Polls Portray a Considered
and Stable Public Opinion

by Albert H. Cantril and Susan Davis Cantril

Differing assessments of the capabilities of the American
public have animated debate about its appropriate role in our
political process since the beginning of the republic.

Evidence of the general public’s uneven knowledge and
attention to issues is the usual take-off point when the issue
comes up. But, since there has been no marked decline in
public awareness in recent years, today’s concern must have a
different origin.I

We suspect notice now given the matter arises largely
because of difficulties our political institutions are having in
playing their traditional role mediating

All of this troubles many in polling who are uneasy with
the simplified characterizations of public opinion that so often
drive political debate. But, more generally, thoughtful people
wonder whether poll percentages portray a public opinion that
is considered and stable enough to play so prominent a role in
our politics.

Pollsters and their Assumptions

Early polling was driven by the populist premise that an
innate wisdom resided in the people and that the polls uniquely
could express that opinion as a counterbalance to the moneyed
special interests.> Challenges to these assumptions were at
first philosophical. But with time the pollsters were challenged
to advocate less for their profession and use their tools to check
out their assumptions.4

An early empirical challenge came in 1964 with publica-
tion of Philip Converse’s analysis of data from the National
Election Studies of the late 1950s. It

between the public’s concerns and gov-
ernmental action.

We share Robert Dahl’s sense that
the scale and complexity of issues facing
the country make it more difficult to find
common ground in efforts to solve the
nation’s problems. This is reflected in a
lack of comity between ends of Pennsyl-
vania Avenue, diffused power of the po-
litical parties, and the proliferation of
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The process of responding to
specific poll questions is cre-
ative—not haphazard. When
people answer questions many
elements are brought to bear at
once: their basic values, experi-
ence, loyalties, personal style,
and level of information.
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called into question the pollsters’ confi-
dence that their polls were tapping “true”
opinions and that there was coherence in
public thinking.

In looking at responses given by
respondents who were interviewed three
times from 1956 to 1960, Converse was
alarmed by four findings: some people
gave different answers to the same ques-
tion when interviewed at different times;

interest groups protecting ever narrower
pockets of public policy.2

Atthe same time, our diversity as a nation becomes amore
prominent feature of public discourse as windows keep open-
ing for the “direct” expression of opinion: talk radio, electronic
town meetings, and “grassroots” lobbying (often aided by new
technologies and fed by special interest money). To Dahl all
of this means more of what we don’t need (fragmentation) and
less of what we do need (integration).

We would add that the shifting institutional arrangements
have changed the environment in which polls are conducted
and consumed. More than ever, pollsters have become brokers
between the public and the tangled trade-offs inherent in most
policy issues.

This, in turn, has reinforced the “referendum paradigm” in
polling.  Incentives are for an up/down rendition of public
opinion on the hot topic of the day rather than a fuller portrait
of the public’s thinking. News organizations that sponsor polls
want the “bottom line” of whether the public is for or against
an issue. Polls sponsored by private interests often want to

~show a solid public consensus behind some agenda.

what seemed minor changes in question

wording had amajoreffect onresponses;
people’s views on issues did not hang together in substantively
compatible patterns; and few people invoked abstract political
concepts when describing their thinking about issues.

This led Converse to conclude that poll interviews were
less a window on the “belief systems” of respondents than they
were accounts of random answers people gave off the tops of
their heads and that most people did not have “meaningful
beliefs” on most issues.> His analysis set off vigorous debate
in academic circles which, in time, dealt with the issues he had
raised.®

Meanwhile, political science, sociology, and psychology
all had public opinion in their scope. But they came at it from
differing perspectives. Political science and sociology tended
to look at public opinion in the aggregate whereas psychology
focused on the individual as the holder of an opinion. As a
consequence political science and sociology often glossed
over individual differences and psychology was less con-
cerned with generalizing from findings at the individual level
to the public as a whole. Neither approach was “right” or
“wrong.” Instead the two were focusing on different parts of
the problem.
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In the last 30 years, the field of
opinion research has come a long way,
due in large part to what the different
disciplines have brought to their com-
mon topic. Political scientists are more
alert to factors explaining individual be-
havior, psychologists are more attentive
to how their insights may be reflected in
collective opinion, and “political psy-
chology” has come into its own.

The Burden of the Evidence

There is much to draw on when
looking at what has been learned empiri-
cally about the savvy the public brings to
its responsibilities in our democracy.

Our best sense of where the burden
of evidence now lies can be summarized
in seven conclusions:

1. While most people are only margin-
ally attentive to political matters, they
pay attention to those that are important
fo them.

Different studies have used differ-
entcriteria to judge whether the publicis
on top of current issues and knowledge-
able about the basics of our system of
government. Russell Neuman has re-
viewed extensive survey data on the
matter. He identifies “three publics:”
about 5% who are highly active and
attentive to politics, 20% who are mostly
passive and inattentive, and the remain-
ing 75% who are minimally attentive.”

But while most Americans fall in
the “minimally attentive” public identi-
fied by Neuman, they do track issues
that are of particular concern to them.8
For example, people most supportive of
choice in reproductive matters are also
most likely to learn about court deci-
sions on the issue.”

2. The political beliefs of Americans are
not organized on a left-right continuum.

Many people may identify them-
selves as “liberals” or “conservatives”
but it does not follow that they see the
distinction as one between polar posi-
tions on issues. For one thing, self-

identified “liberals” and “conservatives”
use fundamentally different concepts to
describe their ideology rather than voice
0pposing views on commeon concepts. 10
For another, identity with one ideologi-
cal position or the other is as much a
matter of liking or disliking an ideologi-
cal label as the mix of one’s positions on
issues.!1

It has also been shown that as many
as five ideological dimensions may be
needed to account for the public’s views
on specific issues. 12 Thus, while views
on specific issues can frequently be an-
ticipated by knowing a person’s views
on a more general issue,13 a left-right
conception is inadequate in accounting
for the way most people think about
politics.

3. Values cannot be left out of the picture.

Values, as used here, are the ex-
plicit and implicit standards people use
to gauge the desirability of both ends
and means of action.!# The importance
of values to opinion research is that
people are usually quite clear about their
values.!® Case studies have shown val-
ues to be key to understanding the “inner
coherence” among the political opin-
ions people have.!® Quantitative re-
search has also shown that respondents’
views on specific issues are usually
linked one way or another to some un-
derlying value.!”

Further evidence of the stability val-
ues contribute to opinion is that answers
respondents give to questions about
seemingly disparate issues tend to hold
together if they evoke some common
value.!8 This is why careful analysis of
poll data can pinpoint themes that un-
derlie views on issues that may not at
first appear related to one another.!?

4. Public opinion tends to be quite stable
on most issues and, when it changes,
tends to do so in sensible ways and for
good reasons.

Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro
examined shifts in opinion over fifty
years as measured by more than 1,000
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questions that were repeated word-for-
word at different times. Fewer than half
(42%) of these soundings picked up a
change from an earlier measure that was
larger than might be explained by chance
in the sampling process. When statisti-
cally significant changes did emerge,
they were modest (almost half of them
amounting to less than ten percentage
points).

Three additional findings from their
analysis of opinion change should be
noted. First, changes almost always
followed some event or could be ac-
counted for by the effect of some social
or economic trend on people’s lives.
Second, when opinion changed, it usu-
ally did not swing back to its earlier
position. Third, when opinion changed,
it tended to do so in roughly the same
degree for all subgroups in the popula-
tion.20

5. Polls are able to pick up much of the
social surroundings within which an
individual expresses an opinion.

Some contend it is gilding the num-
bers to characterize poll percentages as
“public opinion™ since they represent
nothing more than a tally of replies from
individuals living in completely sepa-
rate worlds. The argument is that “mass
opinion” is being measured, because
there is no sense in which “the public”
has participated as a collectivity in arriv-
ing at the opinion. Unlike public opin-
ion, it is argued, mass opinion is not
more than the sum of its parts.21

There is much evidence that this
distinction between “public” and “mass”
opinion is blurred in the real world.22
Respondents in polls are not atomized
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Respondents take their cues
on most issues from a variety of
sources including public figures
they esteem, everyday encoun-
ters, and more generally those
who share similar goals, assump-
tions, and frustrations. 09




and totally insulated from the experience of others. They take
their cues on most issues from a variety of sources including
public figures they esteem, everyday encounters, and more
generally those who share similar goals, assumptions, and
frustrations. By definition these influences bring the individual’s
opinions into contact with others, the intersection where, in the
words of Bill Kovach, “personal opinion must contest with
public responsibility.”23

6. Attitude consistency is in the eye of the opinion-holder.

Itis not uncommon when analyzing the results of a poll to
find people expressing opinions that appear to be in conflict.
The way questions have been worded may account for some of
these apparent contradictions. But something else is usually
occurring.24

Most often the explanation is found by uncovering some
additional dimension of opinion that underlies the two views
that seem inconsistent. Consider the
respondent who wants the US to be stron-

19

...and American Democracy

graphic characteristics would have similar views. From the
psychologist’s vantage point, this assumption was open to
serious question since opinions can derive from factors not
captured by socio-demographic characteristics.

A second approach was to spell out a sequence of steps or
pattern of reasoning people might take when making a choice
between, say, two candidates. The study design would then be
to see how well the sequence held up statistically among all
respondents. But even if some such sequence was supported
by the data, the psychologist would be uneasy because the
study design had presumed that all people made decisions in
the same way.3

The lesson from these approaches is that use of a socio-
demographic or one-size-fits-all conception of how opinions
come together precluded the possibility of seeing whether
there were differences among people. No amount of statistical
manipulation of the data can compensate adequately for mea-

sures of individual differences that have
not been included in the first place.31

ger militarily while at the same time
advocating a reduction in defense spend-
ing. The tension between these views
will disappear if one learns the respon-
dent also thinks we can get more military
bang for the buck.

Arelated process can be at work, but
at a more basic level, when an issue

The picture that emerges out
of this brief review is of a public
whose attention to politics is
uneven but whose opinions have
coherence, tendto be stable, and
reflect solid common sense. 99

Case studies have proven to be a
gold mine when it comes to understand-
ing the relationship of individual opin-
ions to facets of personality including
such things as traits, predisposition, and
temperament.>2 The challenge has al-
ways been to extend these insights to the
population as a whole. It is a daunting

brings two or more values into conflict.

We found, for example, that many re-

spondents who expressed moral concern about homosexuality
also affirmed the privacy of such a relationship between
consenting adults.?>

Among other factors that have been identified as account-
ing for an individual’s seemingly inconsistent views are cul-
tural norms, past experience, an individual’s ability to tolerate
inconsistency, and how much the respondent’s sense of self is
invested in an opinion.

7. People differ in the ways they think about politics.

We are aware today of the many different ways people
take in information and how this can affect the way they view
issues.2” But much early research regarding public opinion
and political behavior slighted this consideration by taking one
of two tacks.

One approach used what Brewster Smith has called the
“sociological proxy for individual level information.”28 It is
seen in the analysis of voting research of the 1940s which
concluded voters’ preferences resulted from cross-pressures
from conflicting loyalties (such as to social class, ethnic group,
religion, or labor union).2? This conclusion was based on the
presumption that people with a given mix of social and demo-

task to adapt measures that work at the

individual level (which often involve
elaborate batteries of items) to questions suitable for a regular
public opinion poll, especially when measures of other impor-
tant variables compete for limited questionnaire space.

It has been shown, for example, that matters such as an
individual’s ability to tolerate ambiguity or willingness to buck
conventional ideas explain as much or more about opinions on
civil liberties issues as any demographic characteristics or
even a person’s values.33  Effective measurement of such
individual differences can be crucial in understanding why
people hold the opinions they do.

Concluding Word

Where does this leave us regarding the capabilities of the
public in our democratic system? The picture that emerges out
of this brief review is of a public whose attention to politics is
uneven but whose opinions have coherence, tend to be stable,
and reflect solid common sense. It is a public able to size up
the broad goals of public policy and, over time, determine
whether the means adopted are in fact serving those goals.

True, opinions elicited by polls at times may be composed

on the spot. But this does not mean they are not “considered.”
The process of responding to specific poll questions is cre-
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ative—not haphazard. When people
answer questions many elements are
brought to bear at once: their basic val-
ues, experience, loyalties, personal style,
and level of information.

For this public opinion to be given
voice through the polls, it falls to the
pollster to ask enough questions to cap-
ture the many dimensions of opinion.
This is hard work. But, especially at a
time when the polls seem to be playing
amediating role in our political process,
to do less is to let the public down.
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