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ublic Opinion
AP® LEARNING OBJECTIVE
Public opinion polling and polling results impact elections, political behavior,

L J
and the policy process and therefore demands our critical scrutiny.

AP® ESSENTIAL KNOWLEDGE
The media’s report of public opinion data that can impact elections and policy
debates is affected by such scientific polling types and methods as opinion polls,

benchmark or tracking polls, and entrance and exit polls, as well as sampling

techniques, identification of respondents, mass survey or focus group, and

sampling error. The type and format of questions can also have an impact.
AP® is a trademark registered by the College Board, which is not affiliated with, and does not

endorse, this product.



Defined simply, public opinion refers to how people
think or feel about particular things. In this chapter,
we take a close look at what “public opinion” is,
how it is formed, and how public opinion influences
government policy. In later chapters, we examine
the workings of political parties, interest groups, and
government institutions and consider what effect they
have on whether public opinion affects government
policy. Let’s begin this journey by recognizing how
perspectives on the role public opinion is supposed to
play in the country’s representative democracy have
changed since the nation was founded.

The Founding Fathers

m THE believed that most average

citizens lacked the time, information, energy, inter-

est, and experience to decide on public policy. The
Constitution’s chief architect, James Madison, argued
that direct popular participation in the decisions of
government was a recipe for disaster, and that “it is
the reason, alone, of the public that ought to control
and regulate the government.”’ Madison and the other
Framers looked to “the representatives of the people,”
most particularly the U.S. Senators who were not
directly elected until 1913, “as a defense to the people
against their own temporary errors and delusions.”

W w Try irmaqining any candidate
Y N OV [ imagining any cardidate
W forthe U.S. Senate o, fo

that matter, for any federal, state, ur local office, win
ning election or reelection, or maintaining high public
approval ratings after he or she had questioned “rule
by the people” or doubted the majority’s opinions the
way that the Framers routinely, matter-of-factly, and
publicly did.

Ironically, today, about the only circumstances under which
elected leaders can get away with sounding the least bit
that way is when public opinion polls get the public talk-
ing about how little most people know about government
or civics. For example, in 2016, a study from the Annen-
berg Public Policy Center at the University of Pennsylva-
nia found that only 26 percent of Americans could name
the 3 branches of government, and nearly 40 percent did
not know which branch had the constitutional authority to
declare war. While almost 9 in 10 Americans could identify
Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton as the 2016 presidential
nominees, fewer than 40 percent could identify Mike Pence
and Tim Kaine as the vice-presidential nominees.” This
study is only the latest to show that most Americans know
little about the basic functions and figures of American
democracy. Later in the chapter, we'll consider whether this
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IMAGE 11-1 Exit polls are conducted on Election Day to
collect data on what voters think about candidates, issues,
and other related topics.

lack of information matters
for politics and policy.

In the Gettysburg Ad-
dress, Abraham Lincoln said
the United States has a gov-
ernment “of the people, by the people, and for the people.”
That suggests the government should do what the people

want. If that is the case, it is puzzling that:

public opinion How
people think or feel about
particular things.

* Today, the federal government is running budget def-
icits of more than a trillion dollars a year, but most
people want a balanced budget.

* Large majorities called for stricter gun control legisla-
tion in the wake of the 2012 Sandy Hook school shoot-
ing, yet no such national reforms passed.

* Most people want to limit the role of money in poli-
tics, but each election cycle, more and more is spent on
campaigns.

As we will see later in the chapter, public policy
typically follows public opinion, but not always, as these
examples attest. Some people, reflecting on these gaps
between what the government does and what the people
want, may become cynical and think our system is demo-
cratic in name only. That would be a mistake. Govern-
ment policy often seems to be at odds with public opinion
for several very good reasons,

First, it bears repeating that the Framers of the Con-
stitution did not try to create a government that would do
from day to day “what the people want.” They created a
government for the purpose of achieving certain substantive
goals. The Preamble to the Constitution lists six of these: “to
form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, ensure domes-
tic Tranquility, provide for the common defense, promote
the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty.”
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One means of achiev-
ing these goals was popu~
larg rule, asgprovided for by
the right of the pf:OPle to
vote for members of the
House of chresentatives
(and later for senators and
presidential electors). But
other means were pro-
vided as well: representative government, Fe(.ieralism, the
separation of powers, a Bill of Rights, and an mdependelr.lt
judiciary. These were all intended to be check:s on pul? ic
opinion. In addition, the Framers knew that in a nation
as large and diverse as the United States, any such thing
as “public opinion” would be rare; rather, there would be
many “publics” (i.e., factions) holding many opinions. The
Framers hoped the struggle among these many publics
would protect liberty (no one “public” would dominate)
while at the same time permit the adoption of reasonable
policies that commanded the support of many factions.

Second, it is not easy to know what the public thinks.
Today we are so inundated with public opinion polls that
we may imagine they tell us what the public believes. This
may be true on a few rather simple, clear-cut, and widely
discussed issues, but it is not true with respect to most
marters on which the government must act. The best poll-
sters know the limits of their methods, and citizens should
know them as well.

poll A survey of public
opinion.

random sampling Method
of selecting from a population
in which each person has

an equal probability of being
selected.

11-1 What Is Public Opinion?

Some years ago, researchers at the University of Cincin-
nati asked 1,200 local residents whether they favored
passage of the Monetary Control Bill. Abour 21 percent
said they favored the bill, 25 percent said they opposed
it, and the rest said they hadn’t thought much about the
matter or didn't know. But there was no such thing as
the Monetary Control Bill. The researchers made it up.
About 26 percent of the people questione
survey also expressed opinions on the sa
piece of legislation.* In many surveys, large majorities
favor expanding most government programs and paying
less in taxes (see the discussion in Chapter 18). On some
issues, the majority in favor one month gives way to the
majority opposed the next, often with no obvious basis
for the shift. This raises an important question: How
much confidence should we place in surveys that pre-

sumably tell us “what the American people think” aboy
legislation and other issues?
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ion on particular issucs, the less unif(l)rmed, (iindti)fferer!t,. or
fickle it has seemed to be. For examp €, a study by politica]
scientist Terry M. Moe analyzed public oleon COnCCl:n-
ing whether the government should prov1d:1 parents with
publicly funded grants, or vouchers, that they can apply
toward tuition at private schools. He found .that aitho

most people are unfamiliar with the vouch.er' issue, “they do
a much better job of formulating their opinions than skep-
tics would lead us to expect.” When supplied with basic
information, average citizens adopt “their positions for
good substantive reasons, just as the informed do.”” As this
example suggests, and as we shall see in this chapter, while
there are important limits ro whar public opinion can tell
us, it is less fickle and transient than it seems at first glance.
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Majority Opinion and Public Policy

by a temporary or “transient” majority should carry little
weight with elected policymakers, the opinions expressed
by a persistent majority —for example, a majority that per-
sists over the staggered terms of House and Senate and
over more than a single presidential term—should be heard
and, in many cases (though not in all) heeded. When it
came to civil liberties and civil rights, Madison and the
other Framers were not willing to empower even persistent
majorities or subject fundamental freedoms to a popular
vote. Still, they believed that, on most public policy issues,
a truly representative democratic government would and
should enact the policies persistently favored by most

people.

number of respondents
(technically, the number
computes to 1,065) suf-
ficient to ensure that the
opinions of the sample
differ only slightly (by .exit Polls Polls based on
ﬂm o minus 3 percen 1) /Qtewlews F:onducted on elec-
BN b s the results tion day with randomly selected
would have been had i
‘q interviewed the question wording The way
entire population from survey questions are phrased,
which the sample was which influences how respon-
M b can be v ery dents answer them.
e to do. As a
ms have begun to investigate other methods of
g polls, such as recruiting volunteers online.
ods have worked well in some instances, bur
s. Whether such techniques can be shown to
ity as standard random sampling remains

sampling error The differ-
ence between the results of
random samples taken at the
same time.

Ve Ask Questions?

« 'ﬂibnining quality information from a
Ilnple correctly. The second is to ask
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y to avoid ambiguity and loaded
) because how they ask the questions

s they get.
s spend considerable time worry-
rding: the specific phrases used
y questions. For example, in
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one canonical study, researchers conducted an experi-
ment. Half of the respondents were asked how much
they supported government welfare programs, and half
were asked how much they supported government aid to
the poor. Researchers expected the two items to give very
similar results, as welfare programs are the government’s
efforts to aid the poor. However, when they conducted
the study, the two items gave very different results, with
many more respondents supporting aid to the poor.’
When researchers did a follow-up study to investigate
this discrepancy, they found a surprising result: while
rescarchers saw welfare and aid to the poor as the same
thing. respondents did not. For respondents, government
welfare programs meant policies such as food stamps or
public housing. But aid to the poor included not only
those items, but also other policies such as homeless shel-
ters, soup kitchens, and food banks. Respondents viewed
these latter programs more positively, and hence were
more supportive of aid to the poor.'° By equating welfare
and aid to the poor, researchers had set up a misleading
comparison.

The debate over abortion rights provides another
example of how question wording can yield flawed conclu-
sions. Imagine that we wanted to answer a seemingly basic
question about abortion attitudes: Are more Americans
pro-life or pro-choice? Many surveys purport to answer
this question. In a recent one, 68 percent of Americans
said the phrase “pro-choice” described them “very well” or
“somewhat well.” In that same survey, just a few questions
later, 71 percent said the same thing about the phrase “pro-
life.”!" As these numbers make clear, many respondents
consider themselves both pro-life and pro-choice. Ordinary
Americans’ views on abortion are complex and not eas-
ily caprured by these sorts of simplistic terms: Americans
generally support the principles of choice, but want abor-
tion to be limited to particular circumstances.'? They are
both pro-choice and pro-life, and do not fit neatly into
one category or the other. To actually understand where
the public stands on this issue—or any other one—we
need to avoid asking questions that oversimplify difhicult
policy issues.

Not only can the wording of a question influence
the results, but so can the order in which we ask
the items. For example, in one study, researchers
wanted to understand public support for gay rights, and
asked about both gay marriage and civil unions. If they
asked about civil unions before gay marriage, 49 percent
supported civil unions. But ?f.thcy.askcc-i about gay
marriage first, support fo.r civil unions increased to
56 perc ent.'”” Why the shift? S.omc respondents seem
to be uneasy with full gay marriage, but f;ould support
civil unions as a middle ground. By asking about gay

marriage first, and then asking about civil yp;
allowed respondents to see civil unions as , compro,.
mise position. But when civil unions were askeq firse
respondents lacked this contrast effect, and hence Siim.
port for them was lower. Asking the questions in 5 dif.
ferent order affected the results.

You might be thinking at this point that we can
never trust public opinion data, but that fear is unwar.
ranted. Public opinion data can offer us very valuable
insights into what the public wants from its leaders ang its
government. But to do that, a survey needs to be cop.
ducted with care. When you see a poll reported in the
news, carefully scrutinize the questions and look for
particular wordings or order effects that could affect
the results. Look for other high-quality polls conducted
around the same time, and see whether they offer similar
results. If you find multiple polls using different, well-
worded questions that yield similar results, then you have
found something you can trust. In contrast, if just one
poll with an oddly worded question shows support for
a particular policy, then you should be more skeptical of
that result.

Olls’ it

11-2 What Drives Opinion?

To understand public opinion and how it shapes govern-
ment policy, we need to understand why it differs across
individuals. What factors make people hold different
attitudes and beliefs? A complete answer to that question
is beyond the scope of this book (and is not really even
knowable). But political scientists focus on three main
factors that shape attitudes: political socialization and the
family, demographic factors, and individuals’ partisanship
and ideology. While these are not the only factors that
explain why people believe what they do (e.g., the mas
media also marters, as we will discuss in Chapter 16), they
are among the most important.

Political Socialization

and the Family

For a long time, scholars have known that people acqt.ll"
their political views from their families. The great ™3 jor.
ity of high school students know the party affiliation
their parents, and only a tiny minority of children sus[:
ports a party opposite that of their parents-“ hkew:],;
children’s views on the issues tend to be broadly sum ally
to those of their parents. Children do not automad! o
adopr the views of their parents; rather, just as P chey
influence a child’s religion or general outlook on life. €2
influence a child’s political views as well. We refer ©

-



process as political socialization. A child’s first experience
with politics is in the home, and so it should not be sur-
prising that the parents’ views shape the child’s views.

This happens via two mechanisms, First, some evi-
dence shows that some political attitudes can be passed

etically from parents to child, just like height or eye
color.” We should note that while some political scien-
tists accept this evidence, others dispute it.' The fairest
thing to say is that there is suggestive evidence for the

etic transmission of political traits, but more work is
needed to definitively establish it. Second, and much less
controversially, scholars argue that children learn from
the political cues provided by their parents. If the parents
sit around the dinner table—or the evening television—
and discuss politics and global affairs, the children learn
where their parents stand on the issues of the day (and
where the children think they themselves should stand).
Such effects are especially pronounced in highly politi-
cized families where politics is a more frequent topic of
conversation."”

Of course, to say that parents and the family greacly
shape one’s political outlook is not to say that they deter-
mine it completely. The political environment in which
they come of age also heavily influences children’s atti-
tudes. Political scientists call this the impressionable years
hypothesis: young people’s political attitudes are strongly
influenced by what happens during their formative years
(roughly their mid-teens through their mid-20s, when they
are in high school and college).!"® For most people, this
period is the first time they really notice politics, and these

initial events shape how they see the political world. Those

- who came of age in the 1960s, during the Civil Rights
‘movement, the protests against the Vietnam War, and stu-
lent unrest, saw the political world fundamentally differ-
ly from their parents, who came of age during the years
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immediately after World
War II. Likewise, today’s

students, who do not

political socialization
Process by which one’s

family influences one’s political
remember a world before

9/11, see the political
world differently from
their parents (who came
of age during the end
of the Cold War). Early
experiences shape politi-
cal attitudes and persist

views.

impressionable years
hypothesis Argument that
political experiences during the
teens and early 20s powerfully
shape attitudes for the rest of
the life cycle

throughout the life cycle.

We can examine political attitudes over the life cycle
to see this. Americans who were born in 1941, and were
age 77 in 2018, came of age during the presidency of
Dwight Eisenhower, a popular Republican. As a result,
these voters are consistently more Republican than Dem-
ocratic, even today. However, those born 11 years later
in 1952 (and were age 66 in 2018) are somewhat more
Democratic, having grown up during the Great Society
with President Lyndon Johnson. Likewise, young voters
today, who first experienced politics during the Obama
years, are more Democratic. But those who came of age
during the Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush years
(the parents of today’s young adults) are more Republi-
can.” The early experiences during our formative years
powerfully shape our political views.

This helps us understand that it is not the case that
young people are more liberal and older people are more
conservative. Compared with older Americans, for example,
citizens aged 18 to 29 are more likely to favor gay marriage
and to support a stronger safety net (the liberal view), but
also more likely to favor letting people invest some of their
Social Security contribution in the stock market (the con-
servative view). Furthermore, on other salient issues, such
as abortion and gun control, differences are nonexistent ro
very slight. As we see in Figure 11.1, the reality of age dif-
ferences in opinion is more complex than many suppose.

The largest gaps between younger and older vorters
come from their different attitudes toward government’s
regulation of appropriate behavior. Such differences stem
from broad changes in society. For example, when today’s
senior citizens were growing up, family structures were
more traditional: there were two parents, the man worked,
and the woman stayed home. Different arrangements—
single parents, divorce, and so forth—were stigmatized.
As a result, these older voters are more likely to favor
traditional gender roles and family structures.® Even
more strikingly, a generation ago, homosexuality was
criminalized and seen as a mental disorder. Today it is a
broadly accepted part of society. It should not be terri-
bly surprising, then, to learn that support for gay rights,
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GEILEEER] Opinion Gaps Between Young Adults and Senior Citizens

~

Support marijuana legalization**

Abortion should be legal

Support investing social security
in the stock market

[ Senior citizens WM Young adults|

:
______ __ !

Source: Pew Research Center, “The Generation Gap and the 2012 Election,” November 2011; *From Pew
Research Center, “Support for Same-Sex Marriage at Record High, but Key Segments Remain Opposed,”
June 2015; **From Pew Research Center, “Support for Marijuana Legalization Continues to Rise,” October

2016.
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