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Article

In states with direct democracy, citizens make policy 
directly as opposed to relying exclusively on government 
officials. The initiative and referendum entrust citizens 
with crucial responsibilities, including decisions about 
social issues (e.g., abortion, same-sex marriage, and the 
death penalty), spending and taxation levels (e.g., income 
and sales tax hikes), and institutional reforms (e.g., term 
limits, primary and redistricting rules). Previous research 
offers reason to question whether citizens can perform 
these responsibilities competently. Citizens are uninformed 
about politics in general (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), 
and they typically know little about the issues at stake in 
direct democracy elections (Bowler and Donovan 1998; 
Cronin 1989). Nonetheless, the process remains popular 
and no state electorate has voted to terminate direct democ-
racy institutions once they have been implemented.

Due to the salience of many initiatives, the difficulty of 
changing policies implemented via direct democracy, and 
the absence of campaign spending limits, elite efforts to 
influence citizens’ opinions about initiatives are substan-
tial. For example, fifteen groups in California spent nearly 
$660 million on state and local ballot measures over a ten-
year period—more than they contributed directly to candi-
dates and party committees, and spent lobbying the state 
legislature combined (California Fair Political Practices 
Commission [FPPC] 2010). Between 2000 and 2012, total 

spending on initiatives in the state exceeded $2 billion 
with three initiatives garnering more than $130 million 
apiece (Public Policy Institute of California 2013). In 
2016, $473 million was spent on seventeen statewide bal-
lot measures in California, more than twice what 
Republican presidential candidate Donald Trump reported 
spending on his campaign (Bollag 2016).

Concerns about the effects of such unfettered spending 
have led state and local governments to devote significant 
resources to informing citizens about their choices in 
direct democracy settings. One strategy has been the 
enactment of disclosure laws, which require those who 
contribute to campaigns for and against initiatives to 
report their activities. For example, a recent law in 
California requires the state’s campaign finance watch-
dog, the Fair Political Practices Commission (FPPC), to 
publicize lists of the top donors to these campaigns. The 
legal justification for such disclosure laws has been that 
information about who is funding efforts to pass or defeat 
initiatives enables citizens to make informed decisions 
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about them (Garrett and Smith 2005). In its decision in 
Citizens United v. FEC, for example, the U.S. Supreme 
Court reaffirmed that voter competence is a primary rea-
son for upholding disclosure requirements. Writing for 
the majority, Justice Anthony Kennedy stated that “trans-
parency [about donors] enables the electorate to make 
informed decisions and give proper weight to different 
speakers and messages” (Citizens United v. FEC, 130 
S.Ct. 876, at 914).

What effects does the information elicited by disclo-
sure laws have on citizens’ opinions about initiatives? 
How do these effects compare with those of other infor-
mation—such as endorsements from political parties and 
policy information from nonpartisan experts—that citi-
zens frequently have access to in direct democracy elec-
tions? We theorize that citizens can use information about 
contributions to initiative campaigns to infer where their 
policy interests lie. Rather than assume that all citizens 
have identical policy interests and/or that the choices of 
more informed citizens can proxy for these (Lupia 1994), 
we assert that citizens have heterogeneous policy inter-
ests and are uncertain about how various initiatives relate 
to them. Information about contributions from donors 
with reputations for supporting particular policies can 
reduce this uncertainty and help citizens determine where 
their own interests lie on particular initiatives. However, 
the efficacy of this information will depend on citizens’ 
ability to accurately discern donors’ policy interests.

We test several implications of our theory by conduct-
ing a survey experiment in which respondents express 
opinions about eight initiatives on the 2016 general elec-
tion ballot in California.1 We randomly assign respon-
dents to receive either information about the top donors 
supporting and opposing the initiatives, the Democratic 
and Republican parties’ official positions on the initia-
tives (i.e., party cues), or policy information from a non-
partisan expert. We also include a control group in which 
no additional information is provided. We examine the 
effects that donor information has on respondents’ opin-
ions and compare these effects with those of party cues 
and policy information. We also measure respondents’ 
reaction times, as well as their perceptions of the policy 
views of donors, the parties, and the nonpartisan expert, 
to shed light on whether citizens are willing to process 
different types of information and/or able to connect them 
to their own policy interests.

By randomly assigning respondents to receive authentic 
donor information, party cues, and policy information in a 
real-world election, we overcome several limitations of 
previous research. First, despite widespread efforts to dis-
seminate donor information during initiative campaigns 
and theoretical reasons to expect such information to influ-
ence citizens, few studies examine whether and when citi-
zens are willing and able to use it. Second, no experimental 

study directly tests whether different types of citizens (i.e., 
informed vs. uninformed) can distinguish the policy views 
of particular donors and connect this information to their 
opinions. Third, existing research has yet to compare the 
effects of donor information to the effects of party cues and 
policy information from nonpartisan experts. This makes it 
difficult to know which type of information holds greater 
value for citizens and, by implication, where scarce gov-
ernment resources might have their largest impact.

We find that donor information has large effects on 
citizens’ opinions, particularly on initiatives where citi-
zens have yet to form strong attitudes. The effects of 
donor information are comparable to those of party cues 
and policy information. However, unlike party cues 
which work for all types of citizens, the effects of donor 
information are negligible for uninformed citizens. Our 
analyses indicate that uninformed citizens process donor 
information systematically but have difficulty recogniz-
ing differences in donors’ policy views. They, therefore, 
are unable to consistently connect information about 
donors’ contributions to their own policy interests. 
Together, these results demonstrate the benefits of gov-
ernment efforts to inform electorates via disclosure laws, 
as well as disparities in their effectiveness for informed 
and uninformed citizens.

Can Donor Information Promote 
Informed Decision Making about 
Initiatives?

Decades of public opinion research demonstrate that citi-
zens lack information about politics (Campbell et al. 
1960; Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). They are typically 
unaware of basic political facts and lack detailed infor-
mation about the candidates and issues at stake in elec-
tions. Such widespread ignorance reflects the weak 
incentives most citizens have for acquiring information 
that would enable them to make informed political deci-
sions (Downs 1957). The incentives for acquiring politi-
cal information are, if anything, weaker in direct 
democracy settings. Initiatives typically require citizens 
to choose between an uncertain policy outcome and the 
status quo (Gerber and Lupia 1995; Lupia 1992). Citizens 
may see little benefit to investing in information about 
initiatives because they can simply allow a tolerable sta-
tus quo to prevail. Furthermore, because the issues at 
stake in direct democracy elections are frequently com-
plex, the costs of acquiring and assessing information 
may be high. Indeed, citizens are often confused about 
the substance of initiatives and, as a result, are less 
informed about initiatives than they are about candidates 
(Bowler and Donovan 1998; Cain and Miller 2001; 
Cronin 1989; Magleby 1984).
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Deficiencies in citizens’ knowledge about politics in 
general, and initiatives in particular, have led scholars to 
consider whether effective substitutes for detailed politi-
cal information might exist. Empirical studies show that 
information shortcuts like party cues (Arceneaux 2008; 
Bullock 2011; Kousser et al. 2015) and endorsements 
(Arceneaux and Kolodny 2009; Boudreau 2009; Lupia 
1994) can enable citizens to make informed political 
decisions. Studies also find that policy information can 
influence citizens’ opinions even when party cues are also 
provided and have effects that are comparable to those of 
party cues (Boudreau and MacKenzie 2014; Bullock 
2011; Nicholson 2011).

Despite mounting evidence of the effectiveness of infor-
mation shortcuts and policy information, several unan-
swered questions remain. One question is whether 
information about contributions to initiative campaigns 
similarly helps citizens to make informed decisions. The 
Supreme Court has upheld federal and state disclosure laws 
even as it has struck down limits on campaign contribu-
tions. In its decision in Citizens United v. FEC, the Court 
emphasized that disclosure requirements are justified by the 
information they communicate to voters. Similarly, the 
Ninth Circuit in 2003 ruled that disclosure laws in direct 
democracy settings serve a compelling state interest by pro-
viding citizens with “a useful shorthand for evaluating the 
speaker behind the sound bite” (California Pro-Life 
Council, Inc. v. Getman; see Garrett and Smith 2005). As 
judges and others continue to weigh the benefits of disclo-
sure laws against the burdens they impose on donors, evi-
dence of the effects such information has on citizen decision 
making is likely to factor heavily into their deliberations.

To date, few studies empirically assess whether infor-
mation about donors influences citizens’ opinions. Those 
that do so either focus on candidate elections or issue ads 
in federal elections (Dowling and Wichowsky 2013; 
Groenendyk and Valentino 2002; Weber, Dunaway, and 
Johnson 2012). We are not aware of any experimental 
study that examines the effects of information about con-
tributions to initiative campaigns. Most existing studies 
of initiative campaigns focus on the effects of spending 
on the outcomes of initiative elections (e.g., vote shares, 
whether initiatives pass or fail; see de Figueiredo, Ji, and 
Kousser 2011; Rogers and Middleton 2015). Whether 
and when information about donors’ efforts in these cam-
paigns will change individual citizens’ opinions remain 
open questions. The lack of attention to the effects of 
donor information in direct democracy settings is unfor-
tunate given the large sums of money spent on initiatives 
and the significant resources governments have devoted 
to making such information available to citizens.

A second but related question is whether citizens can 
distinguish the policy views of various donors. Like polit-
ical parties, the individuals and groups that contribute to 

political campaigns have reputations for supporting par-
ticular types of policies (Bonica 2013). However, citizens 
may be unaware of donors’ reputations and, as a result, 
unable to identify whether particular donors share their 
interests. Few studies examine whether citizens perceive 
differences in donors’ policy views in real-world elec-
tions. One exception is Lupia (1994), who shows that citi-
zens can infer whether one donor (the insurance industry) 
shares their interests when voting on auto insurance ini-
tiatives. However, because information about the donor 
was not randomly assigned, it is possible that citizens dif-
fer in ways other than their knowledge of the insurance 
industry’s preferences (e.g., political interest, education) 
that could explain differences in their choices (see 
Arceneaux and Kolodny 2009). It is also unclear from 
Lupia’s study whether citizens can infer the interests of 
other donors on other types of initiatives. If citizens can-
not consistently perceive differences among donors 
responsible for financing initiative campaigns, then it is 
not clear how information about campaign contributions 
will help citizens determine the proper weight that should 
be given to different speakers and messages, as Justice 
Kennedy envisioned in the Citizens United case.

Even if Justice Kennedy and others are correct about 
the benefits of disclosure laws, a third open question is 
how the effects of donor information compare to those of 
other types of political information—particularly party 
cues and policy information—studied by scholars and 
disseminated during campaigns. While governments 
devote extensive resources to collecting and publicizing 
information about campaign contributions, it is not clear 
whether doing so holds greater value for citizens than 
these other types of information. Empirical studies typi-
cally analyze particular types of information separately, 
which makes it difficult to compare their effects. While 
some studies directly compare the effects of party cues 
and policy information (Arceneaux 2008; Boudreau and 
MacKenzie 2014; Bullock 2011), no study examines how 
donor information compares with these two other types 
of information.

Theory and Hypotheses

Theoretical models of political decision making identify 
conditions under which citizens will base their decisions 
upon particular sources of information (Calvert 1985; 
Lupia 1992; Lupia and McCubbins 1998). Underlying 
each of these models is the reality that the costs of acquir-
ing information about candidates or initiatives often out-
weigh the benefits. As a result, citizens typically forego 
obtaining detailed information and instead rely on the rec-
ommendations of others (Downs 1957). However, some 
information sources may not be credible, and citizens must 
figure out which sources to trust. These models predict that 
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citizens will trust and benefit from information when two 
conditions are met. First, the information source must be 
knowledgeable about the choice, i.e., its likely conse-
quences, and citizens must perceive the information source 
as such. Second, citizens must be able to identify the 
source’s interests and assess whether these interests are 
aligned with their own (Lupia and McCubbins 1998).

While endorsements from political parties and policy 
information from credible sources are widely viewed as 
satisfying these two conditions (e.g., Boudreau and 
MacKenzie 2014; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Sniderman 
and Stiglitz 2012), it is unclear whether citizens will use 
and benefit from information about donors to initiative 
campaigns. On the one hand, information about donors 
lacks certain characteristics that make party cues and 
policy information effective. First, while many citizens 
have strong attachments to their political party (Campbell 
et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002), 
attachments to donors are likely to be weak. As a result, 
donors’ expressions of support (as communicated by their 
contributions) might be perceived as less persuasive than 
party cues. Second, citizens may struggle to infer where 
their policy interests lie from lists of donors who are less 
well known than political parties. Third, unlike policy 
information, the information elicited by disclosure laws 
does not summarize the consequences of passing particu-
lar initiatives. Whereas information from nonpartisan 
experts might enable citizens to distinguish good and bad 
policies, information about campaign contributions says 
nothing about an initiative’s likely effects.

While these difficulties are real, there is also reason to 
believe that donor information might satisfy the two con-
ditions above. Like political parties, the donors respon-
sible for financing initiative campaigns often have 
reputations for supporting particular types of policies. 
The National Rifle Association (NRA), for example, is a 
well-known supporter of Republican candidates and 
causes, including efforts to reduce restrictions on fire-
arms. The Service Employees International Union 
(SEIU) typically supports Democratic candidates and 
causes. Donors such as these, by virtue of their regular 
participation in policy debates, are knowledgeable about 
particular issues (e.g., the NRA and firearms policy). 
Moreover, the financial investments donors make in ini-
tiative campaigns offer costly signals that enhance their 
credibility. The frequent affiliation of many donors with 
one party combined with their investments in campaigns 
offer clues as to their policy views and interests in par-
ticular outcomes (e.g., the NRA prefers no ban on semi-
automatic weapons). If citizens can identify donors’ 
interests, then information about their contributions may 
help citizens to determine where their own interests lie 
on particular initiatives.2 These considerations lead to 
our first prediction:

Hypothesis 1: Citizens exposed to donor information 
will be more likely to support initiatives that donors 
affiliated with their own party or its causes support 
and oppose initiatives that donors affiliated with their 
own party or its causes oppose than citizens who are 
not exposed to donor information.

In making this prediction, we are asserting that (1) dif-
ferent citizens (e.g., Democrats and Republicans) may 
draw different conclusions from the same information 
and (2) donor information functions similarly to political 
party endorsements. We argue that the first claim is more 
realistic than assuming that all citizens will react the same 
way to donor information. Lupia’s (1994) influential 
observational study, for example, assumes that all citi-
zens have identical interests (i.e., pro-consumer, anti-
industry) on five California insurance initiatives.3 The 
second claim follows from the nature of the information 
elicited by disclosure laws, which identifies supporters 
and opponents but communicates little about the conse-
quences of initiatives. Donor information is analogous to 
lists of endorsements (with amounts attached) that citi-
zens may use to infer which position (yea or nay) better 
accords with their own policy interests.

The effects of donor information can depend on the 
nature of the policy that an initiative seeks to change. 
Some initiatives address policies that are highly salient, 
either because they implicate personal self-interest or 
citizens’ identifications with social groups and values 
(Howe and Krosnick 2017; Visser, Bizer, and Krosnick 
2006). Gun control, which states and the national gov-
ernment have debated for decades, is an issue that 
invokes citizens’ partisanship and core values. Citizens 
have considerable information about and strong atti-
tudes toward gun control that are resistant to change. In 
contrast, many initiatives address the technical details 
of particular state policies and programs or the institu-
tional rules governing them. Citizens are likely to have 
less information about and weaker attitudes toward ini-
tiatives proposing, for example, to float bonds for pub-
lic works projects or to change vote requirements for 
particular state policies. Research indicates that citi-
zens are more responsive to information when their 
prior attitudes toward a policy are weak (Boudreau 
and MacKenzie 2014; Chong and Druckman 2010; 
Druckman and Leeper 2012). Thus, we expect the 
effects of donor information to vary depending on the 
strength of citizens’ prior attitudes about the issue that 
an initiative addresses.

Hypothesis 2: Donor information will have larger 
(smaller) effects on initiatives addressing policies 
about which citizens have weak (strong) prior 
attitudes.
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The effects of donor information might also vary 
depending on citizens’ level of political knowledge. Like 
political parties, many donors have reputations for sup-
porting particular types of policies. However, donors’ 
reputations are typically less well known than those of 
parties. Indeed, many citizens know that the Democratic 
(Republican) Party typically supports liberal (conserva-
tive) policies (Sniderman and Stiglitz 2012). Thus, both 
informed and uninformed citizens ought to be able to 
identify the parties’ interests and relate them to their own. 
In contrast, uninformed citizens may not know, for exam-
ple, that labor unions like the SEIU tend to support 
Democratic candidates and causes or that police organi-
zations often support Republican candidates and causes. 
Identifying donors’ policy views likely requires a level of 
political knowledge and interest that uninformed citizens 
lack. Furthermore, citizens (both informed and unin-
formed) lack strong attachments to donors. Strong party 
attachments give uninformed citizens a reason to follow 
their party’s recommendation even if they are unaware of 
the party’s reputation for supporting particular types of 
policies. Lacking such attachments to donors, uninformed 
citizens might be unable to use or simply ignore informa-
tion about campaign contributions from donors they do 
not recognize. This yields our third prediction:

Hypothesis 3: Donor information will increase 
informed citizens’ propensity to support initiatives 
that donors affiliated with their own party or its causes 
support and oppose initiatives that donors affiliated 
with their own party or its causes oppose, relative to 
those not exposed to the information. These effects of 
donor information will be weaker among uninformed 
citizens.

In the same way that uninformed citizens might have 
difficulty connecting donor information to their own pol-
icy interests, we would also expect them to have trouble 
using policy information from nonpartisan experts. 
Unlike party cues and donor information, policy informa-
tion from nonpartisan experts is unbiased in that the 
experts do not have an identifiable political or financial 
interest in the outcome. Citizens may trust such informa-
tion because the experts are perceived as knowledgeable 
and interested in achieving better policy outcomes—an 
interest that citizens share. However, such policy infor-
mation seldom provides an explicit recommendation 
about whether to support or oppose an initiative. Rather, 
it typically provides extensive detail about initiatives and 
clarifies their likely consequences, from which citizens 
may infer whether they should support or oppose them. 
Making such an inference requires citizens to process and 
comprehend sometimes complex information, assess its 
importance, and connect it to their own feelings about a 

particular outcome. Informed citizens, by virtue of their 
superior political knowledge and greater interest in poli-
tics, are better positioned to perform these tasks 
(Arceneaux 2008; Kam 2005).

Given that uninformed citizens may have difficulty 
using donor and policy information effectively, we would 
not expect large differences in the relative effects of these 
types of information. In contrast, the effects of donor and 
policy information are likely to be different for informed 
citizens. By virtue of their superior knowledge of and 
interest in politics, informed citizens are better positioned 
to accurately perceive donors’ policy interests. They 
might also be more motivated to process policy informa-
tion systematically and connect it to their feelings about 
the likely consequences it reveals. Nonetheless, because 
nonpartisan experts lack a political or financial interest in 
the outcomes of initiative elections, informed citizens 
might be less likely to base their opinions on the policy 
information they provide. Indeed, theoretical models sup-
port the counterintuitive claim that an information source 
with an identifiable political or financial interest in the 
outcome of a choice will be more useful than advice from 
an unbiased expert, as long as citizens can determine how 
the source’s interests relate to their own (Calvert 1985). 
By clarifying donors’ positions on initiatives, information 
about their contributions enables citizens who can iden-
tify whether donors share their interests to infer whether 
they should support or oppose particular initiatives. This 
yields our fourth prediction:

Hypothesis 4: Donor information will have larger 
effects on informed citizens’ opinions than policy 
information from nonpartisan experts.

To the extent that donor information has different 
effects on informed and uninformed citizens, there are 
two possible explanations for such differences. First, 
informed and uninformed citizens might differ in their 
willingness to process donor information systematically 
(Eagly and Chaiken 1993).4 If uninformed citizens are 
unwilling to exert the effort to process donor information 
systematically, then it will not increase the time these citi-
zens spend expressing their opinions about initiatives, 
relative to those not exposed to the information. In con-
trast, informed citizens may be more willing to engage in 
this effortful form of processing and, thus, will take lon-
ger to express their opinions when exposed to donor 
information.

Alternatively, as we emphasize above, informed and 
uninformed citizens might differ in their ability to use 
donor information effectively. Uninformed citizens might 
be unable to connect information about donors’ contribu-
tions to their own policy interests because they do not 
recognize differences in donors’ policy views. If this is 
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the case, then we should observe small differences in 
uninformed citizens’ perceptions of the ideological posi-
tions of donors affiliated with the Democratic and 
Republican parties or their causes. In contrast, informed 
citizens will perceive donors affiliated with the 
Republican Party and its causes as more conservative 
than donors affiliated with the Democratic Party and its 
causes. Our last prediction reflects these expectations 
about the relative accuracy of informed and uninformed 
citizens’ perceptions:

Hypothesis 5: Informed citizens will exhibit more 
accurate perceptions of the ideological reputations of 
donors supporting and opposing initiatives than unin-
formed citizens.

Experimental Design

The 2016 general election in California provides a useful 
opportunity to test our hypotheses about the effects of 
donor information, relative to party cues and policy infor-
mation, in a real-world context. In that election, the initia-
tives on the ballot addressed a range of policy subjects. A 
variety of interest groups, politicians, and private citizens 
contributed large sums of money seeking to secure the 
passage or defeat of particular initiatives. Furthermore, 
the Democratic and Republican parties took opposing 
positions on nearly all of the initiatives. California’s non-
partisan Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO) produced 
detailed policy information about the likely consequences 
of passing each initiative. We take advantage of the dif-
ferent issues, donors, party positions, and policy informa-
tion to assess how these types of information affect 
citizens’ opinions.5

In the survey experiment, all respondents receive short 
descriptions of eight initiatives presented in random 
order. These initiatives asked citizens to decide whether 
to (1) uphold a law prohibiting grocery stores from pro-
viding plastic bags to customers (Proposition 67), (2) 
require a public vote before the state can issue more than 
$2 billion in revenue bonds (Proposition 53), (3) allow 
inmates convicted of nonviolent crimes to be given early 
parole consideration (Proposition 57), (4) increase the 
vote requirement in the state legislature for changing how 
the fees that hospitals pay to Medi-Cal (California’s heath 
care program for low-income patients) are used 
(Proposition 52), (5) legalize marijuana for recreational 
use (Proposition 64), (6) require background checks 
before individuals can purchase ammunition (Proposition 
63), (7) repeal the death penalty (Proposition 62), and (8) 
increase the cigarette tax by $2 per pack (Proposition 56). 
We chose these initiatives because they represent a range 
of policy issues and because they attracted campaign con-
tributions from a variety of political actors, thereby 

enabling us to test our hypotheses about the effects of 
donor information.

In the control group, respondents receive only the 
short descriptions of the initiatives. For example, on 
Proposition 57, these respondents read the following:

This November, Californians will be asked to vote on a 
ballot measure that would allow inmates convicted of 
nonviolent crimes to be given parole consideration upon 
completion of their primary sentence. Currently, many 
prisoners receive both a primary sentence for a crime and 
“enhancements” or extra time if there are multiple victims or 
if they previously were in prison. This measure would allow 
prison officials to award credits toward early release to 
prisoners who demonstrate good behavior, efforts to 
rehabilitate themselves, or participate in prison education 
programs.

Respondents are then asked whether they strongly sup-
port, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or strongly 
oppose the initiative, or whether they “don’t know” (see 
the online appendix [OA], pp. 1–4, for descriptions of the 
other initiatives).

In the “donor information” treatment group, respon-
dents also receive information about up to two top donors 
(in terms of contributions) to the “yes” and “no” cam-
paigns for each initiative. Such information is available 
on the California FPPC’s website, and a link to this infor-
mation is required by law to be included in the official 
ballot pamphlet.6 The donor information that respondents 
receive on Proposition 57 is shown in Table 1. The donor 
information for the other initiatives is structured simi-
larly, with the official names of the donors, descriptions 
of them,7 and the amounts they contributed shown in a 
table.8

In the “party cues” treatment group, respondents 
receive the official positions that the Democratic and 
Republican parties took on each initiative. The two par-
ties regularly advertise their positions on initiatives, and 
this election was no exception. On Proposition 57, 
respondents read that the Democratic Party supports 
allowing inmates convicted of nonviolent crimes to be 
given early parole consideration, while the Republican 
Party opposes this. The passages for the other initiatives 
similarly link the parties to their official positions.9

In the “policy information” treatment group, respon-
dents receive information drawn from reports by 
California’s nonpartisan LAO about the likely conse-
quences of passing each initiative. The LAO is an indepen-
dent, nonpartisan government agency that provides fiscal 
and policy advice to the California state legislature. It is 
responsible for analyzing the effects of proposed initia-
tives; a summary of the LAO’s analysis of the fiscal effects 
of each initiative is required by law to appear on the ballot, 
as well as in the official ballot pamphlet. Thus, respondents 
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receive policy information that resembles what they would 
actually encounter in the election. For example, on 
Proposition 57, respondents read the following:

This initiative would help reduce significant overcrowding 
problems in state prisons by increasing the number of non-
violent inmates eligible for parole consideration. California’s 
nonpartisan Legislative Analyst’s Office estimates that this 
initiative could save the state tens of millions of dollars each 
year in correctional and other costs.

On this initiative, the policy information provides a rea-
son for supporting it. The information for the other initia-
tives is structured similarly and is linked to the LAO, 
although whether it provides a reason for support or 
opposition varies across the eight initiatives.

After expressing their opinions about the eight initia-
tives, respondents rate three of the groups (selected at 
random) that we manipulate in our study on a seven-point 
liberal–conservative scale. These groups included the 
two state political parties, the LAO, and twenty-nine 
donors to the campaigns for and against the eight initia-
tives. These ratings measure the extent to which respon-
dents perceive differences in these groups’ policy views, 
a necessary condition if they are to relate these groups’ 
interests to their own.

When completing these ratings, respondents were 
given a short description of the group in question, and for 
the donors, information about which initiative campaign 
the organization or individual contributed to. For exam-
ple, when rating Governor Brown’s Ballot Measure 
Committee, respondents are told that this is an organiza-
tion established by Governor Brown to support selected 
initiatives. They are also told that it is one of the top 
donors supporting an initiative that would allow prison 
officials to give additional parole consideration to inmates 
convicted of nonviolent crimes who have demonstrated 
good behavior. This gives respondents context for evalu-
ating each donor and exposes them to the same informa-
tion respondents in our donor information treatment 
group received before expressing their opinions about the 

initiatives. It also resembles information citizens might 
encounter in the real world (e.g., if they consulted the 
FPPC’s list of top donors and/or obtained descriptions of 
donors via Google).

Methods

Our analyses use a sample of 1,409 Californians from the 
Survey Sampling International (SSI) panel, 928 of which 
were assigned to our treatment and control groups.10 SSI 
is a survey research firm that recruits samples of adults 
via the Internet. We administered our survey experiment 
online using Qualtrics software from October 18 to 
October 23, 2016, approximately three weeks before 
Election Day (November 8, 2016).11

To test our hypotheses, we first estimate a probit model 
that pools the eight initiatives.12 Our dependent variable 
is a dummy variable that indicates whether a respondent 
supports a particular initiative. This variable takes the 
value 1 for respondents who “strongly support” or “some-
what support” an initiative and 0 for respondents who 
“somewhat oppose” or “strongly oppose” the initiative. 
This enables us to assess whether respondents are on the 
same side of an issue as their party and donors affiliated 
with their party or its causes.13

To examine how donor information, party cues, and 
policy information affect support for the initiatives, we 
create independent variables that reflect the nature of the 
signal that Democratic and Republican respondents 
receive on each initiative in each group.14 The variable 
Donor Info takes the value 1 for respondents in the donor 
information treatment group on initiatives where donors 
affiliated with their own party or its causes are financing 
the support side and –1 for respondents on initiatives 
where donors affiliated with their own party or its causes 
are bankrolling the opposition. The variable Party Cues 
similarly takes the value 1 for respondents in the party 
cues treatment group whose own party supports an initia-
tive and –1 for respondents whose own party opposes an 
initiative. In all but one case, the coding of this variable is 

Table 1. Donor Information.

Donor Description Amount

Donors supporting additional parole consideration for nonviolent inmates
 Governor Brown’s Ballot Measure 

Committee
Organization established by Governor Brown to support select 

initiatives
$4,138,764

 Service Employees International Union 
(SEIU)—California State Council

California Union of state and local employees, nurses, and other 
workers with more than 700,000 members

$164,846

Donors opposing additional parole consideration for nonviolent inmates
 Association of Deputy District 

Attorneys
Association representing deputy district attorneys in Los 

Angeles County with approximately 1,000 members
$60,000

 San Diego Police Officers Association Association representing police officers in the City of San Diego $5,000
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exactly the same as for the Donor Info variable.15 The 
variable Policy Info takes the value 1 for respondents in 
the policy information treatment group on initiatives for 
which the information provides a reason to support and 
–1 on those for which the information offers a reason to 
oppose.16 To simplify the presentation of our results, we 
convert the coefficients in our models to predicted prob-
abilities and first differences. We test our hypotheses by 
comparing probabilities of support in our treatment 
groups with the control group and assessing differences 
in the first differences (i.e., in the effects of donor infor-
mation, party cues, and policy information).

We then test our second prediction by estimating the 
same model separately for initiatives addressing issues 
about which respondents likely have weak prior atti-
tudes and those about which they have strong prior atti-
tudes. Four initiatives in our study involve salient issues 
that have been debated at the national and/or state level: 
legalizing marijuana for recreational use, repealing the 
death penalty, imposing ammunition limits, and raising 
(cigarette) taxes. These are policy issues about which 
respondents likely have considerable information and 
strong prior attitudes. The other four initiatives involve 
more esoteric state policies and programs where prior 
attitudes are likely to be weak: requiring a public vote 
before the state can issue more than $2 billion in reve-
nue bonds, increasing the vote requirement in the state 
legislature for changing Medi-Cal fees, granting parole 
credits to nonviolent offenders, and upholding a law 
prohibiting grocery stores from providing plastic bags. 
Our classification of these initiatives is supported by 
evidence about the strength of attitudes toward the ini-
tiatives among control group respondents (who do not 
receive additional information). In the OA (Table A10, 
p. 60), we show that these respondents’ opinions are less 
extreme and exhibit a higher proportion of don’t know 
responses on the four initiatives that we classify as 
involving weak prior attitudes, relative to those involv-
ing strong prior attitudes.

To test our predictions about the effects of information 
on informed and uninformed citizens, we estimate an 
additional model that pools the eight initiatives and 
includes interactions between the treatment variables and 
an indicator of respondents’ level of knowledge about 
state politics. We classify respondents based on their 
answers to five fact-based questions about California 
politics. Respondents who correctly answered three or 
fewer questions (the median) are defined as low knowl-
edge, or politically uninformed, while respondents who 
correctly answered more than this are high knowledge, or 
politically informed.17 We convert the coefficients in our 
models to predicted first differences and compare the 
effects of donor information, party cues, and policy infor-
mation on low- and high-knowledge respondents.

Finally, we conduct difference-of-means tests of low- 
and high-knowledge respondents’ reaction times and 
their ideological ratings of the donors responsible for 
financing the campaigns for and against the initiatives. 
This enables us to assess whether differences in these 
respondents’ reactions to donor information reflect differ-
ences in their willingness to process the information and/
or ability to connect it to their own policy interests.

Results

Our results support our predictions about the effects of 
donor information on citizens’ opinions about initiatives. 
Respondents shift their opinions in the direction recom-
mended by donors associated with their own party or its 
causes, and the effects are particularly pronounced on ini-
tiatives addressing issues where respondents’ prior atti-
tudes are weak. For high-knowledge respondents, the 
effects of donor information are comparable with those of 
party cues and larger than the effects of policy informa-
tion. Unlike party cues, however, we find that donor 
information has minimal effects on low-knowledge 
respondents. These minimal effects reflect low-knowl-
edge respondents’ inability to recognize differences in 
donors’ policy views, which prevents them from connect-
ing information about donors’ contributions to their own 
policy interests.

The Effects of Information on Opinions about 
Initiatives

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, respondents in the aggre-
gate are more likely to support initiatives that donors 
affiliated with their own party or its causes support and 
oppose initiatives that these same donors oppose. Figure 
1 displays predicted probabilities of support for initia-
tives that donors affiliated with a respondent’s party or its 
causes support, a respondent’s own party supports, and 
the policy information provides a reason for supporting. 
These predicted probabilities are generated from the pro-
bit model that pools the eight initiatives (Table A1 in the 
OA, p. 44). In the control group, the probability of sup-
porting these initiatives is .61. In the donor information 
treatment group, the probability of support (.65) is sig-
nificantly greater. This positive effect of donor informa-
tion provides evidence of the potential benefits of 
providing information about contributions to initiative 
campaigns via disclosure laws.

The effects of party cues and policy information are also 
statistically significant. These results accord with our expec-
tations that both types of information will influence citizens’ 
opinions about initiatives. In comparing the three types of 
information, party cues have the largest impact on citizens’ 
opinions. The probability of supporting the initiatives in the 
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party cues treatment group is .71, which is significantly 
greater than in the donor (.65) or policy information (.64) 
treatment groups. Given the parties’ well-known ideological 
reputations and citizens’ strong attachments to them, the 
large effects of party cues are not surprising. The similarly 
large effects of donor information are more striking. Despite 
the absence of strong attachments to particular donors, donor 
information works much like party cues.

The effects of donor information are particularly pro-
nounced on initiatives addressing issues where respon-
dents have weak prior attitudes. Figure 2 plots predicted 
first differences from the two probit models of support for 
the subsets of initiatives where respondents have weak 
versus strong prior attitudes (Table A1 in the OA, p. 44). 
For both models, we generated the first differences for ini-
tiatives that donors affiliated with a respondent’s party or 
its causes support, a respondent’s own party supports, and 
the policy information provides a reason for supporting. 
As Figure 2A shows, on initiatives where respondents 
have weak prior attitudes, donor information increases the 
probability of support for initiatives that donors affiliated 
with a respondent’s own party or its causes support by .06. 
This is a significant increase relative to the control group. 
Party cues produce a similar, albeit larger, increase in the 
probability of supporting these initiatives (.11). Policy 
information also significantly increases the probability of 
supporting the initiatives (.06), relative to the control 
group. The positive effect of donor information offers evi-
dence of its efficacy in shaping citizens’ views about 

initiatives addressing issues about which they have yet to 
form strong opinions.

In contrast, donor information has a negative effect on 
initiatives addressing issues about which respondents 
have already formed strong attitudes. As shown in Figure 
2B, donor information significantly decreases the proba-
bility of supporting the initiatives by .06, even though the 
donors affiliated with a respondent’s own party or its 
causes support these initiatives. This negative effect of 
donor information could arise if respondents react against 
the recommendations of donors on these salient issues or 
if some respondents are confused about the donors’ pol-
icy views.18 Party cues and policy information also have 
minimal effects on respondents’ opinions about these 
initiatives.

How Information Affects Low- and High-
Knowledge Respondents

Our analyses of low- and high-knowledge respondents 
reveal differences in these respondents’ reactions to donor 
and other types of political information. Figure 3 displays 
predicted first differences from the probit model that 
pools the eight initiatives and includes interactions with 
respondents’ level of knowledge about state politics 
(Table A2 in the OA, p. 45). As with Figures 1 and 2, we 
generated these first differences for initiatives that donors 
affiliated with a respondent’s party or its causes support, 
a respondent’s own party supports, and the policy infor-
mation provides a reason for supporting. As Figure 3A 
indicates, donor information has no effect on low-knowl-
edge respondents’ opinions about the initiatives. The 
effects of policy information are also not significant. In 
contrast, party cues have meaningful and significant 
effects on low-knowledge respondents’ opinions.

The effects of information on high-knowledge respon-
dents’ opinions are much stronger. As Figure 3B shows, 
donor information increases the probability of support for 
initiatives that donors affiliated with a respondent’s own 
party or its causes support by .10, a significant effect rela-
tive to the control group. The size of this effect is compa-
rable to that of party cues, which increase support by .14. 
Consistent with Hypothesis 3, donor information has 
larger effects on high- than low-knowledge respondents.19 
As Figure 3B indicates, the difference in the first differ-
ences for low- and high-knowledge respondents is statis-
tically significant in the donor information group. We 
find a similar gap in the effects of party cues on the opin-
ions of these two types of respondents. However, whereas 
the significant effect of party cues for low-knowledge 
respondents suggests an ability to use the information, the 
null effect of donor information implies that information 
about campaign contributions is ineffective for these 
respondents.

Party Cues: Own Party Supports
Policy Information: Reason for Supporting

Donor Information: Groups Affiliated with Own Party Support

Figure 1. The effect of information on support for 
initiatives.
Numbers are predicted probabilities of supporting an initiative 
generated from the “all initiatives” model in Table A1.
*Difference with control is statistically significant (p < .05, one-
tailed).
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We observe more modest effects of policy information 
on high-knowledge respondents’ opinions. As Figure 3B 
shows, policy information that provides a reason for sup-
porting the initiatives increases high-knowledge respon-
dents’ probability of support by .05. This is a significant 
increase relative to the control group. Relative to donor 
information and party cues, however, the effect of policy 
information on high-knowledge respondents’ opinions is 
significantly smaller. Consistent with Hypothesis 4, high-
knowledge respondents are more influenced by informa-
tion sources with identifiable political or financial 
interests in the outcome of a choice than advice from an 
unbiased expert.

Are Uninformed Citizens Unwilling or Unable 
to Use Donor Information?

What explains these large differences in low- and high-
knowledge respondents’ reactions to donor information? 
We find little evidence that low-knowledge respondents 
are unwilling to process donor information systemati-
cally. Low-knowledge respondents, like their more 
informed counterparts, take more time to express their 
opinions when they receive donor information. In the 
control group, for example, low-knowledge respondents 
take 18.29 seconds to express their opinions. In the donor 

information treatment group, they take 22.96 seconds, a 
significant increase (Table A7 in the OA, p. 56).20

Instead, our results indicate that low-knowledge respon-
dents are unable to perceive meaningful differences in the 
policy views of donors responsible for financing initiative 
campaigns. Figure 4 plots the average ideological ratings 
(with 95% confidence intervals) that low- and high-knowl-
edge respondents assign to the political parties, LAO, and 
donors responsible for financing the initiative campaigns. 
The Democratic Party and donors affiliated with it or its 
causes are arrayed on the left-hand side of the figure with 
their ratings indicated by circles. The Republican Party and 
donors affiliated with it or its causes are arrayed on the right 
with their ratings indicated by triangles. As Figure 4A 
shows, there is substantial overlap in low-knowledge 
respondents’ ratings of left- and right-leaning donors. In a 
few cases, a donor affiliated with the Republican Party or its 
causes is actually rated as more liberal than a donor affili-
ated with the Democratic Party or its causes. Difference-of-
means tests indicate few significant differences in the 
ratings of each left–right pair among the twenty-nine donors 
we examined (Table A4 in the OA, pp. 49–50).

In contrast, Figure 4B shows that high-knowledge 
respondents accurately perceive large differences in these 
donors’ policy views.21 For these respondents, there is vir-
tually no overlap in the ratings of the left- and right-leaning 

Party Cues: Own Party Supports
Policy Information: Reason for Supporting

Donor Information: Groups Affiliated with Own Party Support

Figure 2. The effect of information on support for initiatives by strength of prior attitudes: (A) weak prior attitudes and (B) 
strong prior attitudes.
Numbers are predicted changes in the probability of supporting an initiative (i.e., first differences) generated from the “weak prior attitudes” and 
“strong prior attitudes” models in Table A1.
*Difference with control is statistically significant (p < .05, one-tailed).
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donors that financed the initiative campaigns. All donors 
affiliated with the Democratic Party or its causes have 
average ratings of 3.72 or less. All donors affiliated with 
the Republican Party or its causes have average ratings of 
3.60 or more. The differences in the ratings of these donors 
are statistically significant in every pairwise comparison 
(Table A5 in the OA, pp. 51–52). As we show in the OA 
(Figure A2, p. 53), the ratings of high-knowledge respon-
dents more accurately reflect reality than those of low-
knowledge respondents, as indicated by a plot of these 
donors’ ideological positions based on their actual political 
contributions (see Bonica 2013).

These results provide strong evidence for Hypothesis 
5 and reveal an important benefit of political knowledge: 
the ability to infer the policy interests of political actors. 
This disparity in low- and high-knowledge respondents’ 
ability to recognize differences in donors’ policy views 
explains their different responses to the donor informa-
tion. Given that low-knowledge respondents cannot dis-
tinguish the interests of donors, giving them information 
about campaign contributions is unlikely to aid their deci-
sion making. In contrast, these respondents can distin-
guish the Democratic and Republican parties (the 
difference in their mean ratings is statistically signifi-
cant), which explains their greater responsiveness to 
party cues than to donors.

Conclusion

Fears that citizens will not understand the choices they 
make in direct democracy elections and about the out-
sized influence of money have motivated governments to 
pass laws requiring campaign finance disclosures. Courts 
have been called upon to weigh the benefits of such laws 
against any burdens they impose. As the Supreme Court’s 
Citizens United decision illustrates, practitioners have 
often assumed (with little empirical evidence to guide 
them) that the benefits to citizen competence are large.

Our results offer concrete evidence of the effects of 
donor information in a real-world direct democracy elec-
tion. They demonstrate that donor information can help 
citizens infer where their policy interests lie, with effects 
comparable to those of party cues. Donor information can 
be particularly informative on initiatives addressing 
issues about which citizens have yet to form strong atti-
tudes. Nonetheless, we find disparities in informed and 
uninformed citizens’ ability to use donor information 
effectively. Unlike party cues, which work for all types of 
citizens, the effects of donor information are negligible 
for the uninformed. The reason for this disparity is that 
uninformed citizens have difficulty distinguishing 
donors’ policy views. For these citizens, a necessary con-
dition for realizing the benefits of this information 

Party Cues: Own Party Supports
Policy Information: Reason for Supporting

Donor Information: Groups Affiliated with Own Party Support

Figure 3. The effect of information on support for initiatives by knowledge: (A) low-knowledge respondents and (B) high-
knowledge respondents.
Numbers are predicted changes in the probability of supporting an initiative (i.e., first differences) generated from the “all initiatives” model in Table A2.
*Difference with control is statistically significant (p < .05, one-tailed). †Difference between low- and high-knowledge respondents is significant  
(p < .05, one-tailed).
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shortcut—the ability to identify groups with common 
interests (Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998)—
might not be satisfied in many initiative contests.

Our results offer lessons for political scientists studying 
citizen competence and practitioners seeking to better 

inform electorates. For scholars, our study reveals the bene-
fits of manipulating multiple types of information in a real-
world election. We were able to compare the effects of donor 
information against party cues and policy information, as 
well as a “no information” baseline. Including party cues 

Figure 4. Ideological ratings of parties, the LAO, and donors by knowledge: (A) low-knowledge respondents and (B) high-
knowledge respondents.
Circles (triangles) indicate respondents’ mean ratings of the California Democratic Party (Republican Party) and donors affiliated with it or its 
causes with 95% confidence intervals. Squares indicate respondents’ mean ratings of the nonpartisan LAO.
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sheds light on the similarities between donor information 
and a widely disseminated shortcut. Both help citizens with 
heterogeneous policy interests determine how various initia-
tives relate to them. Our study also uncovers an important 
difference: donor information is ineffective for uninformed 
citizens. Finally, including policy information enables us to 
empirically demonstrate a counterintuitive result: an infor-
mation source with identifiable political or financial inter-
ests (e.g., donors) can be more useful than advice from an 
unbiased expert (e.g., the LAO), as long as citizens can 
determine how the source’s interests relate to their own.

For practitioners, our study offers evidence of the 
effectiveness of some disclosure laws and circulating 
the donor information they provide, while drawing 
attention to disparities between informed and unin-
formed citizens. Specifically, in states that require the 
disclosure of donors’ actual identities, this information 
can help citizens to, in Justice Kennedy’s words, give 
“proper weight” to the efforts of major donors. 
Unfortunately, many states require only the disclosure 
of registered campaign names, which are selected to 
have broad appeal and disguise contributors’ true identi-
ties (Dowling and Wichowsky 2013; Lesenyie 2020; 
Weber, Dunaway, and Johnson 2012). Thus, while our 
results illustrate how citizens use donor information 
when donors’ identities are transparent, they offer less 
insight into contexts where donors can veil their identi-
ties (Garrett and Smith 2005). In these settings, con-
cerns about “dark money” influencing election outcomes 
and the effectiveness of campaign finance laws are 
likely well founded (Oklobdzija 2019; Wood 2018).

Future efforts to increase the efficacy of campaign 
finance disclosures should address this practical chal-
lenge: how can the disparities in citizens’ ability to use 
donor information be reduced? The donor information in 
our experiments resembles what is available to citizens 
living in states, like California, that have laws requiring 
transparency about donor’s identities. Other legal vari-
ants should be tested. In addition, our experiments pro-
vide brief descriptions of donors that are readily obtained 
from a Google search. Our results make clear that even 
under these favorable circumstances, uninformed citizens 
are unable to identify donors’ interests and connect them 
to their own. It is possible such descriptions help politi-
cally informed citizens. While our analyses suggest oth-
erwise (see the OA, pp. 62–68), an ideal test would be to 
randomize whether brief descriptions like ours or more 
extensive information are needed for informed and unin-
formed citizens to use donor information effectively. One 
possibility is to communicate information about cam-
paign contributions together with information about the 
ideological positions of donors—measured using contri-
butions, expert ratings, or positions on overlapping sets 
of policy proposals.

Whether these or other interventions will result in 
more informed electorates and, thereby, policies that bet-
ter reflect citizens’ preferences is difficult to say. What 
we can say is that the extensive resources expended to 
inform citizens about their choices in direct democracy 
settings have, to date, proven to be useful, but partial, 
solutions. Our study, the first to examine donor informa-
tion alongside party cues and policy information, identi-
fies differences in how such information affects informed 
and uninformed citizens. It also offers guidance as to how 
we might improve their effectiveness and study them in 
the future.

Acknowledgments

We thank Sharif Amlani for valuable research assistance. We 
also thank participants in the Experimental Political Science 
Workshop at the University of California, Davis and at the 
Center for Behavioral Political Economy at Stony Brook 
University for valuable feedback.

Declaration of Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with 
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.

Funding

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial sup-
port for the research, authorship, and/or publication of this arti-
cle: This research was generously funded by grants from the 
Institute for Social Sciences, the Public Opinion Workshop, and 
the Committee on Research at the University of California, 
Davis.

ORCID iD

Cheryl Boudreau  https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4021-1609

Notes

 1. Seven of the ballot measures are initiatives and one is a 
referendum.

 2. In the online appendix (OA), we offer evidence to support 
this assumption—that is, citizens rate donors affiliated 
with their own party and its causes as closer to themselves 
ideologically than donors affiliated with the other party 
(Table A8, p. 57). They also rate donors affiliated with 
the Democratic Party and its causes as more liberal than 
donors affiliated with the Republican Party and its causes 
(Table A3 and Figure A1, pp. 46–48).

 3. This claim is hard to reconcile with the large share of vot-
ers (between 13.3% and 59.1%) siding with the insurance 
industry and against consumer groups on the five initiatives.

 4. We follow Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook (2014) in using 
reaction times to assess the extent to which respondents 
process information systematically.

 5. This enhances external validity. A potential concern is 
“pretreatment” from the real-world campaigns. If anything, 
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this makes it more difficult to observe treatment effects 
(Druckman and Leeper 2012).

 6. The information we provide was retrieved from the Fair 
Political Practices Commission’s (FPPC) website in early 
October.

 7. While the FPPC donor lists do not include these descrip-
tions, which are adapted from donors’ websites, they could 
be secured using a Google search of a donor’s name. In the 
OA (pp. 62–68), we offer evidence that these descriptions 
have little impact on our results.

 8. We randomized whether the amount contributed was pro-
vided. This makes little difference for our results (Table 
A6 and Figure A3 in the OA, pp. 54–55). Thus, we pool 
respondents who did and did not receive the amounts.

 9. The parties took opposing positions on every initiative but 
Proposition 52, which both parties supported. Respondents 
in the “party cue” treatment group are given this true infor-
mation. Our results are similar if we drop this initiative 
from our analyses.

10. The other 481 respondents participated in a separate study, 
but contributed to this one by rating the state political par-
ties, the Legislative Analyst’s Office (LAO), and twenty-
nine donors to the initiative campaigns on the seven-point 
liberal–conservative scale.

11. Our sample resembles California’s population in several 
ways, including gender, age, and partisanship. As with 
most opt-in Internet samples, our sample is more highly 
educated than the general population. Our sample more 
closely resembles likely voters in California (though col-
lege graduates are still overrepresented), which is the 
population most likely to participate in direct democracy 
elections and, thus, whose capabilities are most relevant to 
our study (Table A9 in the OA, pp. 58–59). These consid-
erations are relevant when assessing the generalizability of 
our results. When evaluating our main effects, it is worth 
noting that education is not correlated with assignment to 
treatment and control groups (Table A11 in the OA, p. 61).

12. We include initiative fixed effects to account for varia-
tion in the level of support across the initiatives. We also 
include a dummy variable that reflects respondents’ parti-
sanship to control for different baseline levels of support 
for the initiatives among Democrats and Republicans. We 
use clustered standard errors because the errors are inde-
pendent across respondents, but not necessarily within 
respondents across the eight initiatives. Results for indi-
vidual initiatives are available in the OA (pp. 88–92).

13. Those who say “don’t know” or fail to give a response are 
excluded. In the OA (pp. 69–74), we show that our results 
are the same when we use a four-valued indicator of support.

14. We code respondents who identify as “strong,” “not very 
strong,” or “lean” Democrat or Republican as Democrats 
and Republicans. We omit true Independents. In the OA 
(pp. 82–87), we show that the effects of donor information 
do not vary by strength of partisanship.

15. The exception is Proposition 52, which both parties 
endorsed. Nonetheless, a labor union that typically sup-
ports Democratic candidates and causes donated to the 
“no” campaign for this initiative. Two right-leaning groups 
donated to the “yes” campaign. Donor Info takes the value 
–1 for Democrats and 1 for Republicans on this initiative.

16. Unlike the Party Cues and Donor Info variables, Policy 
Info is coded the same for Democrats and Republicans 
because the nonpartisan policy information points in 
one direction (by providing a reason to either support or 
oppose an initiative). For a study of the effects of compet-
ing policy arguments, see Chong and Druckman (2010).

17. As Druckman (2004) explains, dividing respondents at the 
median creates two groups that are likely to exhibit mean-
ingful differences in knowledge. In the OA (pp. 75–81), we 
show that our findings are robust to other codings of our 
political knowledge measure.

18. In the OA, we show that the negative effect of donor 
information on these initiatives is driven by low-knowl-
edge respondents (Table A2, p. 45). As we demonstrate, 
low-knowledge respondents hold inaccurate perceptions 
of donors’ policy views. Given that control group respon-
dents’ opinions about these initiatives are mostly in lock-
step with their own party’s positions, this negative effect of 
donor information reflects some low-knowledge respon-
dents being influenced by donors not typically aligned 
with their party.

19. In the OA, we show that the effects of donor information 
are strongest among high-knowledge respondents on ini-
tiatives where prior attitudes are weak (Table A2, p. 45).

20. The increase in high-knowledge respondents’ reaction 
times is similarly large and not significantly different from 
the increase for low-knowledge respondents.

21. High- and low-knowledge respondents’ perceptions do not 
vary based on whether the donors are individuals or orga-
nizations, despite the different goals that these donors may 
have (Barber 2016; Francia et al. 2003).

Supplemental Material

Replication materials for this paper can be viewed at https://doi.
org/10.7910/DVN/DAVN13. The online appendix for this arti-
cle is available at the Political Research Quarterly website.
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