed this issue by examining a broad range of predictors of flag attitudes 

in 2016 following the political debates. Indeed, long before the political debates, the 

symbolism imbued in the New Zealand National flag has aroused questions about its 

appropriateness as a representation of the nation, with arguments for and against the design 

referencing notions of equality, tradition, and national identity (see Milne, 3015; Pollock, 

2012). Drawing on these arguments, Study 5 examines the effects of a range of system-

justifying (i.e., those that should promote support for the current flag; Jost & Hunyady, 2005) 

vs. system-challenging (those that should promote a desire for change) ideologies on New 

Zealanders’ flag attitudes. Testing these ideologies alongside support for the National party, 

the analysis examines a) the ideologies relevant to New Zealanders’ flag attitudes following 

the politicized debates, b) the association between these ideologies and National party 

support, and c) the relative magnitude and direction of the effect of ideological measures, 

compared to National party support, on New Zealanders’ flag attitudes. The reference for 

Study 5 is as follows: 

Satherley, N., Osborne, D., & Sibley, C. G. (2019). Who Is for (or Against) the National 

Flag? Ideological and Identity‐Based Motivators of Attitudes. Analyses of Social Issues and 

Public Policy, 19, 407-428. 
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Chapter Six: Who is for (or against) the national flag? Ideological and identity‐based 

motivators of attitudes 

National flags are important and pervasive symbols representing a nation. They may 

sit unassumingly beside delegates at world meetings, be waved jubilantly at sporting events 

and national celebrations, or fly at half-mast as a reflection of national mourning. Schatz and 

Lavine (2007) state that the powerful response evoked by a nation’s flag comes down to the 

flag’s ability to remind citizens of their identification with that nation, its history, and the 

prescriptive norms that correspond with membership in the nation. Indeed, a growing body of 

research has begun to explore the psychological meaning of national flags, showing they both 

capture and activate the values held collectively by a nation, and can also promote behaviours 

that are consistent with such values (e.g., Becker, Enders-Comberg, Wagner, Christ, & Butz, 

2011; Butz, Plant, & Doer, 2007; Hassin, Ferguson, Shidlovski, & Gross, 2007; 

Kemmelmeier & Winter, 2008; Sibley, Hoverd, & Duckitt, 2011, Skitka, 2005).  

Although much work has focused on unpacking the symbolic meaning of flags, little 

research has considered individual differences in support for a national flag design—perhaps 

due to the infrequency at which flag designs change. Yet the considerable meaning and 

history conveyed by flags is likely to incite strong opinions about the appropriateness of the 

design. At the heart of the issue lies a decision to continue with the status quo or change to a 

design that conveys a new—and possibly more inclusive—representation of the nation. From 

a system justification theory perspective (Jost & Banaji, 1994), change should threaten those 

who strongly endorse system-justifying ideologies (i.e., those who are motivated to view the 

status quo as fair and desirable). Thus, to the extent that a national flag represents the status 

quo and current social arrangements, system-justifying versus system-challenging ideologies 

should differentiate between supporters (vs. opponents) of changing the flag. However, 

attitudes toward change are also likely to be closely tied to one’s national and group-based 
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identities, which may foster attitudes that lend support for, or resistance to, the status quo 

independent of ideological proclivities. 

In New Zealand, the national flag has been subjected to longstanding debate about 

change. Accordingly, a referendum on change was held in 2016, where New Zealanders 

ultimately decided to keep the current flag design. Here, we review the rhetoric on changing 

the New Zealand flag and how change may appeal to, or perhaps repel, people as a function 

of their psychological dispositions. Specifically, we examine the effects of system-justifying 

and system-challenging ideologies, as well as group and national identity, on support for 

changing the flag. To demonstrate the unique effects of these countervailing ideologies and 

identities, we adjust for a range of demographic and personality covariates. The analyses 

provide insight into the characteristics of those who support and resist changing national 

symbols, and demonstrate how system justification and social identities work side-by-side 

(but sometimes in opposition to one another) to inform political attitudes.  

Historical Arguments for and Against Changing the New Zealand Flag 

New Zealand’s national flag has been formally recognised since 1902 (Ministry of 

Culture and Heritage, 2016). The flag depicts a Union Jack in the upper left-hand quadrant, 

while the southern-cross constellation of stars is depicted on the right-hand side. There have 

been numerous calls to replace the design over the years, with passionate arguments both for 

and against change. Those in favour of change believe the flag, and in particular the Union 

Jack, is an inappropriate representation of the nation. New Zealand is a formally bi-cultural 

nation with a partnership between New Zealand Europeans and Māori (i.e., the Indigenous 

peoples of New Zealand), and is highly multicultural in composition. Thus, not all New 

Zealanders may affiliate with, or feel represented by, the flag. Relatedly, others want better 

recognition of independence from Britain by dropping the Union Jack, and potentially by 
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further becoming a republic. Many also believe the flag is far too similar to the Australian 

flag, offering little distinction and much confusion among those less familiar with the two 

nations. By contrast, those who oppose change argue the flag is an important representation 

of New Zealand history, and in particular the many wars in which New Zealanders have 

fought and died (Milne, 2015; Pollock, 2012). 

The 2015-16 referendums on changing the New Zealand flag, where 57% voted to 

keep the current flag and 43% opted for the alternative (which replaced the Union Jack with a 

sliver fern design; Electoral Commission New Zealand, 2016), have stirred much interest as 

to who does and does not support change and why. Thus, some researchers have sought to 

uncover the characteristics of flag change supporters. Milne (2015) examined differences in 

flag change support across a wide range of demographic and political variables. The analyses 

showed that particular demographic groups (i.e., women, those less educated, and those 

experiencing greater socio-economic deprivation), as well as those who hold little trust in the 

government and believe they have little influence on the government, were more likely to 

support the current New Zealand flag.  

Osborne, Lees-Marshment, and van der Linden (2016) took a different approach by 

using Latent Profile Analysis to identify different groups of New Zealanders who held similar 

levels of support for core aspects of New Zealand society (e.g., immigration, Māori rights, 

economic equality), and whether these groups had more or less support for changing the flag. 

However, only the ‘Moderates’ profile (those who expressed mid-levels of support across all 

of the aspects and comprised 41.9% of the sample) expressed (marginal) support for changing 

the flag. ‘Global Egalitarians’ (those who strongly supported Māori rights and immigration, 

but had low support for defining New Zealand with reference to the common wealth, 

nationalism, or sport; 7.1% of the sample) expressed the lowest support. Though informative, 

person-centred approaches (e.g., Latent Profile Analysis) are unable to assess each variable’s 
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unique contribution to support for flag change (see Osborne & Sibley, 2017). Interestingly, 

both Milne (2015) and Osborne et al. (2016) note the apparent lack of any clear attributes 

associated with strong support for changing the flag. 

System-Oriented Motivations Behind Flag Change Positions 

According to system justification theory, numerous ideologies justify the system by 

promoting support for the prevailing social systems and status quo (see Jost & Hunyady, 

2005). However, system-justifying ideologies are distinct in nature, and should be associated 

with support for the status quo for different reasons. We argue numerous system-justifying 

ideologies should be independently relevant to flag change attitudes. Most notably, political 

conservatism entails the acceptance of inequality and resistance to change (see Jost, Glaser, 

Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Napier & Jost, 2008), and is “a prototypical system-justifying 

ideology” (Jost, Blount, Pfeffer, & Hunyady, 2003, p. 63). Thus, conservatives (vs. liberals) 

should particularly oppose changing the flag. Other system-justifying ideologies include 

social dominance orientation (SDO; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994) and right-

wing authoritarianism (RWA; Altemeyer, 1998). SDO indexes the desire for group-based 

hierarchy, as SDO correlates positively with prejudice towards groups seen as subordinate or 

competing for the top of the hierarchy (Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt & Sibley, 2017). To the extent 

that the current New Zealand flag reflects the origins of New Zealand Europeans, changes to 

the design may threaten this symbolism in favour of a more inclusive design. As such, 

individuals with high levels of SDO should be motivated to keep the current New Zealand 

flag in order to retain the symbolic dominance of New Zealand European culture. 

Those high in RWA exhibit the tendency to submit to authorities, have a strong belief 

in traditional societal norms, and aggress against those who defy authorities or tradition 

(Altemeyer, 1998). In the context of intergroup relations, those high in RWA are thought to 
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be sensitive to threat toward the perceived social norms they strongly uphold, and thus 

express prejudice towards those groups who go against these norms (Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt 

& Sibley, 2017). Because those high in RWA are driven to uphold pre-existing norms, 

changing the flag should be undesirable, given it requires a break from tradition and 

reconsideration of the values of the nation. Furthermore, changing the flag in New Zealand 

has been linked to breaking ties with Britain and becoming a republic, which should further 

heighten resistance to changing the flag among those high in RWA.  

Particularly relevant to the New Zealand context is the Dark-Duo Model of post-

colonial ideology (Sibley, 2009; Sibley & Osborne, 2016), which indexes the ideologies of 

historical negation and symbolic exclusion. These ideologies are proposed to operate in post-

colonial contexts such as New Zealand, where a struggle for balance exists between the 

colonising group (i.e., New Zealand Europeans), who experience relative dominance in 

society, and the Indigenous group (i.e., Māori), who have faced undeniable historical 

injustice and ongoing inequality as a result, yet are intimately tied to the nation’s identity 

(Sibley, 2009). To reconcile and justify these aspects of intergroup relations, the ideology of 

historical negation paints historical injustice as irrelevant to modern-day circumstances, 

whereas symbolic exclusion encompasses the belief that Māori culture is a relic of history, 

and no longer necessary or relevant to promote as part of the national character (for a full 

review, see Sibley & Osborne, 2016).  

Those high in symbolic exclusion should be particularly reluctant to change to a flag 

design that incorporates more inclusive symbols (particularly those that reference Māori 

culture and values). Rather, the current flag (which bears no reference to Māori culture) 

should be consistent with the views of those high in symbolic exclusion. As such, symbolic 

exclusion should be negative associated with support for change. Likewise, historical 

negation is an ideology that justifies inequality. Thus, those higher on the ideology should be 
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more likely to see the flag simply as an important (and unproblematic) reference to history. 

Relatedly, these individuals should also be likely to perceive calls for change as an admission 

of past injustices (i.e., colonisation that negatively impacted Māori). Indeed, we therefore 

expected historical negation to be negatively associated with support for change.  

Although a number of system-justifying beliefs exist to defend and reify the status 

quo, the dialectical nature of ideologies means that some belief systems will effectively 

counteract beliefs that justify the system (e.g., see Gramsci, 1971/2005; Hegel, 1975/2002). 

Indeed, much rhetoric on changing the New Zealand flag has focused on the need for a more 

inclusive design that better reflected the diversity of people living in the nation. Thus, support 

for multiculturalism should act as a system-challenging ideology in terms of flag support and 

should be positively associated with support for changing the flag. 

National and Group Identity 

In addition to system-justifying or challenging ideologies, different forms of identity 

(e.g., national and group attachment) are likely to foster support for changing or keeping a 

national flag based on the content of those identities. Indeed, identity politics perspectives 

place strong emphasis on the role of social identities in shaping political attitudes, and, in 

particular, how identities may become politicised in relation to (and therefore more relevant 

for) particular issue attitudes and willingness to protest (see Klandermans, 2014). In other 

words, particular social identities may be similarly relevant (if not more so) to consider in 

relation to attitudes toward national symbols as more general ideological motivations.  

Given that national flags are symbolic of the nation, an intrinsic link between national 

attachment and support for the flag likely exists. Indeed, patriotism reflects the unwavering 

sense of pride and emotional attachment to a nation (Kosterman & Feshbach, 1989), and, as 

such, those who are patriotic are likely to feel a sense of attachment to the current national 
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flag. However, past research offers an ambiguous picture about whether the association 

between patriotism and flag support is positive or negative. Becker et al. (2017) found that 

patriotism and nationalism correlated positively with positive emotions toward national flags. 

On the other hand, while RWA is positively associated with patriotism and nationalism, 

people’s preference for group-based hierarchy (i.e., SDO) is negatively (rather than 

positively) associated with patriotism in New Zealand (Osborne, Milojev, & Sibley, 2017), 

suggesting that New Zealanders’ sense of pride in the nation may be opposed to hierarchy. 

Furthermore, patriotism also entails a critical analysis of the nation’s actions (Schatz, Staub, 

& Lavine, 1999), an essentially system-challenging quality. Accordingly, we expected 

patriotism would be positively associated with support for change. 

Predictions regarding nationalism are also unclear. On the one hand, nationalism 

incorporates the sense of national superiority over other nations (Kosterman & Feshbach, 

1989). As such, highly nationalistic individuals may be supportive of the flag representing 

their nation. Likewise, nationalism is positively associated with outgroup derogation (e.g., 

Wagner, Becker, Christ, Pettigrew, & Schmidt, 2012), and nationalistic individuals may 

therefore oppose adopting a flag that might downplay the relevance of the dominant ethnic 

group in society (i.e., New Zealand Europeans). However, nationalistic individuals may take 

issue with the current New Zealand flag design, both for its reference to the United Kingdom, 

and because of its similarity to the Australian flag (a reason commonly cited in arguments for 

change). Because of this commonplace observation, we suspected that nationalism would 

also be positively associated with support for change. 

Finally, a focal point of the debates about changing the New Zealand flag during the 

2015-16 referendums was polarisation along party lines. Unusually, however, the centre-right 

National Party strongly supported, whereas the centre-left Labour Party fervently opposed, 

change (see Jones, 2015). In particular, the leader of the National Party (John Key), who 
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initiated the referendums, argued the current flag was an outdated symbol that no longer 

reflected New Zealand national identity, and was too similar to the Australian flag (Key, 

2015, August 22). The leader of the Labour Party (Andrew Little) disagreed with the format 

and cost of the referendums, suggesting they were simply a personal project for Key (Little, 

2016, March 24). Numerous psychological theories (e.g., social identity theory; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979; shared reality theory; Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Jost, Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 

2008) state that individuals should be motivated to hold attitudes that are consistent with the 

groups with which they identify. For example, students in the United States have been shown 

to support welfare policies that are misaligned with their expected ideological positioning 

upon hearing their preferred political party supports the policy (Cohen, 2003). Analyses by 

Jost et al. (2008) further show that simply recalling interactions with a conservative (vs. 

liberal) parent increases levels of system justification.  

Examining partisan effects in the context of the 2015-16 flag New Zealand 

referendums, Satherley, Yogeeswaran, Osborne, and Sibley (2018) measured attitudes toward 

changing the flag both before and after exposure to the partisan debates in the media. Their 

analyses showed that National and Labour Party support were differentially associated with 

transitions in attitudes over time. Whereas National Party supporters were more likely to 

transition from opposing to supporting change over time, Labour Party supporters were more 

likely to transition from supporting to opposing change over time. These effects occurred 

despite the motivational desire many right-wing conservatives should have to oppose change. 

In the present study, we therefore simultaneously measure the competing contributions of 

ideology and group attachment on attitudes toward changing the flag. Thus, our analyses 

enable us to identify the relative strength of these motivations, and examine the extent to 

which group attachment may counteract system-justifying motives. 

Overview of the Present Study 
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Using a large national probability survey of New Zealand adults, we assess the extent 

to which New Zealanders’ attitudes on changing the flag (yes, no, or don’t know) are 

entrenched in system-justifying vs. system-challenging ideologies, alongside the effects of 

social identity. Attitudes were measured from late 2015 through 2016 (i.e., from around the 

time the alternative silver fern flag was decided on, to after the final referendum concluded in 

March 2016). We hypothesised that opposition to changing the flag would be anchored in a 

set of system-justifying ideologies (namely, political conservatism, SDO, RWA, historical 

negation, and symbolic exclusion; Hypothesis 1), whereas support for change would be based 

in support for multiculturalism (i.e., a system-challenging ideology; Hypothesis 2). In terms 

of national attachment, we expected both patriotism and nationalism to be associated with 

support for change (Hypothesis 3). Finally, due to partisan messages expressed during the 

flag-change referendums, we expected support for the centre-right National Party to be 

positively associated with support for change (Hypothesis 4). 

We investigated our hypotheses while adjusting for a number of important covariates. 

Openness to Experience has been shown to correlate negatively with conservativism and 

RWA (e.g., Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008; Sibley, 

Osborne, & Duckitt, 2012). Thus, our models adjusted for the Big-Six personality traits. We 

also examine the effects of the following demographic variables: gender, ethnicity, religious 

status, urban vs. rural residence, age, deprivation, and education. We included this broad set 

of covariates as it seemed likely that they capture different groups in society whose attitudes 

toward the flag (and, in particular, notions of what the most appropriate flag design for New 

Zealand could be) may differ. Past research reveals that women, those with less education, 

and those experiencing greater deprivation show less support for changing the flag (Milne, 

2015). As such, it is important to show that our hypothesised predictors explain differences in 

support for the flag change after accounting for these covariates. 
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Method 

Sampling Procedure 

Data come from Time 7 (2015-2016) of the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study 

(NZAVS), a national panel sample of New Zealand adults sampled from the New Zealand 

Electoral roll. A total of 13,944 participants responded to the Time 7 NZAVS, of which the 

majority (13,879) had responded to one or more previous waves, while 65 were either 

unmatched participants or unsolicited opt-ins. Of the sample, 3,344 had responded to the 

Time 1 sample (51.3% of the Time 1 sample), and 12,550 had responded to the Time 6 

sample (79.3% of Time 6 participants retained). Participants were posted a copy of the 

questionnaire, but could complete an online version instead if they wished. 

Participants 

The total sample size for the current study was 13,559 (97.2% of the Time 7 sample). 

The mean age for the sample was 50.7 (SD = 13.9, range = 18 – 96), 37% of the sample were 

men, 42% were religious, 78% were employed, and 75% were parents. In terms of ethnicity, 

90% of the sample were New Zealand European, 12% were Māori, 3% were Pacific, 4% 

were Asian, and 2% listed another ethnicity (note that participants could list more than one 

ethnicity). 

Questionnaire Measures 

Flag change support was measured with a single item: “Should the design of the 

New Zealand flag be changed?” (“yes”, “no”, or “don’t know”). 

System-justifying and system-challenging ideologies. To assess SDO, RWA, 

historical negation, symbolic exclusion, and attitudes toward multiculturalism, participants 

were required to “indicate how strongly you disagree or agree with each statement” on a scale 
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from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). SDO was assessed using a 6-item scale 

(Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) which included the items “It is OK if some groups have more of a 

chance in life than others” and “Inferior groups should stay in their place” (α = .76). RWA 

was assessed with a 6-item scale (Altemeyer, 1996) that included the items “Our country will 

be destroyed some day if we do not smash the perversions eating away at our moral fibre and 

traditional beliefs” and “It is always better to trust the judgment of the proper authorities in 

government and religion than to listen to the noisy rabble-rousers in our society who are 

trying to create doubt in people's minds” (α = .73). 

Historical negation was assessed with a 3-item scale (Sibley, Liu, Duckitt, & Khan, 

2008) comprised of the items: “We should all move on as one nation and forget about past 

differences and conflicts between ethnic groups”, “We should not have to pay for the 

mistakes of our ancestors”, and “People who weren't around in previous centuries should not 

feel accountable for the actions of their ancestors” (α = .83). Symbolic exclusion was 

assessed with a 3-item scale (Sibley, 2009) comprised of the items: “I think that Māori 

culture helps to define New Zealand in positive ways” (reverse-coded), “I reckon Māori 

culture should stay where it belongs—with Māori. It doesn’t concern other NZers”, and 

“New Zealand would be a better place to live if we forgot about trying to promote Māori 

culture to everyone” (α = .84). 

Attitudes toward multiculturalism were assessed with a 3-item scale (Brugelmans & 

van de Vijver, 2004), consisting of the items “The unity of New Zealand is weakened by too 

many immigrants” (reverse-scored), “I feel at ease when I am in a city district in New 

Zealand with many immigrants”, and “There are too many immigrants living in New 

Zealand” (reverse-scored, α = .75). 
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National and group identity. Patriotism and nationalism were each assessed with 

separate 2-item scales (Kosterman & Feshbach, 1989), where participants were required to 

“indicate how strongly you disagree or agree with each statement” on a scale from 1 

(Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). The items assessing patriotism were “I feel a great 

pride in the land that is our New Zealand” and “Although at times I may not agree with the 

government, my commitment to New Zealand always remains strong” (r = .55, Spearman-

Brown reliability = .71), while the items assessing nationalism were “Generally, the more 

influence NZ has on other nations, the better off they are” and “Foreign nations have done 

some very fine things but they are still not as good as New Zealand” (r = .29, Spearman-

Brown reliability = .45).  

To assess support for the National Party, participants were asked to “… rate how 

strongly you oppose or support each of the following political parties” from 1 (strongly 

oppose) to 7 (strongly support), while political conservatism was measured with the single 

item “Please rate how politically liberal versus conservative you see yourself…” (1 = 

“extremely liberal”; 7 = “extremely conservative”). 

Covariates. Big-Six personality traits were assessed using 4-item Mini IPIP-6 scales 

(see Donnellan, Oswald, Baird, & Lucas, 2006; Sibley et al., 2011). Participants were asked 

to “circle the number that best represents how accurately each statement describes you” from 

1 (Very Inaccurate) to 7 (Very Accurate). Example items and reliabilities for each scale are as 

follows: “Am the life of the party” (Extraversion, α = .75), “Get chores done right away” 

(Conscientiousness, α = .67) “Feel others’ emotions” (Agreeableness, α = .72), “Get upset 

easily” (Neuroticism, α = .72), “Have a vivid imagination” (Openness to Experience, α = 

.71), and “Would like to be seen driving around in a very expensive car” (reverse-scored; 

Honesty-Humility, α = .78). 
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Education was measured on a scale from 1 (no qualification) to 10 (doctorate), 

depending on the highest level of qualification obtained (Statistics New Zealand, 2017). The 

mean level in the sample was 5.0 (SD = 2.7), equivalent to a level 5 diploma or certificate. 

Deprivation (NZDep; Atkinson, Salmond, & Crampton, 2014) was measured on a scale from 

1 (least deprived) to 10 (most deprived) based on the level of economic deprivation of the 

neighbourhood participants resided in, where each unit on the scale represents 10% of the 

New Zealand population. The mean for the sample here was 4.6 (SD = 2.8). 

Results 

To examine the variables associated with flag change support, we conducted a 

multinomial logistic regression where flag attitude was the outcome.8 Analyses were 

conducted with imputed data for missing values (multiple imputation is not available with the 

use of multinomial logistic regressions in Mplus). Because wanting to retain the current flag 

was the most common response (n = 6,740; 50%), we used “no change” as the baseline 

category. As such, the unstandardized regression coefficients reflect the change in log-odds 

of wanting to change the flag (n = 5,270; 39%) or being unsure (n = 1,549; 11%), relative to 

wanting to retain the flag. Model 1 included only the focal covariates of interest (i.e., system-

justifying and challenging ideologies, and group and national identity), while Model 2 

adjusted for the effects of demographic and personality covariates. 

Correlations, means, and standard deviations of the psychological variables in the 

analyses are presented in Table 6.1. Each of the system-justifying ideologies positively 

 
8 An alternative analytical approach could be the use of an ordinal regression, given likely ordering in the 

outcome variable (i.e., retain, unsure, to change). Although advantageous for simplicity, ordinal models impose 

a restrictive proportion odds assumption. Brant Wald tests for proportional odds in an ordinal regression 

suggested patriotism (χ2(1) = 39.53, p < .001), and age (χ2(1) = 66.12, p < .001), in particular, violated this 

assumption. In other words, the effects of these variables cannot be adequately summarised by a single 

coefficient. We thus opted for a (less simplistic) multinomial logistic regression model to ensure we obtained the 

most accurate indication of how each covariate is related to flag attitudes. 
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Table 6.1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations for focal covariates. 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 

1. Unsure vs. Retain -          

2. Change vs. Retain .000 -         

3. SDO -.074* -.050* -        

4. RWA -.089* -.144* .301* -       

5. Historical negation -.083* -.105* .292* .240* -      

6. Symbolic exclusion -.098* -.137* .466* .266* .501* -     

7. Conservatism -.086* -.094* .359* .528* .314* .312* -    

8. National Party support .050* .200* .350* .291* .343* .262* .422* -   

9. Patriotism -.051* .095* -.035* .133* .156* -.114* .144* .259* -  

10. Nationalism -.038* .000 .170* .224* .168* .110* .174* .165* .280* - 

11. Multicultural 

ideology 

.111* .153* -.439* -.339* -.286* -.415* -.305* -.120* -.015 -.210* 

Mean 0.19 0.44 2.45 3.20 4.87 2.72 3.61 4.02 5.96 4.80 

SD 0.39 0.50 0.95 1.16 1.53 1.43 1.31 2.04 1.01 1.44 

Note. * p < .001.  
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correlated with one another, as well as support for the National Party. Multicultural ideology 

was negative associated with these variables. 

System-Justifying and System-Challenging Predictors 

Regression coefficients for the change (vs. retain) category are reported in Table 6.2 

for Model 1 and 2. Table 6.3 displays the regression coefficients for the unsure (vs. retain) 

comparison for Model 1 and 2. The effects of system-justifying and system-challenging 

ideologies were mostly consistent with our hypotheses. Looking to Table 6.2 (Model 1), and 

broadly supporting Hypothesis 1, political conservatism was negatively associated with 

support for change, as was RWA. Similarly, both historical negation and symbolic exclusion 

were negatively associated with wanting to change vs. retain the flag. Unexpectedly, the 

effect of SDO on attitudes toward flag change was not significant. Conversely, in line with 

Hypothesis 2, support for multiculturalism was positively associated with wanting to change 

vs. retain the flag. When comparing unsure responses with retain responses (Table 6.3, Model 

1), political conservatism, RWA, SDO, historical negation, and symbolic exclusion were each 

negatively associated with being unsure vs. wanting to retain the flag. Conversely, 

multiculturalism was positively associated with being unsure vs. wanting to retain the flag. 

Group and National Identity 

Our hypothesis on the effects of national identity (Hypothesis 3) on attitudes toward 

change was partially supported. Although patriotism was positively associated with wanting 

to change vs. retain the flag, it was also negatively associated with being unsure vs. wanting 

to retain the flag. In contrast, nationalism was not significantly associated with flag attitudes. 

However, consistent with Hypothesis 4, National Party support correlated positively with 

support for flag change, such that each one unit increase in National Party support was
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Table 6.2. Multinomial logistic regression models predicting flag attitudes (change relative to retain). 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 b se OR (95% CI) p b se OR (95% CI) p 

Threshold -0.363** 0.194  .061 -0.005 0.320  .987 

Social dominance orientation 0.006  0.026  1.006 (0.955, 1.059)  .828 -0.047   0.028 0.954 (0.903, 1.008)  .094 

Right-wing authoritarianism -0.260**  0.021  0.771 (0.740, 0.804)  <.001 -0.181**   0.025 0.835 (0.795, 0.876)  <.001 

Historical negation -0.169**  0.016  0.845 (0.819, 0.872)  <.001 -0.168**   0.016 0.845 (0.818, 0.873)  <.001 

Symbolic exclusion -0.126**  0.019  0.882 (0.850, 0.915)  <.001 -0.163**   0.020 0.849 (0.817, 0.883)  <.001 

Conservatism -0.184**  0.020  0.832 (0.801, 0.865)  <.001 -0.177**   0.020 0.838 (0.806, 0.871)  <.001 

National Party support 0.377**  0.013  1.458 (1.422, 1.495)  <.001 0.351**   0.013 1.421 (1.384, 1.458)  <.001 

Patriotism 0.102**  0.023  1.107 (1.059, 1.158)  <.001 0.099**  0.024 1.104 (1.053, 1.157)  <.001 

Nationalism 0.037  0.018  1.038 (1.003, 1.074)  .036 0.048*   0.018 1.050 (1.013, 1.088) .008 

Multicultural ideology 0.095**  0.017  1.100 (1.065, 1.136)  <.001 0.072**   0.017 1.075 (1.039, 1.112)  <.001 

Gender (0 women, 1 men)     0.310**   0.045 1.363 (1.249, 1.488)  <.001 

Māori (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.300**   0.068 0.741 (0.648, 0.846)  <.001 

Pacific (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.254   0.133 0.776 (0.598, 1.007)  .057 

Asian (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.254   0.107 0.776 (0.629, 0.957)  .018 

Religious (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.190**   0.046 0.827 (0.755, 0.906)  <.001 

Urban (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.079   0.043 0.924 (0.849, 1.007)  .070 

Age     0.008**   0.002 1.008 (1.005, 1.011)  <.001 

Deprivation     -0.041**   0.008 0.960 (0.946, 0.975)  <.001 

Education     0.056**   0.008 1.057 (1.041, 1.074)  <.001 

Extraversion     0.020   0.019 1.020 (0.984, 1.058) .278 

Agreeableness     -0.065*   0.024 0.937 (0.893, 0.983) .008 

Conscientiousness     0.005   0.021 1.005 (0.964, 1.047) .819 

Neuroticism     -0.027   0.019 0.973 (0.937, 1.011)  .159 

Openness to Experience     -0.025   0.021 0.976 (0.937, 1.016)  .232 

Honesty-Humility     -0.041   0.019 0.960 (0.925, 0.997)  .034 

Note. N = 13,559. * p < .01, ** p < .001. Model 1: Loglikelihood = -12143, AIC = 24326, BIC = 24477. Model 2: Loglikelihood = -11957, 

AIC = 24015, BIC = 24390. Models estimated using Maximum likelihood with robust standard errors. 
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Table 6.3. Multinomial logistic regression models predicting flag attitudes (unsure relative to retain). 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 b se OR (95% CI) p b se OR (95% CI) p 

Threshold -0.019 0.257  .941 0.820 0.452  .070 

Social dominance orientation -0.103* 0.039 0.902 (0.836, 0.973) .008 -0.058 0.041 0.944 (0.871, 1.022) .154 

Right-wing authoritarianism -0.105* 0.030 0.901 (0.849, 0.956) .001 -0.082 0.035 0.921 (0.860, 0.986) .018 

Historical negation -0.068* 0.022 0.934 (0.894, 0.975) .002 -0.067* 0.023 0.935 (0.894, 0.977) .003 

Symbolic exclusion -0.131** 0.026 0.877 (0.833, 0.924) <.001 -0.118** 0.027 0.888 (0.842, 0.937) <.001 

Conservatism -0.117** 0.027 0.890 (0.843, 0.939) <.001 -0.114** 0.028 0.892 (0.845, 0.942) <.001 

National Party support 0.214** 0.017 1.238 (1.197, 1.281) <.001 0.201** 0.018 1.222 (1.179, 1.266) <.001 

Patriotism -0.181** 0.029 0.834 (0.788, 0.882) <.001 -0.141** 0.031 0.868 (0.818, 0.922) <.001 

Nationalism 0.021 0.024 1.021 (0.973, 1.071) .397 0.019 0.025 1.019 (0.970, 1.071) .445 

Multicultural ideology 0.086** 0.024 1.090 (1.040, 1.142) <.001 0.074* 0.025 1.077 (1.026, 1.130) .003 

Gender (0 women, 1 men)     -0.071 0.066 0.931 (0.818, 1.061) .283 

Māori (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.317* 0.100 0.729 (0.599, 0.886) .002 

Pacific (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.333 0.181 0.717 (0.503, 1.021) .065 

Asian (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.399 0.156 0.671 (0.495, 0.910) .010 

Religious (0 no, 1 yes)      0.024 0.067 1.024 (0.898, 1.169) .722 

Urban (0 no, 1 yes)     -0.028 0.063 0.972 (0.860, 1.100) .657 

Age     -0.013** 0.002 0.987(0.982, 0.991) .000 

Deprivation      0.007 0.011 1.007 (0.985, 1.030) .523 

Education      0.039* 0.012 1.039 (1.016, 1.064) .001 

Extraversion     -0.045 0.025 0.956 (0.909, 1.005) .077 

Agreeableness     0.026 0.035 1.026 (0.959, 1.099) .454 

Conscientiousness     -0.061 0.029 0.941 (0.889, 0.996) .036 

Neuroticism     -0.034 0.028 0.967 (0.915, 1.022) .230 

Openness to Experience     -0.068 0.029 0.935 (0.882, 0.990) .021 

Honesty-Humility     0.021 0.027 1.021 (0.968, 1.076) .445 

Note. N = 13,559. * p < .01, ** p < .001. Model 1: Loglikelihood = -12143, AIC = 24326, BIC = 24477. Model 2: Loglikelihood = -11957, 

AIC = 24015, BIC = 24390. Models estimated using Maximum likelihood with robust standard errors. 
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associated with being 1.5 times more likely to want to change vs. retain the flag. People more 

supportive of the National Party were also more likely to be unsure vs. want to retain the flag. 

Additional Covariates 

Model 2 adjusted for the effects of the personality and demographic covariates. As 

shown in Table 6.2, all of the effects seen in Model 1 held, although nationalism had a small, 

significant positive effect on wanting to change vs. retain the flag in this model (and thus 

supported Hypothesis 3). The effects of the focal covariates also held for the unsure vs. retain 

comparison, with the exceptions that SDO and RWA were no longer significant (at p < .01) 

predictors of flag change attitudes. Focusing on the covariates, men were 1.4 times as likely 

as women to want to change (vs. retain) the flag. Compared to New Zealand Europeans, 

Māori were 0.74 times as likely to want to change the flag, whereas there was no evidence to 

suggest that Pacific and Asian peoples differed from New Zealand Europeans. Religious 

people were 0.83 times as likely as non-religious people to want to change rather than retain 

the flag. Older people and those with higher levels of education were more likely to want to 

change vs. retain the flag, whereas those living in areas of greater deprivation were less 

likely. Of the Big Six personality traits, only Agreeableness had a small, negative association 

with wanting to change vs. retain the flag. 

When comparing unsure responses with those who wanted to retain the flag (Table 

6.3), Māori were 0.73 times as likely as New Zealand Europeans to be unsure vs. want to 

retain the flag. Older people were also less likely to be unsure (vs. want to retain) about 

changing the flag, whereas those with greater education were more likely to be unsure. The 

remaining effects were not significant (ps > .01). 
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Discussion 

A growing body of research has examined the psychological effects of national flags. 

In the present study, we added to this research by capitalising on a rare political phenomenon 

(namely, a national referendum to change the flag) to examine system-justifying and system-

challenging motives, alongside identity processes, underpinning attitudes toward changing a 

nation’s flag. Using a large national probability sample collected in the context of a contested 

flag change referendum, our analyses showed that a host of system-justifying beliefs (i.e., 

political conservatism, RWA, historical negation, and symbolic exclusion) positively (and 

independently) correlated with opposition to changing the flag. In contrast, multiculturalism, 

a system-challenging ideology, was associated with support for changing the flag. Identity 

processes were also evident such that patriotism, and to a lesser extent nationalism, were each 

associated with support for changing the flag. Perhaps most notably, support for the National 

Party—the centre-right political party in New Zealand—correlated positively with support for 

changing the national flag.  

System Justification and Social Identity 

Becker et al. (2017) suggest the symbolic power of the New Zealand flag may be on 

the decline, given that 43% of voters wanted to change it. However, our results show that 

New Zealand’s national flag may hold considerable symbolic power through its 

representation of the status quo. Specifically, in line with our hypotheses, the system-

justifying ideologies of conservatism, RWA, historical negation, and symbolic exclusion (but 

not SDO) were each uniquely associated with lower support for changing the flag. 

Furthermore, the size of these effects exceeded those seen for all other variables in the model 

(aside from support for the National Party, which had an opposing effect on attitudes toward 

the flag change debate).  
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These associations suggest that the symbolism behind the current flag may appeal as a 

means to represent traditional values that should be respected (RWA) or to discount Māori 

culture as an important reflection of the country (symbolic exclusion). Furthermore, the effect 

of historical negation suggests that those who believe historical injustices are irrelevant to the 

present day may also be less inclined to view a flag with reference to a colonial past as 

problematic. The lack of an effect for SDO was not hypothesised and may suggest that New 

Zealanders’ do not view the flag as a representation of social hierarchy in general. Rather, the 

flag may symbolise the perceived importance (or lack thereof) of Māori culture in defining 

New Zealand specifically (as alluded to by the effects of historical negation and symbolic 

exclusion, which are thought to be culturally-specific products of SDO and RWA; see 

Satherley & Sibley, 2018). Collectively, these effects suggest the motive to uphold the status 

quo (i.e., system justification) promotes resistance to changing national symbols. In contrast 

(and as hypothesised), our results show that system-challenging beliefs (i.e., support for 

multiculturalism) are associated with greater support for change.  

Whereas Milne (2015) failed to find a reliable effect of National Party support in their 

model, we found that National Party support was by far the strongest predictor of wanting to 

change the flag in our model. This effect is notable considering the partisan message received 

by National Party supporters (i.e., to support a change of flag) completely juxtaposed with 

their ideological motives to reinforce the status quo. Specifically, support for the National 

Party correlated positively with every system-justifying ideology, but negatively correlated 

with support for multiculturalism, in our sample. Although these results do not demonstrate 

causal effects, this finding lends support for identity-based explanations of political attitudes 

and shows that, consistent with Jost et al. (2008), identification with particular groups may (at 

least in some circumstances) mitigate the effects of system-justifying ideologies. 
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While this effect may raise concerns over political leaders swaying public opinion on 

important national issues, it also suggests social identity may be an avenue for overcoming 

system-justifying tendencies. To these ends, Feygina, Jost, and Goldsmith (2010) showed that 

‘system-sanctioned change’ could motivate those who are high on system justification to 

support efforts to combat climate change. Although it may be rare for conservative social 

groups to promote progressive change, and thus questionable as to how often this type of 

scenario may occur in real-world settings (see Osborne, Sengupta, & Sibley, 2019), the 

findings nevertheless point to social identity as a strong motivating factor in people’s 

attitudes.  

Finally, the effects of patriotism and nationalism partially supported our hypothesis. 

Patriotism was associated with greater support for changing the flag—an effect that likely 

indexed a desire to attain a flag that most appropriately represented New Zealand. In other 

words, patriotism, through critical analysis of appropriate flag design, acted as a system-

challenging identity in function. Interestingly, patriotic individuals were also less likely to be 

unsure about changing (vs. wanting to retain) the flag, suggesting that they are highly 

engaged with national issues. In contrast, there was only a small, positive association between 

nationalism and wanting to change the flag. This likely emerged through nationalistic desires 

for a flag that better differentiates New Zealand from both other flags and from British ties. 

Although we also noted the possibility that nationalism could be negatively associated with 

support for change due to decreased tolerance of out-groups, such an effect may have been 

accounted for by other ideological variables in the model (for example, SDO has positive 

cross-lagged effects on nationalism; Osborne et al., 2017). More generally, the effects of 

national identity were generally weaker than ideological predictors and party support, 

suggesting (perhaps surprisingly) that national identity (or specific forms of national 

attachment) are not as relevant to flag attitudes (at least not in New Zealand). 
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While our results identify how identity processes shape attitudes towards a national 

symbol alongside ideological motives, future research could better differentiate the 

circumstances under which identity-based processes are likely to prevail over ideological 

motivations. For example, research shows that partisan cues can be more or less effective 

depending on a number of individual differences, such as political awareness (Kam, 2005). 

Furthermore, Cuik and Yost (2016) found that the perceived importance of a given issue can 

result in more or less effective partisan cues—those who feel more concerned about a given 

issue are less likely to follow partisan cues. As for the present study, ideological motivations 

may influence how important an individual sees the issue of flag change. On the one hand, 

the positive association between party support and support for change occurred despite party 

support correlating positively with numerous system-justifying ideologies. However, if any 

given ideological motivations are particularly strong for some individuals, and particularly 

relevant to views on changing the flag (RWA, for example), this might result in identity 

processes (i.e., support for the National Party) exhibiting much weaker (or even non-

significant) effects on flag attitudes. Thus, research examining the interaction effects between 

party support and various ideologies could be insightful. 

Additional Predictors of Flag Attitudes 

Notably, our results showed that Māori in particular were less likely than New 

Zealand Europeans to want to change vs. retain the flag. These results may appear confusing 

at first blush, given that many saw the current New Zealand flag as representing British 

colonialism and dominance. Furthermore, Historical Negation and Symbolic Exclusion 

(ideologies that justify inequalities faced by Māori) were also both negatively associated with 

support for change. Yet, these findings are consistent with system justification theory, which 

suggests that under certain conditions, oppressive systems may be supported by those most 

disadvantaged (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek, 2004; see also Sibley et al., 2011). However, one 
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factor affecting support among Māori may be the ongoing issue of achieving historical 

reparations for land confiscations and mistreatment that violated the Treaty of Waitangi, 

which was established between Māori and the British Crown (see Orange, 2012). Thus, 

Māori may be particularly weary of the possibility of New Zealand becoming a republic (and, 

thus, potentially invalidating the recent political victories won through the settlement process 

by cutting ties with Britain) following a change of flag, and what effect this might have on 

achieving further reparations. Indeed, we believe this is a more probable explanation for this 

somewhat surprising effect, particularly given other minority ethnic groups (i.e., Pacific and 

Asian peoples) did not differ significantly from New Zealand Europeans. In any case, our 

results suggest more research may be necessary to better understand the meaning of national 

flags for different ethnic groups, particularly indigenous (vs. majority) groups. 

Another somewhat surprising finding was that age was positively (rather than 

negatively) associated with wanting to change vs. retain the flag. Because flags capture and 

embody the history of a nation over time, older individuals might be expected to be more 

supportive of the current flag given it symbolises more of the history they have lived through. 

However, older people may have simply gained a greater sense of suitability of the current 

flag over time, and thus be more interested in a new design that better reflects the nation—

our results support this latter interpretation. Additionally, consistent with Milne (2015), 

people living in areas that are more deprived expressed less support for changing the design. 

This may be reflective of arguments that took place during the referendums on changing the 

flag (around the time of data collection), where the processes of the proposed flag change 

were criticised for their high cost to the nation (e.g., Little, 2016, March 24). 

Limitations 
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Because national flags and their perceived meaning can vary markedly between 

nations (see Becker et al., 2017), there may be considerable deviation from our findings in 

cross-national contexts. While our results show that preference for the status quo is a primary 

determinant of resistance to changing national symbols—a factor that should apply cross-

culturally, some specific effects may differ. Indeed, two of the variables used in the present 

study (historical negation and symbolic exclusion) are context specific ideologies, and thus 

should only operate in similar post-colonial contexts with a sizable minority population that 

has faced historical injustice (see Sibley & Osborne, 2016). That said, these variables are 

conceptually similar to other modern measures of racism (e.g., symbolic racism; Sears & 

Henry, 2005), and may provide insight into how such measures would operate in contexts 

such as the United States. Moreover, our findings may be particularly applicable to the 

Australian context. Australia has a similar flag design, colonial history, and the presence of 

an Indigenous group who has faced injustice and marginalisation. These factors should make 

our results highly relevant to the Australian context, where changing the flag has also been 

debated in recent times. In any case, future research may be necessary to explore potential 

similarities and differences in specific ideologies across contexts. 

As a final caveat, it is important to note that data collection occurred during debates 

and referendums on changing the flag, and numerous aspects of this context may have 

influenced New Zealanders’ attitudes in ways we were unable to measure. One aspect we did 

capture was the partisan effect of National Party support, suggesting that there may be other 

contextual factors. For example, some participants may not have been happy with the 

alternative flag designs presented during the referendums and the process of the referendums 

itself (many argued a referendum on whether the flag should be changed should have 

preceded voting on alternative designs; e.g., Little, 2016, March 24). Thus, these issues may 

have been salient to participants when responding to our measure of flag-change support and 



159 

 

 

affected overall levels of support for changing the flag. We also note that, while our analyses 

focused on examining system-justifying motives and identity processes associated with 

attitudes toward changing the national flag, other factors are likely to contribute to flag-

change attitudes. Future research could focus on identifying these other factors to offer a 

more complete view of how support for changing the flag splits across various attitudinal and 

demographic cleavages. 

Conclusion 

We examined the ideological and identity-based factors associated with support for 

changing the New Zealand national flag. Our analyses showed that system-justifying 

ideologies correlated negatively, but system-challenging ideologies correlated positively, 

with support for changing the New Zealand national flag. In contrast, support for the centre-

right National Party—a party typically associated with support for the status quo, but, in this 

instance, publicly advocated to change the flag—was also positively associated with support 

for changing the flag. These effects held when adjusting for the effects of an extensive range 

of demographic and personality covariates. Collectively, these results extend research on 

system justification theory by showing that system-justifying (but not system-challenging) 

ideologies promote resistance to changing national symbols. At the same time, our results are 

consistent with social identity theories of political attitudes and show that resistance to 

change (i.e., opposition to changing a national flag) may be overcome by desires to hold 

attitudes that are consistent with the groups with which one identifies. 
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Bridging statement 

Study 5 demonstrated that, following the polarized debates among party elites about 

the New Zealand flag, National party support, compared to various ideological measures and 

national identity, was the strongest single predictor of New Zealanders’ attitudes toward 

changing the flag. However, broadly consistent with past research (e.g., Bullock, 2011; 

Slothuus, 2010), a wide range of system-justifying ideologies, despite being positively 

correlated with National party support, remained significant predictors of support for the 

current flag. Namely, Right-Wing Authoritarianism, although positively correlated with 

National party support, was a strong predictor of wanting to retain (vs. change) the flag. 

Together with Study 4, these results demonstrate that the politicized nature of the New 

Zealand flag debates turned partisans against their ideological proclivities on the topic of 

changing the New Zealand flag, but did not diminish the relevance of prior ideological 

motivations altogether.  

The results of studies 4 and 5 speak to the ability of political elites to shift partisans’ 

attitudes about a specific political issue, even in ways that are counter to their ideological 

stances, or previously stated position on that issue. If partisans are responsive to their 

preferred parties in these instances of elite polarization, and seemingly prioritize party 

commitments over issue commitments, how might they respond to the broader, long-term 

ideological messages conveyed by those parties? In day to day politics the messages 

conveyed, and arguments put forward by different political parties are thought to provide 

cohesive ideological frameworks which citizens can adopt (Sniderman & Bullock, 2004; 

Zaller, 1992). Although the uptake of one ideology rather than another can depend on a range 

of different salient motivations (Jost et al., 2009), the expressive account of partisanship 

suggests partisan identities themselves are an important relational motive. Thus, citizens may 

adopt meaningful ideology from attention to their identity-consistent elites (Converse, 1964; 
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Zaller, 1992). Yet, psychological theories emphasize political party preferences as primarily 

an outcome of ideological beliefs (e.g., Duckitt, 2001; Jost et al., 2009). 

Investigations into the longitudinal dynamics between these variables however has 

been rare, and produced a full spectrum of results (Chen & Goren, 2016; Evans & Nuendorf, 

2018; Goren, 2005; Greaves et al., 2014). Study 6 contributes to this line of research by 

examining the longitudinal associations between Social Dominance Orientation, Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism, and National and Labour party support. Duckitt’s (2001) Dual Process 

Model has long theorized that Social Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism index two core components of political ideology that should temporally 

precede political party preferences, but to date these associations have not been tested in 

longitudinal data. Study 6 also utilizes Random-Intercepts Cross-Lagged Panel Modelling 

(RI-CLPM; Hamaker et al., 2015) across 9 waves of data. Unlike traditional cross-lagged 

panel models, RI-CLPMs separate within-person change over time from between person 

stability in the constructs. The analyses thus speak specifically to within-person change over 

time. This is important because when dealing with variables that exhibit trait-like stability 

over time, traditional cross-lagged panel models can produce erroneous estimates as to the 

size and even direction of associations between variables over time (Hamaker et al., 2015). 

As such, study 6 provides one of the most analytically robust models of the longitudinal 

dynamics between party attitudes and ideology seen to date. The reference for Study 6 is as 

follows: 

Satherley, N., Sibley, C. G., & Osborne, D. Ideology before party: Social Dominance 

Orientation and Right-Wing Authoritarianism temporally precede political party support. 

Manuscript submitted for publication. 
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Chapter Seven: Ideology before party: Social Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism temporally precede political party support 

Ideology and party preferences are fundamental variables to the study of politics. Yet 

questions on the centrality (and even existence) of ideology to citizens over the years have 

led to diverging views on the causal predominance of these variables. Political scientists have 

long-lamented the apparent absence of ideology amongst the public (Campbell, Converse, 

Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Converse, 1964). Yet an influential review by Jost (2006) revealed 

that ideologies meaningfully correlate with political attitudes and behaviour, personality 

dispositions, and psychological motivations (see also Duckitt, 2001; Jost, Federico, & Napier, 

2009). Despite this, some researchers maintain that ideology is largely absent among the 

public and has little impact on political attitudes (Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017). Instead, party 

preferences are considered the central driving force of citizens’ political decision-making, 

with any semblance of ideology in citizens likely developing from attention to the political 

parties with which they identify (see Converse, 1964; Federico, 2012; Kalmoe; 2020; Zaller, 

1992). In line with this view, research increasingly shows that political party preferences are 

not only shaped by, but can themselves shape, a number of political attitudes (Johnston, 

2006), often at the expense of ideological predispositions. 

The extant debate raises important questions regarding the temporal ordering of 

ideological views and political party preferences. Namely, do people adhere to the ideological 

rhetoric of their preferred party over time? Or do they form political party preferences in 

response to their own ideological beliefs, adjusting their party preferences in relation to 

ideological proximity to a party? Indeed, it is an oft-assumed, but largely untested, premise in 

much previous research that ideology predicts change in people’s personal political party 

preferences (e.g., Duckitt & Sibley, 2010, 2016).Unfortunately however, answers to 
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questions about the temporal order of ideology and party preferences, as well as the relative 

magnitude of these associations over time, are notably absent from the literature.  

The present study addresses these oversights by examining the within-person 

associations between two influential ideologies (namely, Social Dominance Orientation and 

Right-Wing Authoritarianism) and left and right-wing party support across nine waves of a 

national probability panel sample of New Zealanders. Using a random intercepts cross-lagged 

panel model (RI-CLPM; Hamaker, Kuiper, & Grasman, 2015), we aim to determine the 

extent to which within-person changes in these political ideologies precede within-person 

changes in party support over time, and the extent to which within-person changes in party 

support may precede within-person changes in political ideology. Our analyses elucidate the 

temporal ordering of these variables, thereby addressing the question of whether ideological 

beliefs precede party preferences, whether party preferences precede ideology, or whether 

they mutually reinforce each other.  

Ideology and political party preferences 

Although political ideology is variably measured and defined, research consistently 

shows that beliefs about equality and acceptance (vs. resistance) to change are central aspects 

of the distinction between the left (liberals) and right (conservatives; Jost, 2006; Jost, Glaser, 

Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; see also Ellis & Stimson, 2012). We therefore focus on Social 

Dominance Orientation (SDO; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle, 1994) and Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism (RWA; Altemeyer, 1996) because they index these fundamental and 

distinct components of political ideology. From a Dual Process Model framework, SDO and 

RWA emerge from underlying personality and worldview predispositions, and subsequently 

predict socio-political attitudes to the extent that doing so satisfies these predispositions 

(Duckitt, 2001). The model posits that the personality traits of tough-mindedness and social 
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conformity, along with early socialization experiences in contexts marked by inequality and 

competition, or danger and threat, predispose individuals to hold competitive or dangerous 

worldviews, respectively. In turn, competitive worldviews motivate individuals to seek power 

and dominance over others, fostering preferences for group-based hierarchy and acceptance 

of inequality (as indexed by SDO). Conversely, dangerous worldviews motivate the desire for 

collective security and group cohesion which, in turn, elicits submission to authorities, 

respect for traditional norms and values, and aggression toward those who deviate from these 

norms (indexed by RWA; Duckitt & Sibley, 2010).  

The proposed causal structure of the Dual Process Model has received wide support in 

predicting individual differences in prejudice, xenophobia, nationalism, and the like (see 

Duckitt & Sibley, 2017, for a review). The Dual Process Model also makes predictions about 

the function of SDO and RWA in predicting voting and political party attitudes, although this 

aspect of the theory has received somewhat less empirical scrutiny. With regards to political 

outcomes, the motivational bases of SDO and RWA should draw people toward political 

parties (and policies) that respectively bolster group-based inequalities and manage threats to 

traditional norms and group cohesion (Duckitt & Sibley, 2009). Consistent with this thesis, 

SDO and RWA correlate positively with support for conservative/right-wing policies (i.e., 

policies that promote group cohesion and/or are hierarchy enhancing) and political parties 

(Azevedo, Jost, Rothmund, & Sterling, 2019; Choma & Hanoch, 2017; Crawford & Pilanksi, 

2014; Dunwoody & Plane, 2019; Duckitt & Sibley, 2016; Perry & Sibley, 2013; Sibley & 

Wilson, 2007). Furthermore, experimental research shows that RWA and SDO predict 

political candidate support more strongly when those candidates frame their policy positions 

in terms of threats to social cohesion and group status, respectively (Crawford, Bradya, 

Pilanskia, & Ernya, 2013). Although these findings imply that SDO and RWA should lead to 
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increased support for right-wing political parties, studies have yet to use longitudinal data to 

test this key causal assumption.  

Although the Dual Process Model predicts that political party preferences should be 

an outcome of SDO and RWA, it does not rule out the possibility that these outcomes can in 

turn have reciprocal associations with SDO and RWA (Duckitt & Sibley, 2017). Indeed, 

numerous lines of research highlight the possibility that support for political parties may in 

turn influence ideological beliefs. From a psychological point of view, people should be 

motivated to share ideologies that are consistent with groups whom they are close to and 

identify with, which can include political parties (Jost et al., 2009; Stern & Ondish, 2018). 

This fosters a sense of shared reality – a shared set of beliefs among those groups that help to 

create a stable, predictable view of the world (Jost, Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 2008). Likewise, 

social identity accounts of partisanship posit that, for many people, party preferences result 

more so from a shared sense of identity with groups represented by a given party, rather than 

any kind of ideological closeness (Converse, 1964; Campbell et al., 1960; Huddy; Bankert, & 

Davies, 2018; Mason, 2018). In an effort to positively differentiate the in-party from other 

parties, people may engage in motivated reasoning, whereby they seek consistency with their 

preferred party in order to protect their identity (Bolsen & Druckman, 2014). These closely 

related perspectives tap into relational motivations that Jost et al. (2009) argue act in tandem 

with epistemic and existential motives (such as those considered by the Dual Process Model) 

to determine the extent to which people gravitate toward political ideologies. 

Bolstering the social identity account of party preferences, research reveals that 

citizens often adopt the policy positions expressed by preferred political parties, even if those 

positions run against their prior ideological proclivities. For example, partisan debates over 

changing the New Zealand national flag led centre-right National supporters (who previously 

opposed change) to endorse change, even though conservative ideology was associated with 
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opposition to change (Satherley, Osborne, & Sibley, 2019; Satherley, Yogeeswaran, Osborne, 

& Sibley, 2018). In the U.S., Cohen (2003) found liberal and conservative students supported 

harsh or generous welfare policies (respectively) when informed that Democrats or 

Republicans supported those same policies (see also Barber & Pope, 2019). Although this 

(and other) research demonstrates that party preferences often take precedence over ideology, 

it is unclear whether the effects might simply reflect fleeting decisions, or those specific to a 

particular issue, or whether they might point toward a broader function of party preferences 

impacting on ideological beliefs over time. Put differently, does exposure to the rhetoric of 

political parties on various issues and events that (for example) reinforce (or diminish) the 

importance of equality over time lead citizens to adopt similar frames of thought? 

Unfortunately, longitudinal analyses that would enable researchers to answer this 

important question are uncommon. Moreover, the few studies that have been conducted have 

yielded inconsistent findings. Goren (2005) examined the cross-lagged associations between 

party preferences and core political values from 1992 – 96 and found that beliefs about equal 

opportunity and limited government did not predict partisanship over time. Rather, 

partisanship predicted changes in equal opportunity and limited government beliefs over 

time. In contrast, Evans and Nuendorf (2018) found that left-right core values predicted 

partisanship over time, whereas partisanship had little to no effect on core values. Chen and 

Goren (2016) examined cross-lagged relationships between operational ideology (beliefs 

about government activism toward social welfare) and partisanship from 1990 – 2012, and 

found that both tended to predict one another over time. Consistent with these findings, 

Greaves, Osborne, Sengupta, Milojev, and Sibley (2014) found that historical negation and 

symbolic exclusion (two post-colonial ideologies that correlate positively with SDO and 

RWA; see Satherley & Sibley, 2018) had reciprocal relationships with party attitudes. Given 

the conflicting state of the literature, answers to the question of just how far party preferences 
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can go in shaping citizens’ ideological beliefs remain unclear. 

Overview and hypotheses 

In this study, we examine the longitudinal associations between SDO, RWA, and 

party support using nine waves of a large, nationally representative panel sample of New 

Zealand adults. To do so, we utilize Random-Intercepts Cross-Lagged Panel Modelling (RI-

CLPM) which separates between-person stability in each construct from within-person 

change (Hamaker et al., 2015). This means our analyses speak specifically to within-person 

changes over time, allowing us to overcome limitations of traditional cross-lagged panel 

models seen in the literature to date, which conflate between person stability and within 

person change (Berry & Willoughby, 2017). We therefore aimed to determine whether these 

ideologies temporally precede political party support (or vice versa), and the magnitude of 

these associations at the within-person level. 

The Dual Process Model proposes that SDO and RWA result largely from personality 

predispositions and early socialization experiences that encourage psychological motivations 

to manage competition and threat, with this proposed structure receiving wide support (e.g., 

Duckitt & Sibley, 2017). These motivations should push those who are high on SDO and 

RWA toward (right-wing) political parties that emphasize group-based inequality and the 

need for cohesion/collective security (Duckitt & Sibley, 2009), a proposition that has been 

supported in extant correlational and experimental research. We therefore hypothesised that 

SDO and RWA would temporally precede support for the centre-left Labour party and 

centre-right National party (i.e., the two largest competing political parties in New Zealand). 

Specifically, SDO and RWA should forecast within-person increases in centre-right National 

party support over time, but within-person decreases in centre-left Labour party support.  
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Although SDO and RWA should forecast within-person changes in party support over 

time, research also shows political party support can shape policy preferences, sometimes in 

unexpected or counter-ideological directions (e.g., Barber & Pope, 2019; Cohen, 2003). The 

ideologically-laden rhetoric of political parties is also a key way in which citizens are 

exposed to, and come to understand, policy issues (Zaller, 1992). Thus, exposure to rhetoric 

on issues of equality and social tradition, cohesion, and security from preferred political 

parties may promote related ideological beliefs over time. However, support for the view that 

party preferences cause (rather than are caused by) ideology has been mixed. We therefore 

expected that support for the centre-right National party would predict within-person 

increases in SDO and RWA, and that support for the centre-left Labour party would predict 

within-person decreases in SDO and RWA, over time. Nevertheless, we expected that party 

preferences would have a weaker influence on ideology than vice versa. Collectively, these 

results would suggest that SDO and RWA precede party preferences. 

Method 

Sampling procedure 

We analysed nine waves of data from the New Zealand Attitudes and Values Study 

(NZAVS), an ongoing national probability panel study that started in 2009. The Time 1 

(2009) sample consisted of 6,518 participants sampled from the New Zealand electoral roll, 

which contains the details of all registered voters, with registration compulsory from age 18. 

The Time 9 (2017-2018) sample consisted of 17,072 participants, of which 2,771 were 

retained from the Time 1 sample (i.e., 42.5% of the original Time 1 sample retained). Booster 

samples were collected at Time 3 (through an unrelated survey in a major New Zealand 

newspaper), Time 4, Time 5, and Time 8 (from the electoral roll). Wave-to-wave retention 

rates ranged from 67.9% – 85.6%. Sample sizes for the remaining waves were as follows: 
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4,441 (Time 2), 6,884 (Time 3), 12,179 (Time 4), 18,261 (Time 5), 15,820 (Time 6), 13,942 

(Time 7), 21, 936 (Time 8). For full details on the sampling procedure at each wave, see 

Sibley (2019). 

Participants 

The main analysis had a sample size of 31,537 participants who completed at least 

one wave of the Time 1 – Time 9 NZAVS. Of participants at Time 1, 60% were women, with 

a mean age of 48.08 (SD = 14.73, range = 18 – 98). In terms of ethnicity, 82% were NZ 

European, 18% Māori, 5% Asian, 4% Pacific, and 3% listed another ethnicity (participants 

could report more than one ethnicity). Of participants at Time 9, 63% were women, with a 

mean age of 51.39 (SD = 13.74, range = 18 – 98). The ethnic composition of the sample was 

91% NZ European, 12% Māori, 4% Asian, 3% Pacific, and 3% another ethnicity. 

Statistical power 

These data come from a pre-existing and ongoing longitudinal study that was not 

originally designed for the purpose of conducting the analysis presented here. As such, power 

analyses were not conducted before data collection. Sample size was determined in advance 

by the study’s ability to retain participants over time. However, our large sample size (N = 

31,537), should provide sufficient power to detect small effects. 

Questionnaire measures 

To assess support for the National party (right-wing) and Labour party (left-wing), 

participants were asked to rate how strongly they opposed or supported each party on a scale 

from 1 (strongly oppose) to 7 (strongly support). 

Social Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing Authoritarianism were measured 

using 6-item scales, to which participants rated how strongly they agreed or disagreed with 
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each statement on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. The items assessing 

Social Dominance Orientation were: “It is OK if some groups have more of a chance in life 

than others.”, “To get ahead in life, it is sometimes okay to step on other groups.”, “It would 

be good if groups could be equal.” (reverse-scored), “Inferior groups should stay in their 

place.”, “We should have increased social equality.” (reverse-scored), and “We should do 

what we can to equalise conditions for different groups.” (reverse-scored; αTime 1 – Time 9 = .69 

– .79).  

The items assessing Right-Wing Authoritarianism were: “It is always better to trust 

the judgment of the proper authorities in government and religion than to listen to the noisy 

rabble-rousers in our society who are trying to create doubt in people's minds.”, “Our country 

will be destroyed some day if we do not smash the perversions eating away at our moral fibre 

and traditional beliefs.”, “It would be best for everyone if the proper authorities censored 

magazines so that people could not get their hands on trashy and disgusting material.”, 

“People should pay less attention to The Bible and other old traditional forms of religious 

guidance, and instead develop their own personal standards of what is moral and immoral.” 

(reverse-scored), “Some of the best people in our country are those who are challenging our 

government, criticizing religion, and ignoring the "normal way" things are supposed to be 

done.” (reverse-scored), and “Atheists and others who have rebelled against established 

religions are no doubt every bit as good and virtuous as those who attend church regularly.” 

(reverse-scored; αTime 1 – Time 9 = .66 – .75). 9 

Results 

Analytic method 

 
9 Due to space constraints, the last item assessing RWA was omitted from Time 2. 
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We modelled our data in Mplus 8.3 using the RI-CLPM, which, unlike traditional 

cross-lag panel models (CLPMs), separates between-person stability from within-person 

change. This is advantageous because conflation of the within- and between-person variance 

in traditional CLPMs can lead to erroneous conclusions about the magnitude and direction of 

associations between variables, particularly when dealing with highly stable trait-like 

constructs (Hamaker et al., 2015). To account for stability in between-person differences, the 

RI-CLPM includes correlated random intercepts for each variable, with factor loadings for 

each measurement constrained to 1. This means auto-regressive and cross-lagged parameters 

within RI-CLPMs specifically represent predicted within-person deviations from an 

individual’s expected mean score on a given variable over time, based on within-person 

deviations in that same variable (in the case of autoregressive effects) or a different variable 

(in the case of cross-lagged effects) at the prior measurement (Hamaker et al., 2015). Here, 

we estimated RI-CLPMs based on nine annual waves of data using full information 

maximum likelihood, and specified a stationary process over time.  

RI-CLPM of SDO, RWA, and party preferences 

The results of the RI-CLPM assessing the within-person, over-time relationships 

between ideology and party preferences are displayed in Figure 7.1. Fit indices suggested an 

acceptable model fit, with all indices falling within conventional cut-off criteria (χ2
(550) = 

5698.072, p < .001, CFI = .987, RMSEA = 0.017 (0.017, 0.018), p > .999, SRMR = .039). As 

shown in Figure 7.1, within-person deviations in RWA (B = 0.095, 95% CI [0.085, 0.105], p 

< .001), SDO (B = 0.147, 95% CI [0.137, 0.157], p < .001), National party support (B = 

0.257, 95% CI [0.245, 0.268], p < .001) and Labour party support (B = 0.141, 95% CI [0.130, 

0.152], p < .001) predicted subsequent within-person deviations in those same variables over 

time. However, within-person deviations in party support generally persisted more over time 

than did deviations in ideology. Looking to the left half of Figure 7.1, within-person increases 
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in both RWA (B = 0.030, 95% CI [0.015, 0.045), p < .001) and SDO (B = 0.030, 95% CI 

[0.016, 0.045], p < .001) predicted within-person increases in centre-right National party 
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Figure 7.1. Random-intercepts cross-lagged panel model of the within-person relationships between SDO, RWA, and party preferences over time. For clarity, 

the autoregressive and cross-lagged effects of RWA and SDO are displayed on the left-hand side only, with the autoregressive and cross-lagged effects of 

centre-right National and centre-left Labour party support displayed on the right-hand side. Covariances between variable residuals at each wave were 

estimated but excluded in the figure for clarity. Coefficients are unstandardized (but variables were measured on a common scale), with 95% confidence 

intervals displayed below. Dashed lines represent non-significant effects. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. 
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support over time. SDO also predicted within-person decreases in centre-left Labour party 

support over time (B = -0.028, 95% CI [-0.044, -0.012], p = .001), whereas RWA was 

unassociated with within-person change in Labour party support over time (B = 0.004, 95% 

CI [-0.012, 0.021], p = .588). 

The right-hand side of Figure 7.1 also reveals that within-person changes in party 

support impacted ideology over time. Specifically, within-person increases in centre-right 

National party support predicted within-person increases in both RWA (B = 0.014, 95% CI 

[0.008, 0.020], p < .001) and SDO (B = 0.013, 95% CI [0.007, 0.019], p < .001) over time. 

Conversely, within-person increases in centre-left Labour support predicted within-person 

decreases in SDO over time (B = -0.009, 95% CI [-0.015, -0.004], p < .001), but did not 

result in within-person change in RWA over time (B = -0.003, 95% CI [-0.008, 0.002], p = 

.299). Our analyses also identified significant cross-lagged relationships between National 

and Labour party support over time, independent of the effects of ideology. Specifically, 

within-person increases in National party support predicted within-person decreases in 

Labour party support over time (B = -0.077, 95% CI [-0.088, -0.067], p < .001). Similarly, 

within-person increases in Labour party support predicted within-person decreases in 

National party support over time (B = -0.063, 95% CI [-0.072, -0.054], p < .001). 

Although there were reciprocal relationships between ideological beliefs and party 

support over time, comparisons of the cross-lagged coefficients suggest the impact of within-

person changes in ideological beliefs on political party support were larger than the reverse. 

We formally compared the magnitude of these relationships using Wald tests of equality of 

parameter constraints (see Table 7.1). These tests confirmed that the effect of within-person 

change in SDO on National and Labour party support were significantly larger than the 

reverse associations. Likewise, the effect of within-person changes in RWA on National party 
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support was significantly larger than the reverse. Thus, our results suggest that ideological 

beliefs (as indexed by SDO and RWA) temporally precede political party preferences. 

Table 7.1. RI-CLPM autoregressive and cross-lagged coefficients for SDO, RWA, centre-

right National party support, and centre-left Labour party support. 

OutcomeT PredictorT−1 B 95% CI 

National support    

 National support 0.257***  (0.245,  0.268) 

 Labour support -0.063***  (-0.072,  -0.054) 

 RWA 0.030***  (0.015,  0.045) 

 SDO 0.030*** (0.016,   0.045) 

    

Labour support    

 Labour support 0.141***  (0.130,  0.152) 

 National support -0.077*** (-0.088, -0.067) 

 RWA 0.004  (-0.012,  0.021) 

 SDO -0.028**  (-0.044,  -0.012) 

RWA    

 RWA 0.095***  (0.085,  0.105) 

 SDO 0.024***  (0.015,  0.032) 

 National support 0.014***   (0.008, 0.020) 

 Labour support -0.003 (−0.008,  0.002) 

    

SDO    

 SDO 0.147***  (0.137,  0.157) 

 RWA 0.021***  (0.012,  0.030) 

 National support 0.013***  (0.007,  0.019) 

 Labour support -0.009**   (-0.015, -0.004) 

    

Slope Comparisons     

SDO T−1 → National support 

National support T−1 → SDO 
vs. 0.017*  (0.003,  0.031) 

SDO T−1 → Labour support  

Labour support T−1 → SDO 
vs. 0.019*  (0.003,  0.034) 

RWA T−1 → National support 

National support T−1 → RWA 
vs. 0.016*  (0.001,  0.030) 

Model fit indices: χ2(550) = 5698.072, p < .001, CFI = .987, RMSEA = 0.017 

(0.017, 0.018), p > .999, SRMR = .039. *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001. 

 

Discussion 

Despite extensive research on political ideology and party preferences, questions 

remain over how these variables might shape one another, and which comes first, over time. 
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We addressed these questions using a RI-CLPM spanning nine waves of a large national 

probability sample to examine the within-person, over time relationships between SDO, 

RWA, and support for political parties. Consistent with our hypotheses on the temporal 

precedence of ideology, our results showed that within-person changes in SDO and RWA 

temporally precede within-person changes in party preferences over time. These effects were 

larger than the reciprocal effects of party preferences on SDO and RWA. In other words, 

people tend to express support for political parties whose rhetoric resonates with their own 

ideological proclivities. That said, changes in people’s support for political parties can also 

lead to small changes in the ideological views they express over time. Thus, while ideology 

attracts people to political parties, the rhetoric of those parties can in turn reinforce the 

ideological views that people hold. 

Our findings contribute to the currently mixed view on the causal relationships 

between ideology (and core values) and party preferences (e.g., Chen & Goren, 2016; Evans 

& Nuendorf, 2018; Goren, 2005; Greaves et al., 2014). Notably, our findings contrast with 

those of Goren (2005) which suggested that core political values (which, most relevant to the 

present study, included equal opportunity beliefs) have no impact on, but are nonetheless 

impacted by, people’s party identification. However, our results are consistent with past 

research that has identified reciprocal associations between ideological beliefs and party 

preferences (e.g., Chen & Goren, 2016; Greaves et al., 2014). Here, we extend this literature 

by showing that ideological beliefs about group-based inequality and social tradition (and 

cohesion) forecast political party preferences more so than vice versa. Importantly, our 

analytic technique reveals that these results reflect within-person processes over time. Indeed, 

our findings challenge the notion that ideological beliefs (which are sometimes assumed to be 

lacking altogether) have little to do with political attitudes such as party preferences (e.g., 

Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017). 
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That SDO and RWA temporally preceded increased right-wing party (i.e., the 

National party) support, but decreased left-wing party (i.e., the Labour party, in the case of 

SDO) support, is consistent with the Dual Process Model of ideology and prejudice (Duckitt, 

2001). Although the motivational structure of the model has been widely supported (Duckitt 

& Sibley, 2017), and longitudinal research has supported the subsequent proposed causal 

impact of SDO and RWA on prejudice (see Asbrock, Sibley, & Duckitt, 2010; Kteily, 

Sidanius, & Levin, 2011), research examining the impact of SDO and RWA on political party 

preferences in models utilizing longitudinal data had been lacking until now. This is notable 

given that the parties that people support can significantly impact the experiences of various 

groups in society through the subsequent policies they enact. That said, although SDO 

predicted within-person change in both National and Labour party support, RWA only 

predicted within-person increases in National party support. This finding, along with the non-

significant cross-lagged path from Labour support to RWA, is likely reflective of New 

Zealand’s political context, indicating that the Labour party may provide clear signals on 

issues of (increased) social equality, but not on issues of collective security/social cohesion, 

whereas the National party seems to provide signals on both. 

Our results also speak to the limits of influence that party elites have on citizens’ 

beliefs. Although past research has shown that party attachments can shape political attitudes 

and preferences, our results identify ideological views as a boundary to this effect. That is, 

while citizens may follow cues from their preferred parties on various policy issues 

(emphasized by the centrality of party preferences to political attitudes and behaviours; 

Brandt, Sibley, & Osborne, 2019), our findings suggest that party cues and frames are 

unlikely to lead to fundamental changes to (but rather, may reinforce) people’s ideological 

beliefs over time. That said, by modelling support for the National and Labour parties 

separately, our analyses also showed that within-person increases in National party and 
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Labour party support forecasted within-person decreases in support for the opposing party 

over time, even after accounting for ideological predictors (and prior levels) of support for 

those parties. This finding seems indicative of the social identity function of party attitudes, 

whereby increased support for a given (in) party motivates opposition toward out-parties, an 

effect that cannot be explained by ideological disagreement (at least in terms of social 

equality and collective security/social cohesion) with an out-party. 

Strengths, limitations, and future directions 

Our analyses provide the first examination of the within-person longitudinal 

associations between ideological beliefs and party preferences utilizing a large nationally 

representative sample. However, these results specifically reflect annual longitudinal 

associations. It remains possible that changes in ideological beliefs or party preferences may 

exert larger or smaller effects depending on the time lag examined. The results also speak to 

the relationship between ideological beliefs and party support, but do not suggest that 

ideology is the most important consideration when party preferences are formed. Other 

factors are likely to influence which parties people support over time (see Sanders, Clarke, 

Stewart, & Whiteley, 2011). 

These findings also have relevance to the motivational bases, or ‘elective affinities’, 

that draw people to ideologies (e.g., Jost et al., 2009). Specifically, our results suggest that the 

grounding of SDO and RWA in the needs to reduce competition and threat (respectively) are 

likely a stronger anchor for these ideologies than any kind of corresponding relational motive 

indexed through party support. However, future research could more formally incorporate 

these motives into longitudinal models. For example, dangerous and competitive worldviews 

could be independently modelled alongside RWA, SDO, and party support. An additional 

benefit of this approach would be to identify a mechanism through which party preferences 
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shape ideological beliefs. On the one hand, people may be receptive to the substantive 

content of ideologies expressed by political parties, and party preferences could directly 

impact ideology. On the other hand, people may respond to rhetoric by political parties that 

emphasize threats to social cohesion or increased competition. Accordingly, political parties 

may influence ideology indirectly by heightening perceptions of competition and threat.  

The present study demonstrates a main or ‘average’ influence between ideology and 

party preferences over time in a national probability sample. This is important given ideology 

has been proposed (and is sometimes still viewed) as a tool used exclusively by the few, most 

politically informed members of society (e.g., Converse, 1964). However, numerous factors 

may moderate the extent to which ideology and party preferences predict one another over 

time (see Federico & Malka, 2018). Those with greater levels of political sophistication, or 

those who simply pay more attention to the news, may have a better understanding of where 

each party stands. This increased understanding of the socio-political climate could, in turn, 

further strengthen the cross-lagged relationships between ideology and party preferences (and 

vice versa; although see Chen & Goren, 2016). A similar effect may be observed in contexts 

where political parties are more polarized. Those who hold a stronger party identification 

might also be more likely to follow their preferred party’s ideological positioning. More 

generally, political parties across contexts may differ in what aspects of political ideology 

they adhere to or emphasise, consequently changing the associations between specific 

measures of ideological beliefs and party support. Accordingly, future research should 

consider moderators of these relationships. 

Finally, by examining SDO and RWA, rather than a liberal-conservative (or left-right) 

self-placement scale, we can be confident that our measures tap into specific ideological 

views about preference for inequality and resistance to change (i.e., traditionalism; SDO and 

RWA, respectively). In contrast, interpretation of ideological self-identification measures can 
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be marred by people’s lack of understanding of ideological terms (which may result in a 

greater impact of party preferences on ideological self-identification), or different cultural 

interpretations of labels, rather than operational ideological beliefs (see Barber & Pope, 2019; 

Ellis & Stimson, 2012). Furthermore, whereas various specific issues may be more or less 

relevant to party preferences depending on their salience in a given context (Highton & Kam, 

2011), notions of equality and tradition versus change should underlie numerous issues 

debated by political parties. This should increase the generalizability of our findings across 

political contexts, compared to analyses that make use of more specific issue attitudes that are 

influenced by the given zeitgeist. 

Conclusion 

Despite the centrality of political ideology and party preferences to political attitudes 

and behaviours, research has yet to address how these variables forecast one another within 

individuals over time. Consequently, questions have persisted, and theories have conflicted, 

over the extent to which ideology comes before party preferences and vice versa, or whether 

these variables causally influence one another at all. Using an RI-CLPM of nine waves of a 

national probability panel sample, we demonstrated that SDO and RWA forecasted annual 

within-person increases in right-wing party support (and left-wing party opposition) over 

time. By comparison, reciprocal effects of party support on within-person changes in these 

ideologies were only about half as large. These results provide crucial, but until now lacking, 

evidence for the theoretical assumption that SDO and RWA should shape political party 

preferences. The weaker feedback loop from party preferences to ideology demonstrated that 

support for political parties also subtly reinforces the ideologies that promote support in the 

first instance.  
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Chapter Eight: General discussion 

Different interpretations of partisanship as a mere summary, or motivator of political 

attitudes have persisted over the years, that, when viewed individually, present quite different 

consequences of partisanship. The expressive view of partisanship posits that commitments to 

political parties represent important psychological, identity driven attachments that promote 

outcomes such as increased out-party hostility and distrust (Carlin & Love, 2013; Iyengar & 

Krupenkin, 2018), and partisan motivated reasoning that enables cues from party elites to 

shift partisan attitudes (Druckman et al., 2013; Bolsen et al., 2014; Slothuus, 2010). However, 

there remain questions as to the conditions under which this may occur (Leeper & Slothuus, 

2014), the real-world relative to experiments being one such condition (Kinder, 2007). 

Moreover, the longitudinal dynamics between partisanship and ideology, despite being 

central to understanding the function of partisanship, have remained under-studied. Such 

studies however are methodologically demanding as they require several waves of 

longitudinal data assessing relevant ideological constructs, perhaps contributing to their 

scarcity. Finally, despite a rich body of research accumulating on the nature of partisanship 

over the years, the expressive function of partisanship has gone largely unexamined in New 

Zealand.  

The aims of this thesis were therefore to a) broadly investigate the nature and function 

of partisan attitudes in New Zealand, and, simultaneously, b) contribute to the literature on 

party elite influence on partisan attitudes and the interplay between partisanship and 

ideology. These aims were addressed through six manuscripts that analyzed political party 

support across several pertinent domains of research in a large national probability sample of 

New Zealanders. The studies employ a wide-range of research methodologies, using both 

cross-sectional, repeated-cross sectional, as well as longitudinal analyses of up to nine waves 

of data, which are well suited to address these research questions. In this chapter, I 
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summarize the key findings of each study of the thesis, before discussing the key 

contributions in relation to the broad aims of this thesis and relevant extant research. Future 

directions stemming from the key findings presented in this thesis are then discussed. 

Summary of major findings across studies 

The main contributions of this thesis began with an exploratory overview of different 

dimensions of political polarization across party voters in New Zealand from 2009 – 2017. 

Political polarization has long been an active area of research in the United States, which has 

been made all the more salient given the turbulent and divisive nature of politics in recent 

times (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Although results from this research have depended on the 

type of polarization analyzed, research has generally converged on a pattern of increased 

affective polarization in the United States (Iyengar et al., 2019; Lelkes, 2012) as well as 

increasingly aligned partisan and ideological identities (Levendusky, 2009). The results of 

Study 1 provided no evidence of systematic increases (or decreases) in polarization in New 

Zealand. Labour and Green party voters now report more ideologically liberal political 

orientations, and were more opposed to the National party in 2017 compared to 2009. 

National and Labour party voters’ attitudes toward equality and climate change were also 

slightly more divided in 2017 compared to 2009. However, Study 1 indicated that New 

Zealanders’ perceptions of the fairness of their political system hinge on the electoral success 

of their preferred political party. National voters’ sense of fairness increased following the 

electoral success of the National party from 2009, yet decreased in 2017 when Labour was 

elected into government. The reverse pattern was seen for Labour and Green party voters. 

This trend is consistent with research showing partisanship can shape peoples view of 

economic conditions over time (e.g., Bartels, 2002), and provides preliminary evidence of 

partisan influence on political attitudes in New Zealand. 
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Study 2 provided further insight into partisan attitudes in New Zealand by 

demonstrating the stability of party support over time. A key quality of partisanship as a 

meaningful indicator of either political preferences or a social identity is that it should be 

relatively unchanging over time (see Bartle & Belluci, 2009; Campbell et al., 1960). Yet 

extant research in New Zealand has provided only limited indications of partisan attitude 

stability through, for example, the stability of voting behaviour prior to the change to a 

multiparty political system (e.g., Leithner, 1997), or the stability of partisan attitudes over 

only a one-year period (Greaves et al., 2014). Moreover, although an intuitive and relatively 

efficient way to assess partisan attitudes, measures of party support have not been utilized to 

assess partisan attitudes in extant research. Crucially however, Study 2 demonstrated that 

New Zealanders’ ratings of support (vs. opposition) for the main political parties (particularly 

the National party, as well as the Labour and Green parties) exhibit generally high rank-order 

stability over two and five-year test-retest periods. Moreover, broadly consistent with 

expressive accounts of partisanship, stability estimates were higher still among those who 

reported their political beliefs to be important to their sense of self. Thus, Study 2 indicated 

that party support – the measure used throughout the papers in this thesis – provides a 

suitable measure of partisan attitudes insofar as they tend to capture meaningful assessments 

of parties over time, as opposed to variable assessments generated from salient considerations 

at the time of assessment (see Goren, 2013). 

Having established that support for political parties generally exhibits high stability 

over time in New Zealand, Study 3 examined why, as demonstrated in Study 1, support for a 

given party is associated with opposition toward competing parties. Whereas early research 

on partisanship focused mostly on positive attachments to a party, more recent research has 

identified that both in-party and out-party attitudes motivate political behaviour and party 

elite influence (Goren et al., 2009; Medeiros & Noël; 2014). Thus, to the extent that this 
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association is stronger (indicating higher affective polarization), partisan motivated attitudes 

and behaviours should be more common. Yet, research outside the United States on this topic 

has been extremely limited, despite many nations (including New Zealand) exhibiting higher 

levels of affective polarization (Gidron et al., 2019; Lauka et al., 2018). Centrally, Study 3 

showed that political identity centrality was the single strongest and most consistent 

moderator of affective polarization in New Zealand, such that higher levels of identity 

centrality were associated with higher levels of polarization. The effects of ideological 

alignment with a party (i.e., a factor consistent with an instrumental account of partisanship) 

was also consistently, yet more weakly, associated with higher affective polarization. Thus, 

these results demonstrated that although both instrumental (e.g., ideological) and expressive 

(e.g., identity centrality) concerns are conducive to greater affective polarization in New 

Zealand, identity is the stronger and more consistent factor. 

Taken together, the results of studies 1 – 3 provide a broad overview of the nature of 

partisanship in New Zealand. New Zealanders express relatively stable levels of support 

toward different political parties, and, although polarization is not generally rising in New 

Zealand, supporters of different parties clearly differ with regards to numerous social and 

policy attitudes, consistent with an instrumental view of partisanship. However, fluctuation in 

evaluations of the fairness of New Zealand’s political system and policies depending on 

which party is in government, and the consistent effect of high political identity centrality on 

more affectively polarized party ratings also point toward an element of expressive 

partisanship in New Zealand. This raises the possibility that partisanship may forecast change 

in political attitudes, rather than merely summarize preexisting attitudes.  Studies 4 – 6 

subsequently investigated this aspect of expressive partisanship in New Zealand directly. 

Specifically, these studies focused on the role of partisan elite influence in New Zealand, and 

the interplay between partisanship and ideology. 
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Indeed, one of the more consequential outcomes of expressive partisanship is the role 

of political elites in shaping partisans’ views toward various political issues, even if the party 

position contrasts with partisans’ ideological views (Cohen, 2003). However, such effects are 

extremely difficult to capture in a real-world setting, because they require direct assessments 

of partisans’ attitudes on a political issue before that issue becomes polarized among party 

elites. This was the direct focus of Study 4, which examined the extent to which political 

party support predicted party cue following during the 2015 – 2016 New Zealand flag change 

referendums. During the referendums, the centre-right National party strongly endorsed, and 

centre-left Labour party strongly opposed, changing the New Zealand national flag. Study 4 

showed that support for the National party was associated with a higher probability of 

shifting from opposing to supporting the flag change, while support for the Labour party was 

associated with a higher probability of shifting from supporting to opposing a change of flag.  

Although these general findings are consistent with party cueing effects seen in extant 

research, they critically demonstrate the role of party elites in shaping public opinion in a 

real-world setting. Moreover, this study represented a particularly strong test of party elite 

influence because the positions taken by the National and Labour party leaders went against 

the general preference of their partisans prior to the debates. Indeed, roughly one quarter of 

voters for the National and Labour parties shifted their attitudes to align with their preferred 

political party. This study presented the first examination of change in the same group of 

partisans’ attitudes over time in a real-world context. Thus, sizable party-elite cueing effects 

are unlikely to merely result from carefully controlled experimental condition; a longstanding 

concern with extant research on cueing effects (Kinder, 2007). 

Whereas Study 4 emphasized the power of political elites to shape partisan attitudes, 

Study 5 provided more nuanced insight into this effect. The appropriateness of the New 

Zealand flag is far from an abstract issue, and may invoke a number of historical and 
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ideological considerations (see Pollock, 2012). Study 5 provided a detailed account of other 

ideological and identity-based considerations that informed New Zealanders flag attitudes 

following the politicized and polarized debates. On the one hand, the results show that 

National party support shifted partisans against a host of ideological, system-justifying 

proclivities, further cementing the powerful role of partisanship in shaping citizens attitudes. 

On the other hand, however, those system-justifying ideologies remained significant 

predictors of flag attitudes (in this case, of the desire to retain the current flag). For example, 

Right-Wing Authoritarianism (indexing preferences for social tradition) was strongly 

associated with support for the current flag, despite being positively correlated with National 

party support. These results are consistent with past work showing that prior policy-relevant 

considerations can be just as relevant as party cues in shaping citizens beliefs (Bullock, 2011; 

Slothuus, 2010). In Study 5 however, the effect of party support far outweighed other 

ideological considerations that were modelled concurrently.  

The results of studies 4 and 5 raised important questions over the interplay between 

party support and ideology. On the one hand, ideology is seen as a psychologically motivated 

set of beliefs that provide a framework for interpreting the world, and psychology researchers 

generally view political party attitudes as resulting from ideological considerations (e.g., 

Duckitt, 2001; Jost, 2006; Jost et al., 2009). Yet, findings like those presented in studies 4 and 

5 may raise questions as to the causal relationship between partisanship and ideology. Indeed, 

many political scientists view partisanship as the most central political attitude which may 

even guide the development of ideological thinking among the public (e.g., Kalmoe, 2020). 

Studies addressing the longitudinal dynamics between these important variables however are 

notably lacking. Moreover, the limited studies that have addressed these relationships have 

provided a varied and inconclusive set of findings (e.g., Chen & Goren, 2016; Evans & 

Neundorf, 2018; Greaves et al., 2014; Goren, 2005). 
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Study 6 contributed to these longstanding questions by investigating the longitudinal 

cross-lagged relationships between National party support, Labour party support, and Social 

Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing Authoritarianism. The results showed that increases 

in both Social Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing Authoritarianism forecasted increases 

in National party support over time, and these effects were twice as large as the reverse 

causal process (i.e., from National party support to ideology). Moreover, increases in Social 

Dominance Orientation also forecasted decreased support for the Labour party over time, an 

effect which was about three times as large as the reverse causal process, while Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism and Labour party support did not impact one another over time. Thus, Study 

6 affirmed that beliefs about group-based equality and social traditionalism vs. change 

temporally precede political party support, but that party support can also provide a 

reinforcing effect on these ideologies. 

Contribution to knowledge on partisanship in New Zealand 

The results presented in this thesis both compliment and extend extant insights into 

the nature of partisanship in New Zealand by examining party support across distinct yet 

informative domains of research. Consistent with existing literature (e.g., Greaves et al., 

2017; Sibley & Wilson, 2007), Study 1 showed that voters of different parties are 

differentiated by their concerns across key social issues such as equality and climate change, 

as well as social-demographic characteristics. Expanding on this however, Study 1 indicated 

that polarization in the attitudes of voters was non-systematic and minimal between 2009 – 

2017. Moreover, signs of polarization generally occurred due to the attitudes of different 

voters shifting in the same direction over time. This analysis provided only a snapshot of 

these attitudes over a relatively short time frame, and one of high political stability 

(specifically, the National party was in government over almost the entirety of this time 

frame). Yet, it nonetheless provides a useful comparison point for future work on polarization 
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and changes in voters’ attitudes over time in New Zealand, especially as political issues such 

as climate change, and euthanasia (for which there is an upcoming referendum), continue to 

develop and evolve.  

The main take home message here however, is the importance of social identity to 

studying and understanding partisan attitudes in New Zealand. Despite the wealth of 

consequences associated with an expressive function of partisanship, there has been a lack of 

research investigating the identity processes involved in partisan attitudes in New Zealand 

(although, see Greaves et al., 2014; Lamare, 1984; Medeiros & Noël, 2014). Yet, the studies 

presented here point to the relevance of social identity in a number of areas. Political identity 

centrality (i.e., the extent to which people consider their political beliefs as important to how 

they see themselves) was associated with higher stability in support for political parties 

(Study 2) and strengthened the effect of in-party support on out-part opposition (Study 3).10 

Furthermore, Study 4, demonstrated that, in response to elite polarization, New Zealanders 

tended to shift their attitudes toward their national flag over time to side with their preferred 

party. Thus, although polarization is not broadly occurring in New Zealand, these results 

highlight the possibility of issue-specific polarization occurring when political parties take 

contrasting, polarized positions on issues.  

Together these findings suggest that the same general partisan identities that are 

thought to be central to the increasing, and at times, extreme party-based hostility in the 

United States (Iyengar et al., 2019; Martherus et al., 2019), are present and potent in New 

Zealand. The pernicious side of partisanship in this case was particularly demonstrated 

through New Zealanders’ tendency to follow party cues. That said, an important caveat to 

 
10 It is important to note however that the measure of identity centrality used in Study 2 and Study 3 was a single 

item measure (i.e., “How important are your political beliefs to how you see yourself?”). Although the item 

performed as expected in both studies, caution should be exercised in considering the generalizability of these 

effects, as measurement error may be greater than if a multi-item measure was available and used. 
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bear in mind is that these studies do not demonstrate whether instrumental or expressive 

concerns are most relevant to partisanship. For example, although Study 3 identified identity 

centrality as the strongest predictor of affective polarization, this was only in relation to the 

other variables that were modelled (e.g., ideology). Indeed, there may be numerous other 

instrumental concerns important to New Zealand voters, which, on the whole, may provide 

the stronger anchoring of partisanship. In any case, efforts to determine when and how 

partisanship shapes political attitudes in New Zealand, and its general expressive function, 

should be a key focus in research going forward.  

Contribution to knowledge on partisan elite influence and ideology 

Taken together, the results from studies 4 – 6 provide important and nuanced insights 

into the effects of party elite influence and ideology in partisan attitudes and political decision 

making. The capacity of most citizens to make rational evaluations about political matters 

based on policy attitudes, and ideological beliefs, has been doubted by many researchers 

(Converse, 1964; Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017). This is particularly reflected in the expressive 

view of partisanship, which underscores partisanship social identity informed by parental 

socialization, or social demographic group memberships, rather than ideological closeness 

(Campbell et al., 1960; Green et al., 2002). Yet, Study 6 shows that ideological beliefs about 

group-based equality (i.e., Social Dominance Orientation) and social traditionalism/ change 

(Right-Wing Authoritarianism) temporally precede people’s attitudes toward political parties. 

Regardless of this temporal association however, Study 4 indicated that partisans will 

nevertheless still respond to party elite cues about political issues, both against ideological 

proclivities (i.e., Right-Wing Authoritarianism), but not at the expense of ideological 

proclivities (as Right-Wing Authoritarianism remained strongly predictive of flag attitudes; 

Study 5). Thus, that partisans take counter-ideological positions on political issues due to 
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party elite influence should not be taken to mean that ideology is altogether not meaningfully 

related to political attitudes. 

Clearly, these findings provide support for both instrumental and expressive accounts 

of partisanship. Citizens will both evaluate political parties based on alignment with their 

own ideological beliefs (i.e., an instrumental concern), but are still susceptible to elite-led 

opinion change on specific political issues, suggesting partisanship remains an important and 

powerful social identity. Indeed, these findings are consistent with the general pattern across 

past research that tend to converge on support for both theoretical interpretations of 

partisanship. Thus, in order to understand the full nature and consequences of partisanship, 

theoretical perspectives should take into account both its instrumental and expressive 

function (Bartle & Belluci, 2009; Leeper & Slothuus, 2014; Mummolo, Peterson, & 

Westwood, 2019). 

In terms of study specific contributions, Study 4 provided a much-needed analysis of 

the power of party elites to shift opinion in a real-world setting (i.e., Slothuus, 2010; Malka & 

Lelkes, 2010). This study represents the first to track the same participants over time, while 

also assessing attitudes toward the exact same issue both before and after party elite debate 

on the issue took place. This allows important insights to be gleaned. In particular, Study 4 

directly demonstrated that even partisans who committed to a position on changing the flag 

(that is, they previously stated their support or opposition for change) shifted their view after 

the debates to align with their party. By contrast, past experimental research has relied on the 

assumption that the party-cueing effect shifted participants away from their presumed prior 

preference, based on either their ideological orientation or comparisons between different 

groups of people (e.g., Cohen, 2003). This finding contrasts with Slothuus’ (2010) work, 

which found party cueing effects only shifted the issue positions of voters who already shared 

the same issue relevant attitudes (in this case, the same general economic beliefs) that fit with 
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the arguments made by their party. Yet, by examining the exact same issue attitude twice 

within the same group of respondents, Study 4 suggests partisans will align with their party 

regardless of their previously stated position. 

This aspect of Study 4 allows for greater insight into why citizens respond to party 

elite cues. Specifically, some have suggested such effects occur as a heuristic shortcut, 

whereby people use their preferred political party to make sense of difficult political issues 

(e.g., Huckfeldt et al., 2005). Others however maintain these effects are indicative of partisan 

motivated reasoning (Druckman et al., 2013, Bolsen et al., 2014), such that partisans are 

actively seeking consistency with their preferred party to bolster their partisan identity. Yet, 

not only did those who had already committed to a position shift to align with their party, but 

party support more strongly predicted the tendency to shift to align with the in-party, relative 

to the tendency to shift to become unsure. Moreover, the political issue examined (changing 

the design of the New Zealand flag) arguably requires little political knowledge (perhaps 

indicated by the reasonably low 16% of participants who were unsure in 2013, prior to the 

debates). These results suggest the view of partisanship as providing a mere heuristic to make 

complicated political decisions is unlikely to provide a sufficient explanation for elite cue 

following. Instead, these effects indicate considerations of motivated partisan identity defense 

(e.g., Bolsen et al., 2014) are necessary for understanding why partisans follow elite cues. 

This thesis also provides important insights into the relationship between ideology 

and party support. The main message from Study 6 is that ideology generally shapes party 

support over time more so than party support shapes ideology. At face value, this finding may 

appear to only contribute to the currently mixed state of findings regarding these longitudinal 

associations. Differences between the analysis presented in Study 6 and those of extant 

research may account for the differences in findings. As noted in Chapter One, past research 

has focused mostly on core political values, rather than ideology (i.e., more abstract beliefs), 
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to investigate these relationships. Unlike measures of ideology, core political values are 

thought to be values specific to the political domain, and are thus likely to exhibit stronger 

relationships with partisanship (Goren, 2013; see also Schwartz, Caprara, & Vecchione, 

2010). Study 6 however examined Social Dominance Orientation and Right-Wing 

Authoritarianism, two highly validated constructs indexing broader, more abstract ideologies. 

Indeed, the rich theoretical underpinnings of these ideologies has long posited that they 

should causally impact political party preferences (e.g., Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt & Sibley, 

2016), and Study 6 is the first to demonstrate this empirically. Moreover, the analytic strategy 

of Study 6 meant, unlike in previous studies, the results speak specifically to within-person 

processes over time, and are based on considerably more waves of data (i.e., nine). 

Finally, Study 6 provided unique insights by modelling support for the National and 

Labour parties separately. In doing so, the study revealed there were no causal associations 

between Right-Wing Authoritarianism and Labour party support, underscoring that the types 

of ideologies relevant to political parties may depend on the types of ideological messages 

conveyed by the parties. Moreover, National and Labour party support were negatively 

associated with one another over time at the within-person level. Thus, even accounting for 

the effects of two broad ideologies, support for different political parties are temporally 

associated over time. These findings further reiterate the main story of partisanship in this 

thesis. Specifically, instrumental concerns may drive partisanship, but party support itself 

also seems to motivate negative out-party evaluations (e.g., consistent with an expressive, 

social identity view of partisanship). Yet, it is also important to bear in mind this study tested 

the effects of just two ideological variables, and many other political attitudes are likely to 

temporally predict party support. Indeed, these findings far from reflect the final story on the 

dynamics between partisanship and ideology, and much more work is needed to form a more 

consistent pattern of results across studies. 
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Reflections on sample and effect sizes 

The sample sizes presented across the studies in this thesis are very large, which 

enabled the use of complex longitudinal statistical models such as those presented in Studies 

4 and 6. However, this also warrants discussion of the size of the effects demonstrated 

throughout this thesis. In particular, Study 6 presents both the largest sample size (> 30,000) 

and very small, significant effect sizes (i.e., cross-lagged effects of ideology on party support 

and vice versa of B = -.009 – .030, where each variable was assessed on a scale from 1 – 7). 

Applying conventional notions of effect sizes in longitudinal cross-lagged models however is 

difficult, as such models are controlling for the auto-regressive effect of a past level of a 

variable on itself over time (Adachi & Willoughby, 2015). This is further compounded in the 

RI-CLPM, which focuses on within-person effects after accounting for between-person 

stability in constructs. That is, small effect sizes should be expected in such models. 

Moreover, as the NZAVS is an annual survey, the model in Study 6 was limited in being able 

to detect effects over a roughly one-year time lag, whereas cross-lagged effects on variables 

on one another may peak at lesser or greater intervals of time. Thus, while Study 6 provides 

important insights into how party support and ideology shape one another time, further 

research may provide greater insight into the magnitude of these effects over different periods 

of time. 

Although interaction effects are typically much smaller than main effects, the 

moderation effect of identity centrality in Study 3 was notable. Specifically, the effect of 

National support on Labour support was twice as strong at high (b = -.27) vs. low (b = -.14) 

levels of identity centrality. This corresponded to a 1-unit (on a scale from 1 – 7) difference 

in support for the Labour party between high and low levels of support for the National party 

when identity centrality was high, compared to a .5 difference at low levels of centrality. 

Studies 4 and 5 in particular also demonstrated large effect sizes. For example, Study 4 
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demonstrated a high probability (P = .80) of those with low National party support, but a 

much more middling probability of those with high National party support (P = .59) 

maintaining their preference to retain the current New Zealand flag design. This 

corresponded to a complete reversal of National party voters’ preference to change or retain 

the flag following the debates. Further emphasising this effect, the effect of National party 

support on flag attitudes in Study 5 was large enough such that the outcome of the flag 

change referendum would completely change at high vs. low levels of support (e.g., the 

probability of wanting to change the flag was .54 at high, and .23 at low levels of support).11 

Moreover, the probability of supporting change was .32 among those high, and .45 among 

those low in Right-Wing Authoritarianism (the second strongest effect detected in Study 5). 

However, the smallest significant effect of Study 5 (support for multiculturalism) 

corresponded to a more modest impact on flag attitudes, with probabilities of supporting 

change at .41 among those high, and .35 among those low in support for multiculturalism. In 

sum, although the large sample sizes utilized in the studies throughout this thesis allowed for 

the detection of potentially very small effects, the most central effects across studies tended 

to be notable in size. 

Future research directions 

This thesis provides a number of important contributions to the state of knowledge 

regarding partisanship, including its form and function in New Zealand, its association with 

party elite influence, and its longitudinal associations with ideology. However, in addition to 

the points raised in the studies throughout this thesis, there are many nuances involved in 

these processes that future research could address.  

 
11 Appendix B displays the simple slops for the effect of National support and high and low levels of political 

identity centrality and political orientation. Appendix D provides the estimated probabilities of being unsure, 

and wanting to retain or change the New Zealand flag, solved at high and low levels of National party support, 

Right-Wing Authoritarianism, and support for multiculturalism. 
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Current theories of partisan attitudes in the United States focus on the presence or 

absence of cross-pressures that either mitigate, or exacerbate, partisan attitudes and 

behaviours. Mason (2018) focuses on the alignment of social demographic identities with 

political parties as a key determinant of increased partisan hostility in the United States. That 

is, when partisans’ social identities are consistent with those typically represented by their 

party (e.g., White, evangelical Republicans), they should more readily identify with their in-

party and oppose the out-party because they experience less pressure from identities that cut 

across these two partisan groups (see also Robison & Moskowitz, 2019). Yet, as touched on 

earlier in this thesis, Study 3 identified that New Zealand Europeans were consistently more 

affectively polarized than those of other ethnicities, regardless of the party they supported. 

Future research on ethnic group differences in the form and function of partisanship in 

New Zealand could better elucidate why this effect occurred. For example, the impacts of 

colonization on Māori (the indigenous peoples of New Zealand) have been perpetuated by 

various New Zealand governments in general over the years (see Greaves et al., 2018), which 

may fundamentally alter the extent to which Māori form social identities with political parties 

or exhibit partisan motivated attitudes and behaviours. Indeed, Greaves et al. (2018) found 

that Māori who are higher in socio-political consciousness (i.e., who consider it important to 

address historical injustice and strive toward Māori political rights) tend to be more 

supportive of Māori-rights orientated political parties (the Māori and Mana parties) and less 

supportive the National party. This might suggest partisanship can be more instrumental for 

some groups compared to others. As such, comparisons of the extent of expressive 

partisanship and the tendency to act in accordance with political party elites across different 

ethnic groups in New Zealand could be an important step for future research. 

Another question of high relevance to the New Zealand context, but also other 

multiparty nations, is whether the form and function of partisanship differs between people 
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who are solely committed to a single party, versus those who tend to support multiple parties. 

In this thesis I focused on the effects of support for separate parties, but, like other multiparty 

contexts (see Garry, 2007; González et al., 2008; Hagevi, 2015; Mayer & Schultze, 2019; 

Rekker et al., 2017) considerable proportions of New Zealanders support multiple parties, 

particularly the Labour and Green parties (Greaves et al., 2015). Questions remain (both in 

this thesis and in the broader literature) as to how these proportions of the public respond to 

their preferred political parties. Unlike those with single party commitments, when faced with 

an undesirable policy position (or general performance) of a preferred party, those with 

multiple commitments may be more likely to shift their party support to the other party, 

rather than shift their own policy position into alignment. Study 2 may provide some 

indication of this, such that Labour voters were more likely to switch to a Green party vote 

between 2011 – 2014 (when Labour was electorally unsuccessful), but Green voters were 

more likely to switch their vote to Labour between 2014 – 2017 (when Labour subsequently 

formed the government). 

 Mayer and Schultze (2019) report that multiple party identifications (of the same 

general political orientation) in Germany are associated with higher levels of education and 

political interest, which may provide some indication that multiple party attachments help 

alleviate policy-based disagreement with a given party. Yet, it is also possible that one party 

may be primary, and thus prioritized, over the other party attachment (e.g., González et al., 

2008). Future research could perhaps address this question by modelling the longitudinal, 

within-person associations between support for different parties, among different profiles of 

voters based on their support for different parties (e.g., the Labour and the Green parties). 

This could establish whether movement in support for one party is the primary causal force of 

change in support for the other party. 
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With regards to the role of party elite influence, one intriguing question that should be 

addressed in future research is the longevity of party cueing effects. Specifically, do elite 

cueing effects fundamentally alter people’s attitudes toward issues, or might they revert back 

over time when elite discussion ceases? Theory on partisan motivated reasoning suggests 

such effects reflect a motivated process by which partisans come to genuinely hold the same 

attitudes as their parties (e.g., Bolsen et al., 2014). This would suggest once attitudes shift to 

align with the party, they remain consistent thereafter. Yet, it is also possible that shifts in 

attitudes merely reflect an external show of solidarity for the in-party, and may revert once 

elite polarization and discussion of the issue ceases.  Although others have raised similar 

questions (e.g., Slothuus, 2010), there are no studies of which I am aware the address this 

important question. Although the NZAVS assessed attitudes toward changing the New 

Zealand flag in 2013 and 2016 only (the years of data analyzed in Study 4), this item could be 

reinserted in a future questionnaire to address this very question.  

The research presented here suggests party support is more driven by, rather than a 

cause of, ideological beliefs, but that party elites can shape their supporters’ attitudes on 

specific issues (i.e., the national flag referendum). Yet, this does not address the multitude of 

other political attitudes and perceptions that might demonstrate different relationships with 

political party support. For example, unlike ideology, perceptions of economic conditions 

appear to be more driven by partisanship (e.g., Bartels, 2002). These areas of partisan 

influence should continue to be investigated in future research. One important area identified 

in Study 1 is perceptions of the justness of New Zealand’s political system. Indeed, Study 1 

suggested perceptions of just policies and the broader political system as a whole, may hinge 

on whether partisans’ own party is in power at the time. This may have important 

implications for how people perceive, and the level of effort they invest into evaluating, 

various policies and initiatives by other-party governments. Conversely, in-party 
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governments may be scrutinized less carefully. Thus, models similar to those used in Study 6 

could determine whether party support indeed temporally precedes these perceptions. 

Finally, as noted earlier, the results of this thesis are highly consistent with extant 

research identifying both expressive and instrumental functions of partisanship. Yet, despite 

decades of empirical support for each approach in various forms, there have been limited 

attempts to form an integrative theoretical model of both functions of partisanship. This 

should be a key focus in research going forward. Much like Jost and colleagues (2009) 

motivational model of ideology, partisanship may similarly represent an average of various 

motivations (e.g., relational, ideological), that determine the impact of partisanship across 

different contexts. Indeed, past research, including Study 4, suggests polarization among 

elites is particularly effective in motivating party cue following (Dancey & Goren, 2010; 

Druckman et al., 2013), which may be indicative of a heightened awareness of group-based 

differences, and thus an increased relational motive to bolster partisan identity. Yet, partisans 

are less likely to follow party cues on issues they find highly important (Ciuk & Yost, 2016), 

suggesting ideological motives may be particularly salient in other contexts (see also Leeper 

& Slothuus, 2014, who raise similar considerations). Adding more complexity to the story is 

that individuals may vary in the chronic salience of different motivations, and thus some 

people may be driven mostly be instrumental concerns, and others by expressive concerns. 

Group-based approaches to ideological capacity and partisanship are not new (see e.g., 

Converse, 1964; Lavine, Johnston, & Steenbergen, 2012), and future research would benefit 

from integrating such complexities as situational motivations, and group-based differences, 

into a formal model of the form and function of partisanship.  
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Conclusion 

Researchers have long recognized an element of partisanship that, contrary to 

democratic ideals, positions partisans as followers, not leaders, of their party elites. This 

expressive view of partisanship emphasizes citizens psychological attachment to their party 

as the primary motivator of political behaviour and decision making (Campbell et al., 1960). 

This view both competes and co-exists with an instrumental account of partisanship that 

places the likes of political attitudes, evaluations, and ideology at the heart of partisan 

attitudes and behaviours. Across six studies, this thesis draws on these theories to contribute 

to extant understandings of the nature of partisanship in the New Zealand context, while also 

addressing longstanding questions in the broader literature about the role of elite influence 

and ideology in determining partisan attitudes. 

The studies presented here suggest party support is a stable and meaningful attitude 

that differentiates voters (and is predicted by) various socio-political attitudes and policy 

issues. Yet, those whose identities are invested in their political beliefs demonstrate even 

more stable party support (Study 2), and, along with those who are ideologically aligned with 

their party, express more opposition toward out-parties (Study 3). Furthermore, although 

there is little evidence of systematic polarization in these attitudes in recent years (Study 1), 

Study 4 indicated issue-specific partisan polarization during the 2015 – 2016 New Zealand 

flag change referendums. This was as a result of partisans adhering to the position of their 

polarized party elite. These findings indicate the expressive function of partisanship, indexing 

a psychological attachment to and thus motivated defense of, one’s preferred political party, 

is very much relevant to partisan attitudes in New Zealand. 

Addressing broader questions in the literature, this thesis also shows beliefs about 

group-based equality and social traditionalism (vs. change) temporally precede support for 
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different parties (Study 6). Yet, results also demonstrate the influence of ideology and party 

support on national flag attitudes diverged (Study 5), as partisans followed the counter-

ideological position of their party elite. Thus, this thesis presents an image of partisans as 

neither devoid of, nor bound by meaningful ideology, nor immune to the effects of party elite 

influence on specific contentious and polarizing political issues. 
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Appendix A 

Study 2: Extended correlations table. 

Table A1. Correlations between measures across waves. 

 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 

1. Gender 

(2012) 

-               

2. Age (2012) .137* -              

3. Political 

identity 

centrality 

(2014) 

.053* .095* -             

4. National 

support (2012) 

.063* .098* -.124* -            

5. Labour 

support (2012) 

-.105* -.096* .100* -.568* -           

6. Green 

support (2012) 

-.175* -.179* .107* -.474* .516* -          

7. NZF support 

(2012) 

.031 .052* -.044* -.126* .163* .092* -         

8. National 

support (2014) 

.078* .113* -.123* .842* -.579* -.507* -.129* -        

9. Labour 

support (2014) 

-.099* -.061* .120* -.569* .721* .464* .101* -.532* -       

10. Green 

support (2014) 

-.182* -.203* .129* -.515* .494* .757* .015 -.493* .536* -      

11. NZF 

support (2014) 

.026 .076* -.017 -.120* .112* .022 .583* -.125* .193* .111* -     

12. National 

support (2016) 

.077* .115* -.128* .780* -.560* -.523* -.097* .822* -.542* -.541* -.102* -    

13. Labour 

support (2016) 

-.130* -.064* .077* -.555* .658* .506* .073* -.561* .680* .547* .106* -.620* -   

14. Green 

support (2016) 

-.173* -.180* .116* -.485* .485* .710* -.012 -.502* .487* .740* -.008 -.523* .611* -  

15. NZF 

support (2016) 

.018 .085* -.002 -.207* .191* .090* .496* -.198* .178* .099* .563* -.196* .256* .148* - 
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Mean .37 49.10 4.10 4.06 4.13 4.11 2.71 4.12 4.09 4.16 3.15 3.99 4.58 4.26 3.10 

SD .48 15.03 1.71 2.00 1.74 1.84 1.59 2.06 1.65 1.82 1.56 1.99 1.75 1.84 1.58 

Note. * p < .001. Test-retest correlations between party support measures are boldface. 
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Appendix B 

Further demonstration of effect sizes for Model 2 and Model 6 of Study 3. 

 

Figure B1. The unstandardized coefficient for National party support predicting Green party support (y-axis) at low (-1 SD) and high (+1 SD) 

values of each significant moderator (x-axis). More negative coefficients indicate support for the National party more strongly predicts 

opposition toward the Green party (i.e. higher levels of affective polarization). 
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Figure B2. Support for the Labour party at high and low levels of National party support, when identity centrality and political orientation are 

solved at high (+1 SD) and low (-1 SD) levels. Estimates based on Model 2 of Study 3. All other covariates solved at mean levels.
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Appendix C 

Study 4: Further context, and leader effects and response time supplementary analyses 

The following supplementary materials correspond to the manuscript presented in 

Chapter Five. These supplementary materials were published online, along with the published 

manuscript, and provide additional context to the analyses reported. They are presented here 

exactly as they were published with only minor formatting adjustments. 

Manuscript reference: 

Satherley, N., Yogeeswaran, K., Osborne, D., & Sibley, C. G. (2018). If they say 'yes', we say 

'no': partisan cues increase polarisation over national symbols. Psychological Science, 

29, 1996-2009. doi: 10.1177/0956797618805420. 
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Measuring flag-change attitudes and the development of political debate 

Here, we provide further detail on the flag change during the years of our data 

measurement. The first measurement of flag-attitudes occurred from November 2012 – 2013, 

at a time when changing the NZ flag was not discussed politically (though had been raised 

intermittently over the years by various non-partisan groups). The flag-change referendum 

was announced suddenly by John Key (Prime Minister at the time) at the start of 2014 (Kirk, 

2014, March 11), where he also expressed support for a new design. Whereas Figure 1 of the 

main manuscript shows an increase in articles published on The New Zealand Herald website 

referring to flag change published closer to the first referendum (the end of 2015), further 

searches returned only 30, 25, and 30, results for the years 2013, 2012, and 2011 respectively 

(very few of which were related to changing the flag). Thus, changing the flag was not a 

prominent topic during or prior to our first measurement of attitudes, and responses should 

reflect participants’ own views. 

Media coverage of the issue picked up throughout 2015 and tended to be dominated 

by the strongly contrasting views of National Party leader John Key and Labour Party leader 

Andrew Little. Although the Labour Party was initially supportive of a referendum when first 

announced (Kirk, 2014, March 11), Little became dissatisfied with the later-established 

referendum process, arguing the first (rather than second) referendum should ask about New 

Zealanders’ desire to change the flag (Trevett, 2015, March 12). Little presented the issue 

negatively, with his arguments throughout the year centred on a perceived lack of interest 

among the public in changing the flag, which would make the referendums a costly waste of 

time, and suggested the referendums were a ‘vanity project’ for John Key (see Little, 2016, 

March 24; Small 2015, August 13). Little also declared he would not vote in the first 

referendum, whereas another Labour member said he would strategically vote for an 

undesirable option in the first referendum to give the current flag a better chance of success in 
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the final referendum (Trevett, 2015, September 2). Key expressed support for, and 

encouraged, a flag change from the outset, and openly acknowledged that this may have 

contributed to politicization of the issue (Watkins, 2016, March 2). Post-referendum surveys 

showed the broader parties were united, with the vast majority of party members voting in 

accordance with their party leader (Frost, 2016, March 24). 

Many political commentators summarised the flag-change issue as becoming a test of 

loyalty put forward by Key for National supporters on the one hand, or as an opportunity 

argued by Little and the Labour Party to oppose Key’s ‘project’ (see Trotter, 2016; Young, 

2016, February 27). Indeed, Key’s vocal desire for change and positive framing of the issue 

as well as Little’s strong opposition and negative framing should have resulted in partisan 

shifts among National and Labour party supporters’ attitudes at the second measurement 

point.  

This perspective is corroborated by data from UMR Research (2016) that showed 

National and Labour party supporters tended to agree most with statements that had been 

voiced by their party leaders during the debates. Specifically, the statement “The flag 

referendum has been a distraction and a waste of money. New Zealanders should send John 

Key a message by voting for the current flag” (consistent with arguments made by Andrew 

Little) saw 75% agreement among Labour party voters but only 47% agreement among 

National party voters. The statement “Changing to the new flag will put an end to confusion 

with the Australian flag” (an argument made by John Key) saw 63% agreement among 

National party voters compared to 44% agreement among Labour party voters. Furthermore, 

45% of National party voters agreed with the statement, “We should vote for the new flag as 

it could be decades before we get another chance to change it” (an additional argument made 

by John Key), compared to just 23% of Labour party voters. 
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It is this political context that we argue is central in leading to the observed partisan 

shifts in attitudes over time. In saying that, the nature of our data makes it difficult to 

definitively identify a causal process. To the best of our knowledge, no other major events 

occurred during this time that could have changed attitudes in the observed direction occurred 

between measurement points. While we cannot strictly rule out this possibility, we believe 

there is strong evidence to suggest the partisan debates over the flag referendums were the 

mechanism behind attitude change observed in our manuscript. 
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Leader effects 

The Time 4 (2013) NZAVS also included a measure of satisfaction with John Key, 

the then-leader of The National Party and Prime Minster of New Zealand. Here, we report 

ancillary analyses replicating the effect observed when assessing support for The National 

Party with a measure assessing support for John Key. We observed the same pattern of results 

as when assessing support for The National Party.  

Method 

Measures 

In 2013, participants were also asked to “Please rate your level of satisfaction with the 

following aspects of your life in New Zealand” one of which was “John Key’s leadership as 

The Prime Minister of New Zealand”. Participants could provide a response ranging from 0 

(completely dissatisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied). 

Results 

We utilised Markov modelling to estimate the probability of transitioning between 

three response states (retain, unsure, change) of a categorical flag-attitude variable in 2013 

and 2016. The model estimates the probability of holding a consistent attitude over time, as 

well as the probability of transitioning between each of the response states. The Markov 

Model here examined the effect of levels of satisfaction with the performance of John Key as 

Prime Minister on flag attitudes, and also adjusted for the effects of gender (0 = women, 1 = 

men), age, and ethnicity (1 = NZ European, 0 = other). As shown in Table S1, satisfaction 

with John Key was significantly associated with change and stability in registered voters’ flag 

attitudes over time. 
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Table C1. Multi-group multinomial logistic regression examining the log-odds of transitioning to a different state relative to remaining in the 

same state with satisfaction with John Key as Prime Minister as the focal moderator. 

 Response in 2016 

Response in 2013 b se b/se OR (95% CI) p b se b/se OR (95% CI) p 

Retain 2013 Unsure 2016 Change 2016 

Gender -.202 .132 -1.53 .817 (.630, 1.058) .126 .159 .086 1.84 1.172 (.990, 1.388) .065 

Ethnicity .201 .219 0.92 1.223 (.797, 1.877) .357 .294 .161 1.82 1.341 (.978, 1.840) .068 

Age -.022** .004 -5.14 .978 (.970, .986) < .001 -.011** .003 -3.98 .989 (.984, .994) < .001 

Satisfaction with John Key .133** .021 6.48 1.142 (1.097, 1.189) < .001 .189** .015 12.84 1.208 (1.173, 1.243) < .001 

Unsure 2013 Retain 2016 Change 2016 

Gender -.151 .175 -0.86 .860 (.610, 1.212) .389 .230 .191 1.20 1.258 (.865, 1.829) .229 

Ethnicity -.869* .306 -2.84 .419 (.230, .763) .004 -.535 .342 -1.56 .586 (.299, 1.145) .118 

Age .017* .006 2.91 1.017 (1.006, 1.029) .004 .009 .006 1.42 1.009 (.997, 1.021) .154 

Satisfaction with John Key -.030 .027 -1.09 .971 (.921, 1.024) .276 .163** .030 5.42 1.177 (1.110, 1.248) < .001 

Change 2013 Retain 2016 Unsure 2016 

Gender -.146 .102 -1.44 .864 (.707, 1.055) .151 -.481* .162 -2.96 .618 (.450, .850) .003 

Ethnicity -.625* .204 -3.06 .535 (.359, .799) .002 -.399 .307 -1.30 .671 (.368, 1.224) .193 

Age .001 .004 0.36 1.001 (.994, 1.009) .717 -.016* .006 -2.73 .984 (.973, .996) .006 

Satisfaction with John Key -.175** .017 -10.53 .839 (.813, .867) < .001 -.113** .023 -4.82 .893 (.853, .935) < .001 

Note. N = 6,862.* p < .01, ** p < .001. bs represent log-odds of transitioning to a different response state in 2016, relative to remaining in the same 

state. 
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The probability of staying in, or transitioning between, each of the three response 

states of the categorical flag-attitude (retain, unsure, change) variable in 2013 and 2016 are 

presented in Figure C1. These transition probabilities are solved for High (+1 SD) and Low (-

1 SD) levels of satisfaction with the performance of John Key (M = 4.83, SD = 3.16) based on 

the logistic regression parameters. Similarly, log-odds and p-values presented in Table C1 are 

directly based on transition probabilities whereby the odds are obtained from 

P(transition)/P(stay), and the log-odds represent the log of the change in odds associated with 

a one-unit increase in party support. 

As Table C1 indicates, among those who wanted to retain the flag in 2013, 

satisfaction with John Key was associated with increased odds of being unsure (p < .001) and 

wanting to change the flag (p < .001) in 2016 relative to remaining in the retain state. 

Looking to Figure S1, the probability of becoming unsure about changing the flag (.105) 

relative to remaining in the retain state (.580) among registered voters with high levels of 

satisfaction with John Key was 2.31 times that of those with low levels of satisfaction 

(P(unsure|retain) = .063, P(retain|retain) = .805). That is, (.105/.580)/(.063/.805) = 2.31. 

Furthermore, the probability of becoming supportive of change (.315) relative to remaining in 

the retain state among those with high levels of satisfaction was 3.22 times that of those with 

low levels of satisfaction (P(change|retain) = .133, P(retain|retain) = .805). This indicates that 

those who were satisfied with John Key were less likely to maintain a view that contrasted 

with the position advocated by John Key, and more likely to shift their views to align with 

Key’s, or become unsure about changing the flag. 

Among those who were unsure about changing the flag in 2013, satisfaction with John 

Key was associated with increased odds of wanting to change the flag in 2016 (p < .001), but
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Figure C1. Transition probabilities at High and Low levels of satisfaction with John Key’s performance as Prime Minister. Note that all other 

model covariates are solved at mean levels (note that the reported confidence intervals are only indicative, as the probabilities have a non-

symmetric distribution).
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not significantly associated with the odds of wanting to retain the flag (p = .276) relative to 

remaining unsure (see Table C1). The probability of becoming supportive of change (.451) 

relative to remaining unsure (.168) among registered voters with high levels of satisfaction 

was 2.80 times that of those with low levels of satisfaction (P(change|unsure) = .205, 

P(unsure|unsure) = .214). Thus, registered voters who were unsure about changing the flag in 

2013 were more likely to support change in 2016 if they had high (vs. low) levels of 

satisfaction with John Key, but there was no evidence to suggest they were less likely to want 

to retain the flag in 2016 than were those with low satisfaction. 

Finally, among those who wanted to change the flag in 2013, satisfaction with John 

Key was associated with lower odds of wanting to retain the flag (p < .001) and being unsure 

(p < .001) in 2016 relative to wanting change. The probability of transitioning to wanting to 

retain the flag (.156) relative to remaining supportive of change (.772) among those with high 

levels of satisfaction was about 0.33 times that of those with low satisfaction 

(P(retain|change) = .340, P(change|change) = .555). Furthermore, the probability of 

transitioning to being unsure about the flag (.071) relative to remaining supportive of change 

for those with high satisfaction with John Key was about 0.47 times that of those with low 

satisfaction (P(unsure|change) = .105). Thus, those with high satisfaction with John Key who 

supported change in 2013 were less likely to become unsure or want to retain the flag, and 

more likely to remain supportive of change, compared to those with low satisfaction with 

John Key. 

The results here demonstrate that satisfaction with John Key, the then-Prime Minister, 

also shaped people’s attitudes toward changing the flag. Specifically, people who were more 

satisfied with his performance had a higher probability of aligning their attitudes with his, 

while people who were less favourable toward him had a higher probability of adopting 
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attitudes in direct contrast to his. These patterns of results are remarkably similar to that 

shown in the main analysis examining support for The National Party.  

  



255 

 

 

Supplementary analyses by response time 

This file presents the results of our analyses examining the extent of attitude change in 

participants who responded before or after the final referendum result was announced in 2016 

for Models 2 and 3. As noted in the main manuscript, a possible concern with our measure of 

flag attitudes is that the different conditions participants responded under at the second 

measurement occasion (i.e., the presence of the referendums on change and alternative flag 

design options), compared to the first, may have changed the meaning of our dependent 

variable. As shown in Table C2 focusing on National Party support, regression coefficients 

are in the same direction and of a similar magnitude for both samples of responses. In Table 

C3 (focusing on Labour Party support), slightly more differences in regression coefficients 

emerged, likely due to the smaller sample size of responses received after the referendums 

concluded. Thus, these analyses provide no reason to believe the partisan effects observed in 

the main manuscript were due to the referendum context at the second measurement occasion 

altering the way participants responded.
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Table C3. Multi-group multinomial logistic regression models examining the log-odds of responding Retain or Unsure relative to Change for 

responses received before or after the referendum result was announced, with support for The National Party as the focal moderator. 

 Response in 2016 

 Before final referendum 

result 

After final referendum result Before final referendum 

result 

After final referendum result 

Response in 2013 b se b/se b se b/se b se b/se b se b/se 

Retain 2013 Unsure 2016 Change 2016 

Gender  -.293* .149 -1.97 .133 .291 .46 .070 .100 .70 .490** .172 2.85 

Ethnicity .159 .257 .62 .334 .463 .72 .219 .197 1.11 .278 .297 .94 

Age -.020** .005 -4.28 -.035** .011 -3.25 -.011** .003 -3.48 -.011 .006 -1.85 

National Party support .180** .037 4.84 .133 .076 1.75 .312** .029 10.90 .244** .049 4.98 

Unsure 2013 Retain 2016 Change 2016 

Gender .064 .198 .32 -.740 .407 -1.82 .319 .216 1.48 .166 .422 .39 

Ethnicity -.682 .375 -1.82 -1.252* .575 -2.18 -.573 .393 -1.46 -.346 .648 -.53 

Age .017** .006 2.66 .014 .015 .95 .008 .007 -1.13 .001 .016 .07 

National Party support -.094 .048 -1.96 .221* .094 2.34 .227** .055 4.15 .415** .108 3.84 

Change 2013 Retain 2016 Unsure 2016 

Gender -.209 .113 -1.85 .156 .234 .67 -.623** .177 -3.52 .077 .430 .18 

Ethnicity -.510* .246 -2.07 -.775* .369 -2.10 -.726* .324 -2.24 .700 1.067 .66 

Age .003 .004 .63 -.004 .010 -.45 -.012* .006 -2.05 -.045* .017 -2.66 

National Party support -.247** .029 -8.57 -.287** .061 -4.67 -.162** .038 -4.25 -.273* .109 -2.50 

Note. NBefore = 5,311. NAfter = 1,486. * p < .05, ** p < .01. bs represent log-odds of transitioning to a different response state in 2016, relative to 

remaining in the same state. Focal coefficients are bolded. 
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Table C3. Multi-group multinomial logistic regression models examining the log-odds of responding Retain or Unsure relative to Change for 

responses received before or after the referendum result was announced, with support for The Labour Party as the focal moderator. 

 Response in 2016 

 Before final referendum 

result 

After final referendum result Before final referendum 

result 

After final referendum result 

Response in 2013 b se b/se b se b/se b se b/se b se b/se 

Retain 2013 Unsure 2016 Change 2016 

Gender  -.261 .148 -1.76 .143 .293 .49 .079 .099 .80 .491** .170 -2.88 

Ethnicity .153 .252 .61 .322 .454 .710 .292 .189 1.54 .280 .284 -.98 

Age -.019** .005 -3.93 -.034** .011 -3.17 -.010** .003 -3.12 -.009 .006 -1.59 

Labour Party support -.105* .038 -2.75 -.117 .079 -1.47 -.183** .027 -6.79 -.140** .050 -2.79 

Unsure 2013 Retain 2016 Change 2016 

Gender .091 .200 .45 -.752 .400 -1.88 .343 .216 -1.59 .191 .408 .47 

Ethnicity -.665 .288 -.52 -1.225* .566 -2.16 -.515 .411 1.25 -.318 .625 -.51 

Age .006 .375 -1.78 .018 .015 1.19 .011 .007 -1.55 .002 .016 .10 

Labour Party support .116 .061 1.91 -.022 .115 -.19 -.058 .066 .88 -.308* .128 2.41 

Change 2013 Retain 2016 Unsure 2016 

Gender -.241* .112 -2.16 .041 .228 .18 -.641** .177 -3.63 .052 .420 .12 

Ethnicity -.598* .244 -2.45 -.800* .363 -2.20 -.766* .329 -2.33 .634 1.057 .60 

Age .000 .004 .12 -.005 .009 -.50 -.014* .006 -2.23 -.045** .017 -2.67 

Labour Party support .147** .035 4.18 .091 .071 1.28 .149** .048 3.12 .174 .110 1.58 

Note. NBefore = 5,301. NAfter = 1,483. * p < .05, ** p < .01. bs represent log-odds of transitioning to a different response state in 2016, relative to 

remaining in the same state. Focal coefficients are bolded. 
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Appendix D 

Study 5: Estimated probabilities by flag design preference. 

Table D1. Estimated probabilities of a given flag preference, solved for high and low values 

of the strongest predictors (National party support and Right-wing Authoritarianism) and 

weakest predictor (multiculturalism support) of Model 1 (Study 5). 

 Flag design preference 

 Change Unsure Retain 

High National party support .543 .122 .335 

Low National party support .232 .102 .666 

High Right-Wing Authoritarianism .315 .118 .567 

Low Right-Wing Authoritarianism .445 .117 .439 

High multiculturalism support .405 .125 .470 

Low Multiculturalism support .352 .112 .537 

Note. Probability estimates based on Model 1 of Tables 6.2 and 6.3. Focal predictor solved at high 

(+1 SD) and low (-1 SD) levels. All other covariates held at mean levels. 

 


