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Citizen Beliefs and 
Public Opinion Polls 

"Without common ideas, there is no common action, and without common 
action men still exist, but a social body does not. Thus In order that there be 
society, and all the more, that this society prosper, it is necessary that all the 
minds of the citizens always be brought together and held together by some 

principle ideas ... 
- Alexis de Tocquevillo, Democracy In America, 1835 

Essential Question: How do demographics, political culture, and dynamic 
social change shape citizen beliefs about government, 
and how are those beliefs measured? 

Citizen beliefs incl ude a range or OjlUllons that help guide po litical 
act ions and shape public policy. Some views umount to a clear consenSliS. 
For example, nearly everyone agrees chi ldren should be educated and that 
the govern ment should punish violent criminals. However, Americans also 
disagree on ilspeets related to those issues. For ex.ample, ex.aetly what topics 
should child ren learn? What is the appropriate punishment for premedilaled 
murder? Pol icymakers try to answer these questi ons in a soc iety of diverse and 
constantly shifting views. The framers bui lt processes into the Consti tution so 
that differen t interpretations of the core va lues Americans share can be debated 
and shaped into policy that represents Ihe divergent views of Americans. The 
most effective way to reach consensus on these issues is for citizens to put 
forth and debate thcir ideas in a eivil and respectful way. 

Core Values and Attitudes 
Cit izens' attitudes toward government and toward one another arc influenced 
by the way citi zens interpret core American values. American citi zens, coming 
from a range of backgrounds and experiences, have widely diffcrent views of 
how government ought to govern. Even when citizens generally agree on the 
basic premise of a governing val ue. they often disagree on how public officia ls 
should address it, how \0 dcli ne the terms of the debate, and how government 
should fund it. For example , most c iti zens believe that government should 
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provide an economic safety net for citizens, some kind of we If nrc system that 
will help those ullfonunatc people who have losl their jobs. fallen to ill health, 
or found themselvcs without shelter. Yet ci tizens differ greatly on what defines 
"poor," at what point the government should reach Oul and hel p peop le, and 
what type of help that recipients should be given. 

In a simi lar way, nearly all Americans oppose murder, and all want to 
correctly identify the ki ller before punishment is administered. [n other words, 
we agree that murder should be criminal and all defendants shou ld receive a 
fair trial. But we difTer noticeably on how govern ment migh t prosecute the 
accused and what punishment a guilty defendant will receive. 

You' ll notice an "cither or," or maybe even a lincar spectrum, to the 
ideological views outlined above. From the pcrspecti ve of some c itizens, the 
threshold below which people will qua lify for welfare is lower than what others 
may define. Many of these same people favor hard punishment for criminals. 
People allhis end oflhe spectrum arc usually known as conservative. 

In contl<lst, other groups may want government to provide welfare to 
peop le at a higher, though still impoverished, income level. These same people 
may desire lenicncy from thc government 0 11 punishments. People lit this other 
end of the spectnnn nrc usua[ly known as libera l. (See pages 353-355 for 
more on the political spectrum.) 

Relying on this linear sca le 10 discuss cilizens' views overs implifies the 
array of viewpoints. but the sca lc can bc useful for discuss ion. No matter 
where on the scale people 's views might lie, Americans al so huve strongly held 
common views that 1'0011 the country' s polilica/ clI/rure--the set of animdes 
that shape po litical behavior. The cornerstones of this poli tical culture arc 
indi vidualism. equal opportunity, free cnterprise, and the nllc of law. 

Individualism 

From the days of sclf~rcliant colonists and n lgged senlers in the West to today' s 
competiti ve en trepreneurs, individu lllisJ11- a belief in the fundamental worth 
and importance of the individual- has bcen a value of American social and 
political life. It is rooled in the Enlightenment philosophy that helped shape 
American govenllnent- the "inalienab le rights" of individua ls precede 
govenllnent; they lire not bestowed by government. Individual liberties arc 
enshrined in and prOlcclcd by the Bill of Rights. Individua li sm is the val ue that 
encourages people to pursue their own best interest. 

Ind iv idualism, however, is in tension with other soc ial values Americans 
share. sllch as respect for the common good and protection of the public 
interest. Alexis de Tocquevil1e warned about the dangers of individualism in 
his treatise on the carly United States. He wrote that individualism ;'d isposes 
each c itizen to isolate himself from the mass of his fellows and withdraw 
into the circle of famil y and friends." If cveryone sought on ly his or her best 
interest, soc iety us a who le would become fractured. 

The principle ofellligllfelled self~interest , the belief that one's own interests 
arc best served when the good or the group is also considered , balances the 
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drive of indi vidualism with the real ities of social life. American individualism 
seeks the freedom to fulfill one's own promise while also enjoying the benefits 
and protections of living in soc iety. 

Different interpretations of indiv idualism create a spectrum of views 
between sclf·centered individualism, which places the individual's interest 
above the group's interest and wants little interference from the government, 
to en lightened se lf·interest, which sacrifices some individua l freedom for the 
greater good and expects the government to help promote the public good. 

Equality of Opportunity 
Thomas JeJTerson included the line ;'all men are created equal" in Ihe Declaration 
ofindepcndcnce. The purpose of the line was not to suggest that every person was 
an absolute equal to every other in abIlity or character, or any other subjective 
measure. Rather, the purpose of the line was to emphasize the equnl rights of 
people to pursue life, liberty, and happiness. Yet not until the ratification of 
the Fourteenth Amendment in 1868 was there a national constitutional demand 
for the stnte governments to guarantee the equal protection of cit izens. In the 
Progressive Ern (1890-1920), as government began to act to make things fair 
and to protect citizens from the Imnnfu l effects of industrialization and unfair 
business practices, President Theodore Roosevelt spoke of practical equality 
for al l and declnred, "[E1very man wil l have a fair chance to make of himself all 
that in him lies; to reach the highest point to which his capacities ... can carry 
him:' He also pointed out thc practical resu lt that would enhance our nstion, 
"[E]qualily of opportunity means that the commonwealth will gel from every 
citizen the highest service of which he is capable." 

The equal protect ion clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (in bold) 
guarantees that people in similar conditions in every state wi ll be treated 
equally under the law. 

All persons born or naturalized In the United States, and subject to the 
jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United States and of the Siale wherein 
they reside. No State shall make or enforce any law which shall abridge the 
privileges or immunities of citizens of the United States; nor shall any Stale 
deprive any person of tife, tiberty, or property, without due process of law; nor 
deny to any person within Its Jurisdiction the equal protection of the laws. 

Unequal treatment, however, was not limited to the states. The federa l 
govenut1cnt also had discriminatory practices at one time. The federa l 
government provided remedies to redress these and state laws that resulted 
in unequal treatment. Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, for example, 
prohibits employment discrimination based on race, sex, nati ona l origin, 
color and religion. in the 1960s. Congress created an agency to combat 
di scrimination in hiring or firing of employees. The Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission investigates compl.,inls of discriminntioll in job 
tcnninalion or refusal to hire, based on race, sex, and other Title VII criteria. 
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Citizens who debate the practical side of equa lity of opponunity may ask, 
" Doesn't cvcry person bom these days have the same chance ut greatness und 
wenlth in America ifhe or she makes the right decisions?" Others will agree that 
the occasional rags-Io-riches story is impressive bUI not always possible without 
some level of governmellt suppon for advancement. St ill others will argue that it 
is fine for the government 10 step in and, by law and policy, influence or redirect 
the natural forces of society and the market. Despi te Ihese different viewpoints, 
however. nearly all agree that equality of opponunity is a shared value. 

Free Enterprise 

Most colonists came 10 America for economic reasons: jobs, opponunity, or 
a greater distance frolll a govern mellt that might inhibit economic success. 
The same year the coloni sts declared independence, Seonish economist 
and philosopher Adam Smith wrote The Weallh of Nations, an examination 
of government's role in the economy. Smith posited that the state (meaning 
government in genera l) should bc primari ly concemed with protecting its 
people from invasion and with maintaining law and order and should only 
intervene in the natural flow of human economic interaction to protect the 
people. Businesscs and merchants would sllccced or fai l based on their 
decisions and those of the consumcr. Government should takc a laissez-faire 
("let it be") approach, and an "invisible hand"-guidcd by the interactions or 
producers and consulllers- would regulatc over time. This approach to thc 
economy is culled free enterprise. Thosc who adhcrc to thi s approach nre 
known as free-market advocates. 

Smith would no doubt take issuc with today's government-required 
overtime pay and limits on factory emissions. But times have changed. Today, 
even most strict free-market advocates believe in a minimum wage and some 
contro ls to keep the air we breathe clean. 

Through the Progressive Era (1890- 1920) and New Deal (1933- 1937). 
the state and federal governmen ts began to regulate industry, minimum 
wage, ch ild labor, and fairness in the workplace. Labor unions organized to 
press companies and the government to address their concerns. Free-market 
advocates challenged those plans and suggested that the invisible hand of 
supply, demand, and independent citizen dec isions should work things out. 

In the last 100 years, whi le rreeelltcrprisc isstil l a driving idea l, government 
involvement in the marketplace has increased to protect workcrs or guarantee 
economic successes ovcra lL The U.S. Supreme COlin, too, has shaped much 
law that govcrns corporations and how Ihcy act, as wcll as lega l cxpectations 
and freedoms in the workplace. But cach time government debatcs a new 
business or economic regulation. strong voices 011 both sides suggest a move 
in one direction or the other. 

Conservati ves tend 10 wanl govemment to stay out of the way and 
wunt fewer burdensollle regulations on businesses. For these reasons, Slllll ll 

businesses owners and corporate lenders tend to vote with the Republican 
Party. Republican President Donald Tnl1up issued a numbcr of executivc 
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orders rolling back regulation on business, and in 20 17, the Republican
dominated Congress passed a tax bi ll that greatl y reduced corporate taxes. 
In contrast, liberal s tend to sec government regulati on as necessary to lIssure 
faimess and sa fety. and labor un ion leaders and hourly workers tend to side 
with the Democratic Party. The Republican-backed tax law of 201 7 passed 
without a single Democratic vote. 

Rule of Law 

Every four years, the newly elected (or reelected) president is requi red to make 
thc following promise before taking office: "1 do solemnly swear (or affinn) that 
I will faithfu lly execute the Office of President of the United States, and will 
to the best of my Ability, preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the 
United States." In fact it is the Constitution itself that spells oul this requirement 
(Article II , Section I, Clause 8). This oath assures that even the president, the 
highest office holder in the land, mllst obey and protect the laws of the nation. 
n.tlle of law- the principle of a govcmment that establi shes laws that apply 
equally to all members of soc iety and prevents the rule and wh ims ofleaders who 
sec themselves as above the law- was a cornerstone of Enlightenment political 
thought. John Adams ciled Enlightcnment philosophers when pointing to the 
British injustices leading to the Revolution: "They [the phi losophersJ define a 
republi c to be a government of laws, and not of men." 

The rule of law assures stability and certainty. In many fo reign govemments 
today, whatever dictator happens to be in ehargc will make most decisions in the 
government, regardless of prior policy, including when and even if there will be 
elections. In contrast, the U.S. Constitution dictates a presidential eJection every 
four years under the rule oflaw, and thus the United States has never missed an 
election and has never had a seriolls problem with the transfer of power. 

At times, however, government omeia ls disregard the rule of law for 
personal gain, comlption, or power. Fortunately, there arc systems in place 
to address or reverse such disregard for law. Publ ic records of government 
spending, regular auditi ng of the public purse, independent law enforcement , 
a free press, and public opinion all preserve the rule of law. 

Sometimes the law is not fo llowed for the sake of leniency. A traffic 
cop might let a young motorist go without a speed ing ticket because the 
infraction was small. A president might provide a new interpretation for how 
the government treats immigrants brought as young children into the United 
States illegally versus adults who entered the United Slates illegally. Our laws 
are written in language thai has evolvi ng meaning and interpretation . 

Limited Government 
American individuality and the story of the nation' s birth after a battle with an 
over-reaching government have ingrained in citizens a desire to ha ve a limited 
government- olle kcpt under control by law and by checks and balances and 
the separation o f powers. The Constitution is filled with as many devices and 
des igns to prevent government action as to empower it. The Bill of Rights is 
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nothing more than a list of rights the nationa l government cannot take away. 
Citi zens of all polit ica l viewpo ints agree that none should suffer from the 
henvy hand of government. 

Doth parti es have embraced the idea of a lim ited govern ment. The 
Democrats for nearly a century represen ted the party o r limited government. 

After a transfonnation through the Progress ive Era and New Deal and a 
tipping point w it h President Lyndon Johnson's Great Soc iety (1964- 1965), 
Democrats became more accepting of liberal government acti on fo r the 
greater good. Republicans, once the pan y that used the fcdcral govenUllent 
to free the slaves, to bu ild ra ilroads, and to create state coll eges, now desire 
less government in vo lvement in business and other matters. 

Limited government is key to civil liberties, another arena in which public 
opin ion is divided. Limited govern ment is at issue when people grapple with 
such questions as "When can government come into your home? When can it 
regulate affa irs related to church and morality?" among others. 

Political Ideologies 
People take positions on public issues and develop a political viewpoint 
on how government should aCI in line with their ideology. An ideology is 
a comprehensive and mutually consistent set of ideas. When there are two 
or more sides to an issue, voters tend to fall into differcnt camps, either a 
conscrvati ve or a liberal ideo logy or philosophy. However, this di verse nation 
has a variety of ideolog ies that overlap one another. (You will read morc about 
politicul ideologies in Chapter II.) 

Regardless of ideology, for example, most Americans agree Ihat the 
government should regulatc dangcrolls industries, educate children at public 
expense, and protect frce spcech, at lellst to a degree. Everyonc wanls II strong 
economy and nati onal security. These arc valcncc issucs-concerns or po licies 
that arc viewed in the same way by pcople with a variety or ideologics. When 
political candidates debate valcnce issues, "the dialogue can be like a debate 
between the nearly identical Tweedledee and Twccdledum," sayscongrcss ional 

elections expert Paul Hcrmson. 
Wedge iss lies, in contnlst, sharp ly divide the public. Thcsc include the 

issues of abortion and the 2003 invasion and latcr occupation of Iraq . The more 
divisive issues tcnd to hold a hi gh slllicney, or importance, to an individual 
or a group. For senior citizens, ror examp le, questions about refOnll or the 
Social Security system ho ld high saliency. For peoplc eighteen to twenty years 
o ld, the relative lack or job opportuni ties may have high saliency, since Iheir 
unemployment rate is higher than Iha l of oldcr age groups. 

The Liberal-Conservative Spectrum 
Political sc icntists lise the tenns Iibertll and COI1Sf!n'{/fil'c, as well as " len" 
and " ri ght," to label each end of an idcological speclnllll. Most Americans arc 
modcrntc and never fall full y into one camp or the other. Many others may 
think conservatively on some issues and have liberal beliers on others. 
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PO LITICAL IDEOLOGY 

Moderate 

Liberal Conservative 

The two major political pan ics- Democrats and Republicans- lend to 
embody the liberal and the conservative ideology, respectively, Yel labeling 
the two panics as liberal or conservat ive is an oversimpl ification. Some self
descri bed conservatives want nothing to do with the Republican Party, and 
many Democrats di slike the " liberal" label. 

The meani ng of the terms liberal and cOII.\·ervative has changed over 
history. In early America, a " liberal" government was one that did little. 
Thomas Jefferson believed in a hi gh degree of libeny, declaring that a 
government that governs best is one that governs least. With this statement , 
Jefferson described the governmen t's libcral approach toward the people, 
a llowing citi ze n freedom, a free flow of ideas, free markets, fewer laws, and 
fewer restrictions. Th is undcrstanding o f the word contin ued into the late 
nineteenth century. 

In the Progress ivc Era, the fedcral govcnllncnt expanded its activity, going 
outside the eonfincs of traditional government. In the I 930s, Democratic 
President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (FOR) proposed a "liberal " plan for 
emergency legislation. I-lis New Dcal agenda was new and revo lutionary. The 
government took on new responsibil ities in ways it never had. The government 
lIeled in a liberal way, less constrained by tradition or limitalions that guided 
earl ier governments. Since the 1930s, the tenn liberal has usually meant 
being open to allowing the govemmentto nex ibly expand beyond established 
constraints. 

The term cOl/servarive describes those who believe in following tradition 
and ha ving reverence for authority. Modern-day conservati ves often invoke 
Jefferson and argue that government should do less and thus all ow people 
morc freedom. Arizona Senator Barry Go ldwater, the 1964 Republ ican 
pres idential nominee, cmbraeed the conservative label and publi shed a 
book, The COl/science of a COlIservOlive, in 1960. He and much of hi s pany 
believed Ihal Roosevell's party had unwisely allered Ihe role of governmenl. 
Go ldwater and hi s purty wanted less economic regulat ion and more 
responsibility on the citizenry. Many conscrvatives ca ll themselves "fiscal 
conservatives" because they wan t to sec less taxation and less govern ment 
spcnding overall . 
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Since FOR's presidency and Goldwater's nomina tion, these political 
terms have further evolved. and now il is difficu lt to know exact ly what 
they mean. Rooseve lt would likely not slipport some of the morc liberal 
goa ls o f the Democ ratic Party loday, and Go ld wat er, in retirement, 
supported Democ ra ti c Pres ident Bill Clint on's in itiati ves to open the door 
fo r members o f th e LG ST community in the milit ary. Additionall y, an 
array of cultura l and soc ial issues th at came to the fore front in the 19605 
and 19705 changed the dynamic between those who consider themselves 
conse rvati ve and those who cons ider themselves libera l. and thus a lso 
changed the mean ing of the ICrIll S. 

Traditional Christian voters, famil y va lues groups, and others who oppose 
abort ion and samc·sex marriage und support prayer in schoo l huve adopted 
the conservati ve label and have al igned themselves with the Republican 
Party. Howevcr) polic ies Ihat restrict uborti on, censor controversial material in 

books or magazines, or seck to more lightly de fine marriage actuall y require 
mo re, not less, law and regulation. For supporters of these polic ies, tben, the 
conservati ve label is not necessarily accurate. People who believc in more 
reg ulll tion on industry, stronger gun cont ro l, and the va lue of diversity arc 
generally seen as liberal. But when govemment acts to establi sh these goals, 
Jefferson migbt say, it is not necessari ly acting liberall y in relation to the rights 
of the people. 

Off the Line 
I f you have trouble find ing the precise line between liberal and conservati ve, 
you arc not alonc. Cleavages, or gups, in public opinion make understunding 
where the public stands on issucs c"cn marc difficult. Fcw peoplc, evcn 
regul ar party members, agree with cvery conservative o r every libcral idea. 
Many people simpl y do not fa ll on thc linear continuum diagrammcd on page 
354 bu t rather align themselves with one o f several olher notable political 
philosophies: libertaria n, populist , or prog ressive. 

Libertarians Libertarian voters generall y oppose govemment 
intervention or regu lation. As their name suggests, they have a hi gh regard 
fo r civi l liberties, those rights out lined in the Bi ll of Rights. They oppose 
censorship, want lower taxes, and dis like government- imposed morality. 
Though a small Li bertari an Party exists, more citizens clai m the libertarian 
(small "I") label than fo nnally be long to the party. Libertarian-minded 
cit izens can be fo und in both the Republi ca n and Democrati c partics . In 
short, libertarians are conservat ive on fi scal o r econo mi c issucs, sueh as 
government spending o r ra ising the mi ni mulll wage, while they tend to be 
li bera l on moral or soc ial issues. Most libe rtarians arc pro-c hoice o n abortion 
and support the equal treatment of LGBT persons. As Nick Gi llespie and 
Mall Welch write of libertarians in their book. Declaratiol/ of II/depelldents, 
"We bel ieve that you shoul d be uble to th ink what you wan t, live where you 
want , trndc fo r what you wa nt , ent what yo u want, smoke what you want, and 
wed whom you want. " 
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Populists Populists have a very different profile. They generally attend a 
Protestant church and follow fundamental Christian ideas: love thy neighbor, 
contribute 10 charity, and fo ll ow a slrict moral code. More populi sts can be 
fou nd in Ihe Soulh and Midwesllhan along each American coasl. They lend 10 
come from working-class families. 

Many saw Donald Trump as a popu list candidate. Although Trump 
promised as a candidatc 10 "Make America Great Again" for the hard-working 
middle class and to "drain the swamp" of Washington insiders, many believe 
his 2017 tax plan and othcr polices in hi s agenda may in fact have hclped the 
rich lit the expense of poor. 

Progressives The Progressive Movcment emerged in cities from roots 
in the Republican Party. It pcaked in the United States in the early 19005 
when refOnllers challenged government corruption that ran counter to the 
values of equality, individuali sm, democ racy, and advancement. At that time, 
the Republican Party split into its two wings: conscrvative and progressive. 
Progressives critic ized traditional political establishments that concentrated 
too much power in one place, such as government and business. Modem 
progressives arc ali gned with labor unions. They believe in workers' ri ghts 
over corporate rights, and they believe the wealthi er elasses should pay a much 
larger percentage oflaxes than they currently do. 

With somc variation, about 40 to 50 percent of America consider 
themselves moderate, nearly 30 percent consider themsel vcs conservative, and 
lIbOLlt 20 perccnt consider themselves libera l. A poll thutllsks vOlers if they lire 
"moderate," "conservative," or " li beral" have starkly different responses from 
one that asks ifrespondents are "Democrat," "Republican," or " independent. " 

A 201 6 Pew Research survey found that 32 percent claimed to be 
Dcmocrats, 32 percent ca lled themsel ves Republicans. and 34 percent 
considered themselves independent. In answering a para llel question, only 34 
percent considered themse lves "strongly part isan." Many people's views fall 
between these ideologies and bCtWCCll the two major political partics 

Cultural Factors, Political Socialization, and Attitudes 
If YOll try to pinpoint yourself with an X on the ideologica l spectrum shown 
on page 354, where would you fall? Would you be on the continuum at all , or 
would you fall into one of the other ideologies you read about? If you arc not 
surc, think of somcone you know, maybc a parent or good fricnd, and decide 
where that person mi ght fall. Just how did you or the person you chose arri ve 
at that point on the continuum? What influences or factors caused you, or 
anyone, to think about politics and policy in particular ways? 

Political socia lizu tion is the process by which one develops pol itical 
beli efs. The process begins as soon as one is old enough 10 start fonning 
opinions all public mntters, and it never rea lly ends. Att endin g college, gctting 
married, purchasing a home, and having chi ldren can have an enonnolls 
impact on onc's thinking. Even carcer politicians whose positions are well 
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Family is a hy influence in sh3ping poli1ical development 

known modify or switch somewhat due to an evolving world with countl ess 
circumstances. Every constituent and politica l participant is affected by a 
variely of influences Ihal assist in political development. 

Family 

Fami ly has long been regarded n." the higgest innuence on one's political 
socialization. As ehild rcn begin 10 inquire aboul world events or loca l issues, 
parents begin to exp lain these. Most mOllls or dads have some degree of 
opinion that will likely in nuenee the ir chi ldren. At the dinner table, families 
discuss "kitchen tnble politi cs," considering events currently happening and 
what impact they migh t have on the fami ly. 

Children can differ from the ir parents in political opinions. Teenagers who 
strongly djffer from their parents in nonpolitical ways may find themselves 
adopting far different political views ,IS well . Moms and dads may differ 
from each other. Younger voters vole less frequently than older volers and, 
not surpri singly. ha ve less consistent views. Citizens aged 18- 24 arc not 
solidly aligned wi th their parents in great numbers, yet those who hold strong 
op inions do not veer far from their parents. Studies show that among high 
school seniors, only about 10 perceIH idcIHificd with the party opposite one or 
both of their parent s. 

The children's magazine Week~v Reader conducted an unscient ific poll on 
presidential elections rrom 1956 through 2008. Responding children generally 
answered as one or both of their parents would have, and thus the massive sample 
became reflectiveorthe parent popUlation at large. The Weekly Readerpresidential 
poll fuiled to accllf:.I lc ly predici thc outcome just one time in its history. 

How do these children dilTer rrom their elders once they reach adu lthood 
or after they have voted in a few elections? About 50 percent oradults reject or 
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misperceive their mothers' and fathers' party identification. Most who differ 
from their parents proclaim political independence instead of aligning with the 
opposite party. 

School and College 
Both teachers and peer groups can have a large impact on student beliefs. 
In school. topics come up in c1usses that may all ow II teacher to innuence 
students politically, intentionally or nol. There is no so lid evidence that the 
K- 12 experience makes one more conservative or liberal. 

College campuses arc places where professiona l scholars and students 
CilO discuss new ideas and explore revolutionary theories. Colleges have more 
nexible ntles than the avcmge high school. Collegc deans and professors 
encourage a free flow of ideas in classroom discussion. Nonelheless business, 
economics, and engineering majors tend to be Republican while students 
majoring in English and humaniti es tend to be Democrats. 

From lhe 1950s to the earl y 1980s, fewer high school graduates attended 
college than do so today. In fact, in 1968 only about 13 percent of Americans 
11:Id a four·year college degree. In 2012, more than 33 percent of Americans 
aged 24-29 had attcnded college and eamed a degree. Because such large 
numbers of people attend college and because so many post·co llege forces 
impact one's bel iefs, it is not possible to say that people with an undergraduate 
degree lend to adhere to one particu lar ideology. 

Graduate school, however, is a different story. When researchers examine 
voters with advanced degrees- people with master's and doctora l degrees
they find they more frequently vote Democratic and hold more liberal attitudes, 
although the highest percentage (46.1%) consider themselves moderate, 
according to a 2007 study by academics Neil Gross and Solon Simmons. 

Peers 
Raee and ethnic heritage are other factors that playa major role in determin ing 
one's outlook on the world and how one votes. African Americans have closely 
aligned with the Democratic Pany sincc 1932 and even marc strongly since 
Ihc Civil Rights Movcment of the 1960s. Hispanics, in recent years, have cast 
more Democratic than Republican votes, usually by 55 to 65 percent. Asian 
Americans vote more often with the conservative Republican Party, though 
exit polls in 20 16 showed Asian American Sllpport for Hillary Clinton. New 
American citizens or voters with strong ties to a foreign country wi ll consider 
their votes in the context of their culture or how an issue might afTect the 
re lutionship between the United States and their count!)' of origin. 

Media 

As they have spread to so many aspects of daily life, the media have a 
significant innuence on polit icn l socia lization. In fact. young people spend so 
much time in fron t of a screen--on their computers, phones, and other digital 
dev ices- that they spend less time with their family members, and for this 
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reason the influence of the family on political socialization may be weakening 
somewhat. Young people are exposed to a great deal of political information 
and opin ion through thei r ex posure to media. Engagi ng with that content helps 
young people form their political identity. They follow politicians they admire 
and join groups that plan citizen events. As in face·to·face experiences, peer 
influence is strong in soc ial media, and through online discussions with their 
friends and family, young people develop their viewpoin ts. 

Media are also innuentia l in political socialization because of the way 
they depict pOlitics and politicians through bot h news coverage and fictional 
television shows that arc politically oriented . Even nonpolitical figures in the 
media- fictional characters wilh a strong sense of individualism, for example, 
or rea l· life people whose acts of bravery or self· sacrifice (or coward ice and 
greed, on the other side of the coin)-both re flect and help shape political and 
social views. (For morc on the media as a linkage institution . sec Chapter 16.) 

Social Environments 
A pcrson's social environments beyond fumily and schools also innuence 
polilieal socialization. Two types of environments are especiall y important: 
re ligious institut ions and civic insl'itutions. 

Religious Institutions Churches and othcr places of worsh ip influence 
indi viduals' political thought . The National Election Study estimates that 33 
percent of Americans attend church on a wcekly or ncar.week ly basis. Churches 
are more ideo10gicu1 and convey a more coherent philosophy thnn docs a typical 
school. There are so many dificrem churches, religions, and sects in this nation 
that there is no way to say how religion in general innuences where the average 
voter li es on the po litica l spcctnnn. However, people who attend church are 
more likely than those who don't to vote or partic ipate in pol itics in other ways. 

Spceific religious affiliations, though. can be directly tied to a political 
stancc. Fundamentalists and Evange lical Chri stians have a strong political 
presence in the South and somewhat in the Midwest. Fundamentalists believe 
in a literal interpretation oflhe Holy Biblc. Evange licals promote the Christian 
faith. Both lend to take conservative positions and vote Republican. Catholics 
have traditionnlly votcd with the Democratic Party, though thei r vote is Icss 
attached to Democrati c candidates today than it was in earlier years. Jews 
make up a small part or the national electorate and tend to vote lor Democrats. 

Civic Institu tions Ir you are a Girl Scout , Boy Scout, an athlete on a 
neighborhood team, or a vol unteer at a hospital, you arc part of a civic 
instit ution. Civic institut ions make up civil society-the nongovemmental, 
non-business, and vo luntary sector of social life. Some civic instit utions
such as groups with extreme political views- bring only like·minded people 
together, whi le other civic institutions bring together people from a variety of 
backgrounds and viewpoints and help them leam how to bridge or work around 
their differences. Both types influence pol itical socialization: Olle reinforces 
already he ld be liefs while the other soc ializcs a person 10 accept diversity. 
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Location 
Geographic location plays it key role in the way people th ink or approach 
certain issues. For example, for a century lifter the Civil War, the most 
identifiable Democrati c reg ion was the South. The party went through a 
long- term metamorphosis that shifted that affiliati on (sce page 468). A close 
look at Electoral Co ll egc results from a reccnt elcction will give you some 
indication where the two parties, and thus the two ideo logies, arc strong or 
weak. The candid<lte with Ihe most votes in each state received the electoral 
voles for thaI slate. 

THINK AS A POLITICAL SCIENTIST: ANALYZE AND INTERPRET 
VISUAL INFORMATION 

When you analyze visua l informatioll, begin by identifying the topic. In 
certain visuals, you may also need to identify the perspective. Political 
canoons, for example, will always convey the cartoonists' point of view. 
Maps, on the other hand, tcnd to be informational. Understanding the 
information in a map req uires understanding the map's key. The key 
includes visual symbols- colors, bars, and icons, for examp le- and an 
explanation of what they represent on the map. Analyzing infonnat ion on 
fI politi cal map requires explaining how the clements of the map illustrate 
or relate to politica l principles, institutions, processes, and behavior. 

Once you e:Ul explain those ideas, you can thcn take a closer look to 
interpret the information. When you interpret a pol itical map, you ex plain 
the implicatiolls of the map's infonnation in relation to political principles, 
institutions, processes, and behaviors. Idcntifying trends and paltcms wi ll 
oneil help yOll sec those implication s. 
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Practice: Complete the following tasks. 

t. Identify the topic of the map on the previous page. 

2. Explain how the elements of the map relate to the political principles, 
institutions, processes, and behaviors you have been reading about in 
this chapter. 

3. Explain the implications of this information by looking for patterns and 
trends. For example, are there any meaningful clusters of states? Based 
on what you know about the main regions of the United States ('Nest, 
Midwest, South. Northeast), do you see any patterns? If so, how might 
you explain them? 

In the No rtheast, Democrats dominate and more li beral polic ics prevail : 
higher tax rates, for example, Fund more services, such as public transporta l" ion. 
Vermont and Massachusetts were among the first states to legal ize civi l 
unions and same~scx marriage. New York has rollowed. Democrats dominate 
the congressional delegations From New England, New York , and New 
Jersey. Calirornia and other westem slates also lean Democratic with liberal 
philosophies, having a strong concem fo r the environment and a tolerance for 
diverse lirestyles. 

The South is more in nue nced by co nse rvat ive Chri stian values than 
arc the Nort heast and West. Southern states co ntain hi gher percentages 
of gun ownership than in other reg ions and arc less rriendly to organ ized 
labor. The Sou th is more re ligious than other parts of the country. Church 
attendance is higher, and voters are decidedly more Protestant. Roughly 76 
pe rcent or the SOllth is Protestant versus 49 percent ror the remainder of 
th e nation. There is a lso a high concern fo r issues relatcd to rann ing and 
agriculture . 

Republi cans have enjoyed southern majorit ies in the last several national 
elections, but there arc still many southern voters who remain Democrat, 
re flecting generations of pllrty loya lty and the growth of sOLLthem citi es. The 
working·elass southerner may side with the Democ rati c Party on economic 
issues slich as worker pay and employee benefits, but these same worki ng~ 
class voters want tighter immigration enforcement, and they lend to vote with 
traditional values in mind. 

Shifting Influences on Political Socialization 

Cul tu re and demographi cs arc rairly stable influences on pol it ical 
socia lization. Changes, however, can also have an influence on political 
soc ialization. These changes can be in society as a whole as a resu lt of 
dynamic social change brought 0 11 by major polit ical or socia l events, and 
Ihey call also be with in a person as an individua l grows and changes through 
the lirecyc le . 
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Influence of Major Political Events 

"Where were you when you heard that President Kennedy had been shot?" is 
a question most people of school age or older in 1963 can answer without a 
second thought. Such an event has a lasting impact on a person's absorption of 
political culture. Kennedy's assassination was one of an unfortunate number 
of assassinations during the I 960s: presidential candidate Robert Kennedy, 
brother of the sla in President Kennedy; c ivil ri ghts leaders Medgar Evers, 
Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King Jr. were also gU llned down. The same 

decade became known for protests-of racial segregation and discrimi nation 
and also of the United States involvement in the connict in Vietnam and the draft 
that forced young men to defend the United States . Mass protests- marches 
on Washington and nround the country- were a feature of the political culture 
of the time and innuenced th e political socializati on of both participants and 
observers as an act ive democracy engaged members of society over li fe and 
death matters. Challenging the government became a political nann, and 
people tended to feel they had the power to bring about social changes through 
their actions. 

In contrast, those who endured the economic hardships o f the Great 
Depression (1929- 1939) lived ill an era in which many people had a favorable 
att itude toward government involvement in soc ia l life. President Franklin D. 
Roosevelt 's New Dea l put people back to work by creating government jobs 
related to infrastmcture (roads, canal s, railroads) and even the arts. Social 
Security provided support for seniors and lifted many members of that age 
group out o f poverty. These events influenced political socialization- in this 
case advancing trust in the government and support for the role of government 
in providing a soc ial safety net. 

Ench generation has its own poli tical events that bring about dynamic socia l 
change. As the Depression wnned, the United States became involved in World 
War II. The war brought the nation together against fascism, creating a sense 
of united purpose and a be li ef in the reliabil ity of the government. Women 
entered the workforce to help industrial output of needed war material s and 
in so doing redefined the role of women in society and helped shape political 
attitudes about gender. 

Influence of Globalization 

G lobalization is the process of an ever-expand ing and increasingly interacti ve 
world economy. However, globali zation has an impact beyond the economy. 
The polit ica l eulture o r the Uni ted States has both innueneed and been 
innuenced by the va lues of ot her countries as a resu lt of g lobalization. 

U.S. Influence on Olher Countries The United States is the dominant 
economic power affecting global ization, with U.S. businesses and products 
sprelld throughout the world . For example. American film, television, 
commerc ials, stream ing content, music, and video ga rncsare populllr throughout 
the world. These products re neet American values, such as individualism 
and eq uality of opportunity, and consumers in foreign countries, even those 
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with political culturcs very dilTcrelll from that of the United States, can be 
influenced by these values. That influence may heighten tension between the 
American va lues and loen l values. For example, in countries where womcn 
do not have social or legal equality, American movies and television shows 
ponraying women as equa ls clash with local values. In some places, that clash 
has led to the weakening of certain cultural values and the adoption of more 
Western values . In other cases. however, that clash has led to a strengthening 
of local cultures that do not want 10 see their cultural ideals become subsumed 
into a dominant world cultu re. 

In general, however, U.S. influence in the world is seen as "democratizing." 
The more people in other countries are exposed 10 the United States political 
culture, the more they ll1>!y wish to have a democratic political culture 
th emselves. 

100 largest Companies in the World By Country 
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Infl uence of Other COlllllries on the Uniled SillIes Although most of 
the globalization influence l1 0ws from the United States to other countries, 
through globalization and Ihe immigralion il encourages, the United States 
al so is ex posed to va lues from other parts of the world. The nation 's di versity 
has incrcased as a result of globali zation. Professional s and other workers 
from all parts of the world bring their politic>!1 and cu ltura l ideas with them, 
and as they engage with American society, they exert influence. People from 
Asian countries, for example. tend to put the needs of the community above 
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individual needs. For this reason , these cultures are called collectivistic, while 
the culture of the Uni ted States is called individualistic. Collcctivistic values 
have had an innuenee on American culture, especia ll y in the workplace, where 
collaborution, a collectivistic ideal, has been shown to lead to better results 
than those of individuals working in isolation. 

G lobal Identification Globalization has also created a political cu lture in 
which people think beyond national borders for their identity. For ex,Hllple, the 
European Union (EU) is a group of sovereign European nations tlHlt fu nct ion 
as an economic and political unit , somewhat like thc early confederation of 
states under the Articles of Confederation. Many peoplc within the EU, whi le 

not abandoning their national iden tity. also feel a political and cultural kinship 
with other mcmbers of the Union. 

The global reach of news coverage can also fostcr a sense of global 
citizenship. Just as TV images of Bull Con nor's vio lence aga inst peaceful 
protesters in Binningham, Alabama, awakened support for the civil rights 
movement (see page 309), so can news coverage of natura l disasters or 
humanitarian crises engender g lobal support- volunteers and donations of 
money- from a sense of shared humanity. A number of international , nOIl
governmenta l organizations, such as Doctors without Borders, provide serv ices 
wherever they are needed, many on a volunteer basis. 

Pressures on the world's resources, especially global wanning, remind 
people that they share their fate with other people around the world and can 
promote a sensc of globa l citizenship. 

Generational Effects 
Many polls show the differing voting patterns for people in different 
generations. In the past few prcsidcntial elections, Democrats have won a 
majority orthe younger vote. The 2016 CNN ex it poll shows Hilla ry Clinton 
won voters under 45 years old, and Tnunp won those 45 and o lder. Clinton's 
share of younger volers was larger than Trump's share of o lder voters. Clinton 
won 56 percent of voters age 18 to 24, whi le Trump took only 34 percen t of 
that age group. For those 65 years of age and over, Trump won 52-45 percent. 

Yet when we examine generations as voting blocs, we examine mi llions 
of people who come from all parts of the United States, each in nuenccd not 
on ly by their age but also by additional demographic characteris tics d iscussed 
earlier in this chapter. In fact, there is more variation in political attitudes within 
a given generation or age bloc than between generations. As YOli have seen, 
notable events can have diITerent effects on liberal- or conservat ive-leaning 
ci tizens. Citizens in different generations can learn different lessons from the 
same events. 

The impressionable-age hypothesis posits that most persons forge most 
of their pol itica l attitudes during the critical period between ages 14 and 24. 
Political and perhaps personal events occurring at age 18 arc abou t three times 
as likely to impact partisan voting preferences as similar events occurring al 
age 40. 
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Poli tical scientists, psychologists, and pol lsters typical ly place Americans 
into fou r generational categories to measure anitudes and compare where they 
might stand on a poli tical continuum. They inc lude from you ngest to oldesl: 
Millennials, Cenerat ion X, Baby Boomer's, and the S ilent Ceneration. 
Different authorities define the cutoffs at slightly different ycars. The Si lent 
Generation, those bom before 1945, arc sen ior citizens bom during the Great 
Dcpression or as latc as the aftcmlath of World War II. Baby Boomers (those 
born bctween 1946-1964) livcd during an cra of cconomic prosperity aOcr 
World War" and through the turbulent 1960s. Generation X includes those 
Americans born after the Baby Boomers (between about 1962- 1982), and 
Millennials came of voting age at or after the new mill ennium. A look at two 
of the age groups on th is timeline will show the role of generat iona l effects on 
pol itical socialization. 

Mille nnials This under-35 population tends to be more accepting of 
interracial and samc-sex marriage, lega lization of marijuana, and second 
chances in the criminal justice sytitem than their elders. They are also more 
ethn ica lly and rac ially divcrsc than previous generation s. About 12 perccnt 
of mi ll ennials arc first generation Americans. They tend to be tech-centered, 
generally supporti ve of government action to solve problems, and highly 
educated. They havc a high level of social connectedness and great opportuniti es 
for news consumption. By any mcasure, they are more liberal than previous 
generat ions. Gallup researcher Jeffrey Jones says that Millennials will remain 
more liberal and the United States will become more liberal as this group ages. 

0 " Foreign Policy As Millennials began reading their news on line, 
they encountered a world characterized by a complex distribut ion of powcr, 
a network of state and non-state actors shaping the fo reign policy process 
and international re lations. Millenial s' frequcnt interactions wit h people not 
exactly like them and at great distanecs have led them to be more w ill ing to 
promote cooperation over the use of force in foreign po li cy compared with 
other generations. Although they are hopeful about the future of the country, 
only about 70 percent of Millenials regard themselves as patriotic, a lowcr 
percentage than older Americans. 

The two semi nal evcnts in Millennials ' formative years were the September 
II , 200 I attacks orchestrated by al-Qaeda (sec pages 27- 28) and the conflicts 
in Afghanistan and Iraq that fo llowed. Two schools of thought prevail in how 
Millennials view thc 9111 attacks. One is that the attack on U.s. soil calls for 
aggressivc homeland security and cOlilltcrterrorism measures. Another is that 
the event should serve as 1I wake-up ca ll that the Uni ted States should be less 
involved and present in the Middle East. Some studies report that 53 percent 
of Millennials believe the United States provoked the allaeks. 

The U.S. and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) military anacks on 
Afghanistan loitowing 9111 and the 2003 Iraq invasion lind subsequent occupation 
have also helped shape Mil1ennials' views. Afghanistan eventually surpassed 
Vietnam as America's longest military conflict, and the chicrprcrnisc for invading 
Iraq, a search for weapons of mass destmction, rumed up empty. This younger 
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generation will likely compare future conflicts to the war in Iraq, predisposing 
this cohort 10 be more reluctant to intervene or use military force than older 
generations. A 20 14 study by the Chicago Council on Global Affairs found that 
almost 50 percent of Mi llennials say the United States should stay out of world 
affairs, the largest percentage sincc the Council began the survey in 1974. 

Economic Jliews Millennia ls tend to fo llow a similar "stay out" mindset 
in regard to social qucstions and some economic qucstions, yet their lines 
separating government from the economy arc not easy to draw. They are 
business friendly but not opposed to regulation. They want citizens to earn 
thcir way. But they want to protect the consumer, the cnvironment, and soc iety 
at large. Their coming of age in a post-Earth Day world has caused them to see 
Ihe rcusons to protect thc cnvironment including recycling and other measures. 
Thcy oftcn acknow ledge government waste and arc disgusted by it, but they 
beli eve in a higher degree of regulation lImn do conservatives. Nearly four out 
of five Millenni als believe Americans should adopt a sustainable lifestyle by 
conserving energy and consum ing fewer goods. 

Millenni uls are more conservative on free trade und in allowing citizcns 
more control over their Social Security retirement savings. They arc not big 
supporters of labor unions because labor unions do not hold the sway or respect 
they once had, and Millennials see unions as part of the problem. They also 
believe in a meritocracy, with 48 percent say ing that government programs 
for th e poor undermine in itiati ve and responsibility, whi le 29 percent disagree 
with that statement. 

Many in thi s gcneration became politically aware around the time of the 
Great Recession (2007- 201 2). Studies show that growing up in an economic 
recession can great ly shape attitudes toward government redistribution of 
wealth- welfare and Soc ia l Security. Nearly 70 percent of Millennials accept 
the idea of govenUllent intervention in a fa iling economy, 10 percent more than 
the next older cohort. Pessimistic views formed during a sudden economic 
downtum tend to be long-lasting. Such experiences could increase the chances 
these citizens vOle for a Democratic presidential candidate by 15 percent. 

Votillg Though Millcllnials ' views are somewhat nuanced, their vot ing 
habits on Election Day are not. The Pew Research Ccnter found in a 20 16 
study that 55 percent of 18- to 35-year-olds identified as Democrats or 
lean ing Democrat, and 27 percent called themse lves " liberal Democrats." 
More than two out of three young Americans has a progressive tilt on energy, 
climate change, govemment efforts to assist people and the economy, and 
fighting inequali ty. In the 2016 presidential election, Millcnnial s favo red the 
Democratic Party by 43 percent, whi le on ly 26 percent of that group favored 
the Republican Party. Aboul 10 pcrcent of Mi llennia Is votcd for someone other 
than Trump or Clinton, whi le those 40 and older voted for minor candidates 
on ly about 4 percent of the time. 
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Silent Generation On the opposite end of the age spectrum, senior 
citizens arc defined as those over 65 years old. The Silent Genemtion and Baby 
Boomers overlap in thi s age group, but we focus here on the older generat ion. 

Unique limes and political events shaped this ge neration 's thinking. 
They are the last group to remcmber the era before the 19605 counterculture 
movement and before the Vietnam War. They grew up haling communism, and 
many of them slipPol1ed America's nine-year involvement in Southeast Asia 
until the U.S. depal1ure from the region in the mid- 1970s. American prosperity, 
patriotism, and a Chri stian-Judea moral code were foremost in shaping thei r 
views during their impressionab le years. 

0 " Foreign Policy After World War III the Russ ia[]s (Soviets at the 
time) replaced the Axis powers as the new enemy, and the United States 
stood up to totalitariani sm and the Soviet annexation of or innuenee on 
vulnerable nations. The Vietnam War was one of the final major efTorts 
that placed large numbers of American GIs on the battleficld to defeat 
communism. The basic motives behind the Vietnam miss ion were stopping 
the spread of communism while assu ring democracy and freedoms in 
those friendly nations that were sli sceptible to communist takeover. As 
the miss ion in Vietnam proved to be a failure and as a ri sing number 
of Americans di sagreed with U.S . involvement, many of those over 35 
years old , espec iall y blue collar workers and those in rural communi ties, 
differed from the Baby Boomers. They had trusted and supported their 
govenuuent on th e way into Vietnam, and they refrained from criticizing 
their government as failure became imminent. They werc more forgiving 
of their government in the aftermath of the conflict. 

0" SOcillll.'I.Hles The same generation gave religious values high priority 
and opposed the cultural changes that came during the 19605 and 1970s. Racial 
integration led to more interrac ial marriage and societal acccptance of racial 
equality, but that acceptance callle morc slowly to those who grew tip under 
segregated societies in the South and the North. The women's movement 
changed the traditional roles of the family and eventually legal ized abortion. 
Casual elmg use and a counterculture movement caused many who had come 
of age in the 1950s and early 1960s to question the order of thi ngs, yet many 
of those who started voting in the 1970s stood with the old guard, influenced 
by their parents' choices. Many still held conservative beliefs and questioned 
changing American values. 

As Molly Bal l of Tile At/aI/fie cxplained while on the campaign trail in 2016, 
this cohol1 "has fought through the cuhnre wars, has watched God and prayer 
leave the public squarc, and has watched immigration infiltrate U.S. society and 
cu lture." The same group today wants govemmentto be tougher on criminal 
defendants and terror suspects than do younger groups, they more often oppose 
gay marriage, und they lire bewildered that states arc legalizing marijuana. A 
20 16 PRRl-Brookings survey showed that a majority of those over 65 believe 
America's "cull\lrc lmd way of life" ha ve changed for the worse. 
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VOlillg Seniors are thc most rcliable voters. Consistently, the retired and 

elderly show up to vote in the highest percentages. According to a 2015 study 
by the U.S. Census Bureau, in the 2014 midteml elections, 59 percent of those 
over 65 voted. National averages in most midtenll elections average around 
38 percent. In fact, thi s senior midterm measure beats most vot ing blocs even 
in presidential election years. The 55- 64 year old group tumed out in large 
numbers in the 2016 presidentia l election, about 66 perccnt, but still somewhat 
lower than their elders whose turnout was about 71 percent. 

Sen iors have nocked to the Republican Party from the Democrati c Party, 
a consistent trend that began in 2006 and held true on election night in 2016. 
From 1992 until 2006, they had been a primarily Democratic voting group. At 
that time, many survivors of the New Deal Coalition- that massive coalition 
of Americans who voted for Franklin Roosevelt and Dcmocrats aftcr him
still cast Democrat ballots. But since then, many from the Si lent Generation 
have died and their Cold War culture warriors have replaced them. 

The shift of thi s generation is due in part to the shift in policy positions by 
each of the major partics. The Democrati c Party, though redefincd as " liberal" 
economi ca lly in the Ncw Deal em, still held somewhat conservat ive views and 
dominated in the South into thc 1970s and 1980s. As the party took on more 
libcral social vicws, supporting the right to abortion, same-sex marriage, and 
affinnative action, followers of Roosevelt and their children have shifted to the 
Republican Party. 

Lifecyc!e Effects 
Just as each generation expcricnccs dynamic social changcs, pcople experience 
change as they move through thc lifc cycle. Lifccyclc effects include the 
variety of physical. social , and psychological changes that peop le go through 
as they age. These can affect political socialization in severnl ways. For one, 
they can shift focus to issues that arc important at diOc ren t agc level s. For 
example, many college-age studcnts are concerned about the accumulation 
of student debt and the challenges in finding a job that provides both a good 
income and health insurance benefits. In part because of these concerns, many 
Mill cnnial s were drawn to the candidacy of U.S. Senator Bcmie Sanders 
(I-VT) in thc Delllocratic prcsidcntial primarics in 20 16 because hc ca llcd 
for a free education at public colleges and an expansion of Medicarc- the 
health insurance program fo r seniors managed by the govemment-to include 
everyone. 

When peoplc in thi s group move into the nex t stage of life, wh ich often 
invo lves marriage and family, their priorities might shift to other issues 
rclated to a stable or growing cconomy and to schools their children might 
attend. At this point, a second IifccycJc effect also becomes apparent. The 
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demands of adult responsibi li ty and raising chi ldren may limit the amount of 
active political participat ion people in this stage of the lifecycle can manage. 
They may be less able to vo lunteer in elec tion efforts or to participate in 
delllonstrat ions. 

Just as young adults foclis on the issues that matter at their life stage, 
seniors are worried about things that matter most as they age. The American 
Association of Reti red Persons (AARP), the powerful interest group that 
direc tly represen ts more than 40 mill ion seniors, lists among its major issues 
on its website: Social Security, health issues, Med icare, retirement, and 
consumer protection. Retirees who have paid into the Social Security system 
start collecting their benefits, and trips to the doctor become necessary and 
more ex pensive. According to a 20 16 AARP study, S I percent of sen iors think 
prescripti on dmg pri ces ;u'e too expensive and 87 percent say they support a 
tax credit to help families a fford careg ivers. Seammers and con arti sts prey on 
vu lnerable targets li ving in their golden years and make the work of consumer 
protection agencies espec ially important. 

By the time they become seniors, peop le have had a full life to forge their 
poli tical attitudes and to practice poli tical habit s---consuming news, interacting 
with government on a local level, and deve lop in g the habit of voting. They 
have likely already registered to vote and are familiar with voting routinesJ and 
they don' t have to schedulc voting around work . 

Measuring Public Opinion 
Mining the views of Ameri cans has become a keen interest of political 
sc icnt ists and a major industry in thi s age of data. Candidates run ning for 
office need 10 know their chances of winn ing and wh ich groups support them. 
Once elec ted, members o f Congress want to know how the ir constituents 
regard proposed bi lls and how they view ditTerellt types of government 
spending. These e lected officia ls ca n determine public opinion by reading 
leiters or emails, holding a town hall meeting, or conducting a survey in their 
di stri cts wh il e news services rely on poll s 10 sec where the public stands 0 11 

important issues. 
Poll ing is the most reliab le way to assess public opinion. [t entails posing 

well developed, objecti ve quest ions to a sma ll , random group of people to fi nd 
out what a mueh larger group thinks. Publi c opi nion polling, developed in the 
earl y to mid-twentieth century, now follows a sophisticated methodo logy. 

Since the polli ng industry began in the mid-1930s, the fie ld of measuri ng 
Americans' views has become increasi ngly sophisticated. Many un iversities 
have established poll ing centers, and major television networks and large 
newspapers have created their own polling depmtments. 
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POLLING ORGANIZATIONS 

Gallup 

Harris Interactive 

Pew Research Center 

Rasmussen Reports 

Quinnipiac University 

Types of Polling 
Poll sters use different kinds of palls \0 gather information. Benchmark polls 
arc often the fi rst Iype of poll used in an election, often before a potential 
candidate has declared hi s or her intentions. Benchmark poll s arc used to 
gather general infonnation about people 's views and concerns. Tracking 
polls ask people the same or similar questi ons over time to "track" the path 
of pub lic opinion. These arc used heavily during e lection season to show 
how publi c op inion changes or to assess a ca ndidate 's strength. Candidates 
al so use tracking polls to shape their campaigns . Entrance polls and exit 
polls are conducted o utside a polling place on Election Day to predict 
the outcome of the election later in the news day, to gain insight into the 
Ihoughls and behaviors of vOlers, or 10 idenlify and analyze how differenl 
voting demographics actually voted . 

Focus groups are small groups of citizens-IO to 40 people- gathered to 
hold conversat ions about issues or candidates. Though less scientific than many 
types o f po lls, focus groups allow for deeper insight into a topic. Poll sters can 
ask follow-up question s and exami ne body language and intensity that wou ld 
be missed in a simp le automated questiollllaire over the phone. For example, 
Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney began wearing jeans more 
often when campaigni ng in the 2012 elect ion after focus groups responded 
more positively to him in jeans than in fonnal clothes. 

Po lls regularly ask abou t presidential approval. Ap proval ratings arc 
gauged by pollsters aski ng whether the respondent approves, yes or no, of the 
president 's job performance. Presidents usually begin their teml with a fairly 
high approval as the people and the press get to know them during the so-called 
" honeymoon period," typica lly the first 100 days a fter their inauguration. 

Accordi ng to Ga ll up, presidents since Harry Truman left office averaging 
45 to 49 percent approval over their lenn of office. Some of the highest 
presidential approval ratings came when the nat ion prospcred economically or 
when the country found itself in an international standoff and rallied around 
the president. The two highest recorded presidential approva l ratings came 
aftcr al-Qaeda attacked the United States in September 200 I, when President 
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George W. Bush scored 90 percent approval , and whcn hi s fathcr, President 
George H. W. Bush, received 89 percent approval after leading a mil itary 
coalition to oust Iraqi di ctator Saddam Husse in from Kuwa it in 1991. 

Of the 12 presidents before 2017, 6 averaged an approval rat ing of about 
47 percent and 6 averaged about 60 perccnt. According to Rea/CiearPo/ilics, 
President Donald Trump's job approval average at the end of his first full year 
was 39 perccnt. 

Rcspondents arc also o rten askcd: " Is thc nation on the right track or 
wrong track?" Tlwt question is commonl y asked to determine Americuns' 
sllt isfaet ion with government leaders. A posi ti ve right-t rack response 
usually means incumbents wi ll fare wc ll in their re-election campuigns , 
wh il c a hi gh wron g-track response will make incumbents uncomfortable 
al electi on time . The generi c party ballot simpl y asks responden ts if they 
will be voting for " Republicans" or ··Democrat s·' during an upcomin g 
election Wilholll mentioning candidates' names. Analyzing responses to 
these questions together serves as a relative measure of cit izen support fo r 
each party. 

Methodology 
Pollsters take great pains to ensure their measurements are Icgitimate. They 
do so by constructing questionnaires with properly wordcd and appropriately 
ordered questions and se lecting a representative sample afier wh ich they 
analyzc the data and draw the appropriate conclusions. 

Poll sters phrasc survey questions so as not to skew the results. The wording 
shou ld be objective and not emotionally charged. Pol l resu lts on highly 
emotional issues such as abortion, samc-sex marriagc, and affinnative action 
can be distorted depending on the wording. On foreign aid, imagine how the 
fo llowing two questions wou ld bring noticeably different rcsults: "Should the 
U.S. provide foreign aid to ot her nations?" and "Should the U.S. give fo rcign 
aid to other nations leading to a tax incrcase? " 

Question order can also affect thc results. In a 2002 poll on President 
Georgc W. Bush's perfonnancc, for cxample, researchers asked the samc 
questions but in a different sequence to two different groups. Whcn pcople 
were asked first about the perfonnanee of the president and then the di rection 
of the country, the president fared belter. If respondents were asked about 
the state of the country first, which many said was bad, then the president 's 
approva l dropped by 6 percent. 

How a question is framed also affects responses . Framillg a question 
means posing it in a way that emphasizes a certain perspcetive . For example, 
researchers found that respondents had widely varying views on whether 
abortion should bc Icgal depending on how thc question was framed. Only 28 
percent of Americans be lieve abortion shou ld be legal under all ci rcumstances, 
while many more supportcd abortion when thc question was framed with a 
ce rtain condition cmplwsized, as the chart 011 the nex t page shows. 
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/;.~1', .. -i.,.t<, .•• ~A BY THE NUMBERS :t.;; . :.~." . 
~' -·.~..,.'!i(.f, ,' ....... 

WHEN SHOULD ABORTION BE LEGAL? .... t..:.,. r. F ' 

When a woman's lire is endangered ,,% 

When a woman's physical health Is endangered 61% 

When the pregnancy was caused by rape or incest 76% 

When the woman's mental health is endangered 64% 

When there is evidence the baby may be physically or mentally 53% 
impaired 

When the woman or family cannot afford to raise the child 34% 

Sourte: R. Mich(le/ AII'(lr(!; mid John Brehm. liard Cimices. Eas)' AIlIU'irs. 2002. " Prince/on 
Ull il'Cnily Pren 
Wha t do the numb~n ~h O\\'? III)\\' dOCli wording the question diff~~nl ly IIffc-<:t opinion$1 1·luw do 
people diffcr on the lega lity of lllxmion? \Vim! factono in the qUl:Slion mnkc the JIOli~ mol\' or less 
favornbk? 

Sampling Tcchniques Which people arc poll ed is j ust as important 
as the questi on' s nature and wording. The poll ster tnkes a representative 
slImpJe, a group or people meant to represent the large group in question, 
known as the un iverse. A representative sample needs to have about 1,500 
respondents, whether it is a sample of all U.S. adu lts or the population of a 
single state. 

Pollsters must obtai n a random sa mple. That is, every single member 
of th e uni verse must have an eq ual chance of se lecti on into the sample. 
A n.:pUrl t: r or marketer sta ndin g on 11 stree t eo rn cr askin g questions to 
passersby may determine some indication of publi c opinion, but thi s system 
is not random, because the person coll ecti ng the data mny have biased who 
was included in the sample by approaching only those people who look 
"safe" or who otherwise look like they might be more willi ng 10 pa rti ci pate 
in the study. Since the 1980s, po ll sters have used te lephones as the primary 
contact fo r surveys, though th ere are concerns with thi s method. For 
example, roughly 30 percent of the populace has an unlisted number either 
by choice or because of mobil ity. To mo ke telephone polling more reliable 
and effic ient, pol lsters lise random-digit dialing. A computer randomly 
ca lls possib le num bers in a givcn area until enough people respond to 
establish a representat ive samp le. 

Though technology has advanced, reaching voters has become more 
chall enging. Landlinc usc is dropping. In other measures, about 95 percent of 
Ameri can adults own a cell phone and a majority or homes have a wirel ess
on ly operation. More than 70 percent of all adults aged 25 to 34 years old use 
cell phones only and do not have landlines. 

Pollsters are trying 10 combat this phenomenon in a few ways. One is 
mixing their broadl y dialed, automated random phone surveys wi th more 
actual human interviewers. Federal law prohibi ts pre-recorded interactive 
surveys to cell phones. The Pew Research Center req ui res that 75 percent of 
their samples arc cell phone participan ts. 
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Once the pollster has enough respondents, he or she chccks to see if 
the demograph ics in the sample are rcnectivc of those of the universe. If 
di sproportionately more women than men answer the phone and lUke the 
poll, the poll ster will remove some female respondents from the sample in 
order to make it proportiona l. If a congress ional district contains rough ly 25 
percent African Americans, the sample needs to mirror that. Manipu lating the 
sample to compensate for this is known as weighting or stratification- that 
is, making sure demographic groups are properly represented in a sample. 

Snmpling Error Even the most cautiolls survey with appropriate smnpling 
techniques cannot guarantee absolute precision. The only way to know what 
everyone thinks is to ask everyone and assurc they arc entirely honest, both 
of which arc impossible. Every poll has a mllrgin of error. The sample size 
and the margin of error have an inverse relationship. That is, as the sample 
gets larger, the margin of error decreases. The way to delennine thi s slilupling 
error, the difference between poll results, is to measure the results in two 
or more polls. For example, the same basic poll wi th two similar samples 
revealed that 55 percent of the IIrst sample opposed a particular congressional 
bi ll , while 58 percent of the second sample opposed the law. This poll has a 
sampling error of 3 percent. A margin of error of plus-or-minus 4 percent or 
less is usually considered satisfactory. 

The simplest yet most perplexing problem in public opinion po ll ing is 
the presence of non-attitudes. Many people do not ha ve strong opinions on 
lhe issues of the day. or they are uninfonned or simply concerned about their 
privacy. Just over half of eligible voters actually cast votes in presidential 
elections. Matters of extreme importance to journalists and policymakers may 
be unimportant to average citizens, so while po ll results measure the views of 
average citi zens on these mailers, they don ' t show the relat ive importance of 
the matters to cit izens. In a similar way, mailers importan t to citizens may not 
be of interest to jounw.lists, so polls may not reflect what is really on the minds 
of voters. 

Another phenomenon affecting poll results is the high frequency of 
unin fonned ci tizens responding. Political scientist Herb Asher explains a poll 
asking about the repea l of the Public Affairs Act. In reality, no such act or 
repeal effort ex isted, but fully 43 percent of those questi oned had an opinion 
of the nonexistent law. Pollsters often ask screening questions to establish a 
respondent 's knowledge or to ensure they are regi stered voters, such as "Do 
you plan to vote in the November election?" Such a question, however, docs 
not eliminate the problem entire ly. In fact, more than 90 percent of people 
answering phone surveys claim they will vote whi le far fewer do. Discerning 
polls may even ask if the respondent knows when the upcoming Election Day 
is to increase the chances that the respondent is a bona IIde voter. 

How the interv iewer contacts and interacts with the respondent and how 
the respondent views the interviewer can also impact a poll . The difference 
between mai led questionnaires and telephone interviews arc stark. People arc 
more honest or frank with the anonym ity of a paper questionnaire than a live 
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telephone call. Some studies show women and men answering different ly to 
male or female callers. Eighty-four percent of females agreed to a woman's 
right to choose an abortion when interviewed by fema les, while only 64 percent 
gave a pro-choice response to a male caller. Race, or perceived race, c;:m matter 
as well. Asher claims that African Americans arc more critical of tile polit ical 
and criminal justice system to black interviewers while more support'ive or 
positive to white interviewers. White respondents are less likely to reveal 
1I11itudcs of racial hostility when interviewed by blacks than by whites. 

Still other problems exist beelluse not everyone conducting a poll represents 
an objective journalist or an academic. Fundraising under the guise of poll ing 
has cheapened polling's reputation. Political parties and candidates lise phone 
and mai l surveys to assess where their followers stand and then ask for 11 

donat ion. Also, push polling via telephone has become a common pract ice. 
Th is is bas ica lly a tclephone 1'011 with an ulterior motive. Rather than a series 
of neutral questions meant to detenninc public opinion on a candidate, the 
caller, or more commonly a tape-recorded voice, otTers positive points about 
the candidate or negative points about the opponent, attempting to "push" the 
receiver one way or the other. Sometimes the voice takes an almost sinister 
tone. The call may end wi th ;:1 request for a vote on Election Day or a negative 
impression of the other canciidate. 

Internct po ll ing can be problematic due to self-selection, admini stration, 
and the nature of people who go onlinc. When directed toward an Internet 
poll, only those strongly motivated will participate. With some online polls, 
there' s no limit to how many times one can take it. Internet users also tend to 
be younger, better educated, more amuent, white, and suburban and do not 
represent a genuine cross sec tion of society. 

Evaluating Claims Based on Public Opinion Data 
As participants in democracy either at or approaching voting age, you wi ll be 
surrounded by public opinion poll s and the claims based on them. Knowing 
how to evaluate the qual ity and credibility of those claims will help you make 
infonncd decisions. 

Public Opinion as a Source of Political Influence 

Polls lend themselves to "horse race" news coverage in which e lections are 
reported as if the most important aspect was which candidate is in the lead, not 
who is better qualified or more principled. That kind of media coverage can 
translate into signifi ca nt political influence as well. 

Influence 0 11 Elections For example, early in the Republican primary 
season in 2016, the first debate among the party's candidates was being 
planned. There were 17 candidates vying for the nomination. How could a 
reasonab le debate be carried out with so many peoplc on stage? The host of the 
debatc, Fox News, made a decision to limit the number ofparticipanls to 10. 
Fox would choose from the 17 candidates those who registered in the top 10 
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perccnt in an average oftive nat ional polls as the debate grew near. If anyone 
in the tOp ten fai led to cam at least a 5 percent ranking in the polls, that person 
would be eliminated from the debate. Nationa l poll ing, then, influenced whose 
voice would be heard at the televised debate and whose would be si lcnced. 
Candidates with the highest poll ratings also receive more media coverage 
than those with low ralings. 

Nat ional polling also exerts influence on clections through the bandwagon 
effecl- a shin of support to II candidate or position holding the lead in public 
opinion polls and therefore believed to be endorsed by many people. The 
marc popular a candidate or position, the more likely increasing numbers of 
people will "hop on the bandwagon" and add their support. People like 10 back 
a winning candidate. For thi s reason, most media ou tlets do not report the 
findings from their statewide Election Day exil polls lIntil polls have closed 
in that state. If people who have not yet voted IClIrr1 that Candidnte A is wny 
ahead in votes, they may not bother going to the poll s if they either supported 
Candidate A (that candidate wi ll win anyway) or supported a riva l who was 
behind (that enndidate has no chance or winning). 

The bandwagon elTeet is also partly responsible for the direct link between 
a candidate's rank in national polls and the ability to mise campaign funds. 
The higher the national ratings, the more campaign contri butions a candidate 
can eli ci t. The larger a candidate'S war chest- the funds used to pay for a 
cllmpaign- the more ads a candidate can buy and the 11Irger the staffa candidate 
can maintain.l3oth great ly innuenee the outcome or an election. 

Influence on Policy Debate Scientific polling also exerts an influence 
on government policy and deci sion-making, although its effects are less clear 
than on elections. The threc branches of the govcmment tend to respond to 
public opinion polling in somcwhat different ways, if a! al l. 

The legislative branch is sometimes responsive to public opini on po lis, 
especially the House of Representatives in which lawmakers face reelection 
every two ycars. Many try to represent their consti tuencies and to keep them 
satisfied with their pcrfomlanee to encourage fundraising and subsequent 
votes, so laking constituent views seriously pays ofT. Senators, with longer 
tenllS, do nol seem as sensitive to pressure from public opinion. 

The executive branch has sometimes been in nuenced by public opinion 
and at other times has tried to usc the power orthe "bully pulpit" to shift public 
opinion. A president usually enj oys hi gh approval ratings in the first yellr of 
ofliec and tries to use thai popularity as a "mandate" to advance his or her 
agcndll liS quick ly as possiblc. 

The judicial branch may be innuenced by public opi nion, even though 
justices arc appointed ror life and arc not at the mercy of the ballot box. 
DifTcrent studies huve drawn varying conclusions about why. However, many 
have concluded that when the gcnera l mood of the nation is libernl , the Court 
will hand down more liberal nLlings. When the general mood of the nation is 
conservative, the Court will issue more conservative ntlings. 
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Reliability and Veracity of Public Opinion Data 

One way to gauge the accuracy of a pre·eieclion poll is to measure "candidate 
crror" - the percentage point difference in the poll 's estimate and thc 
candidate 's actual share of the vote after the election. Candidate error has 
gradually declined as poll ing techniques became morc sophisticated. But in the 
last fcw ycars, what has bcen a consistently improving science and practice, 
wi th the occasional setback, has had some less·than·stcllar predictions. 

For example, Gal lup predicted Mitt Romney as the winner of thc 20 12 
presidential election with 50 percent of the vote and President Ohama at 49 
percent, the separation of one point. In reality, Obama won nationa lly by 
nearl y four po ints. This failure led to Gallup's eventual deci sion to no longer 
predict presidentia l election ou tcomes, the so·caJled horse·race polis, but to 
stick to its vast polling of issues and views in oliter areas of public policy. 
Gallup wasn't thc onl y finn that had an erroneous prediction outs ide the 
margin of error in 2012. 

In the waning days of the 2016 presidential election, polls projected that 
Hillary Clinton wou ld defcat Donald Trump. Elcction forecasters, those that 
uggrcgate poll s and other data to make bold predictions, put Clinton's chances 
at 70 to 99 percent. The final round of polling by most major {inns had Clinton 
winning by anywhere from I to 7 percentage points in the national vote. Once 
the vote was counted, Clinton won the popu lar vote by only 2 points but lost 
the Electora l College vote. 

Several fac tors may explain why polls may be inaccurate and unreliable. 
One fac tor rchlles to thc psychology of the respondents. Another factor relates 
to undecided voters and when they finally make up their minds. 

Social· Desi rability Bias The psychology behind these recent poll 
misreads and errors is at least in part explained by socia! desirability bias. 
That is, respondcn ts and declared voters may tell the pollster what they th ink 
the pollstcr wants to hear. 

Social desirability bias affects the predict ions OfvotCf turnout. Respondents 
may give the intcrviewer the impression that they will indeed vote, because 
they do not wan t to be seen as shirking a responsibili ty, but often on Election 
Day they do not vote. In a recent estimate, when asked their likelihood of 
voting on a scale of 1 to 9, U. S. cit izcns tend to say 8 or 9, yet only about 60 
percent of eligible voters cast ballol's. 

Soc ial desirabi lity bias can fool poll sters beyond innated turnout. Voters 
do not wan t to be perceived negatively. so they may give the interviewers a 
sociall y acceptable response, or whalt hey perce ive as the acceptable response, 
and yet act or votc in a different way. This phenomenon was noticeab le in the 
1982 Cal ifo rni a governor's race. The election included a popular candidate, 
Los Angeles Mayor Tom Bradley, who would have been the state 's first 
African American governor. Bradley led strongly in the polls throughout the 
campaign but lost on Elect ion Day. Most experts attribu tcd the discrepancy 
to interviewees' falsely cla iming they supported Bradley on ly later to vote 
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for a white candidate. These poll pal1 ic ipants did not want to appear bigoted 
or against the black candidate. In wil<li has become known as the Bradley 
COCCI, lalcr African American candidales have also undel]Jcrfonncd against 
thcir consistently inflated pol l predictions. 

Pundits in 2017 encouraged speculation as public opinion polls shi fted 
in the special U.S. Senate c lection in Alabama. Republi cull candidate Roy 
Moore, the fa vori te for weeks, was suddenly losing to Democrat Doug Joncs. 
in some polls, after Moore was al leged to have committed sexual assault or 
aggressions toward several women when they were teenagers. Skeptics of the 
new polls pointed out that voters might not willingly admit on the phonc that 
they were goi ng to vote for this accused candidate. In fact . one famous polit ical 
pundit, Nate Silver, pointed out that in polls using robocalls, or automated pre· 
recorded polls, Moore was ahead, and in poll s using li ve inlerviews. Jones was 
ahead. Jones won in the close contest. 

Undccidcds Brcaking Latc According to ex it polling and research after 
Ihe election. a likely explanation for Tnllnp's surprise wi n was that a larger 
tilan usual share of undccided voters "'broke" (made their final decision) late 
and broke for Tnunp. Nate Cohn of the Nelli )'lJrk Times expi llins how likely 
voters who snid they were voting for a third pal1y candidate mostly did so. But 
26 pcrccnt of those voters turned to Tnllnp and only II switched to Clinton. 
Pollsters theorizc that a dispropol1 ionatc numbcr of so-called "'shy Trump 
voters" turned away the 0ppol1llllity to be counted altogether. Perhaps the 
same anti ·estllbli slullent. anti-media atti tude that drew them to the outsider 
candidatc also turned them away from po llsters. a phenomenon known as 1/0 1/· 

response bias. 
Opinions in Socia l Mcd ia The wi lli ngness ofpeoplc to la ke pal1 in polls 

is decl ining. About 37 percent ofrHndomly clIll cd citi zens would participate in 
[I telephone 1'011 in 1997. Today. po ll stcrs get abou t:l 10 percent response rute 
for live callers, and about I percent participation with roboca lls. But as Kristin 
Soltis Anderson, author of The Selfie VOle, points out, "The good news is, at 
the samc time people are less likely to pick up Ihe phone and tell you what 
they thi nk. we are more able to capture the opinions and behaviors thaI pcople 
give on' passively." We can take the public 's pulse from available platfonns 
widcly used by a large swath of the gencral public. Examining what is said on 
socialmcdia lind in the Google toolbar, what Anderson calls the "modern-day 
confessional," can tell us a lot about publi c opinion. 

However, thougb blogs and the Twiner· vcrse constitute II mllssive sampl e, 
the people act ive on soc ial media may have very different views from those 
who are not acti ve on socia l media. A 2015 study found that people who discuss 
politics on Twitter tend to be overwhelmingly male, urban, and extreme in 
their ideological views. Another problem that mHkes thi s cndeavor less·tlmn
scientific is that researchers usc computer progr.lllls to gauge the Internet's 
dialogue, but can not e:lsily d iscern sarcasm and unique language. And overly 
vocal pcople can go onto the Intcrnct repctit ively and be tabu lated multiple 
times, dominating the cOll versation d isproportionate ly. 
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Biased Pollster s and Data vs. Fact Reputable pollsters seek ways to 
avoid bias in sampling techniques and the wording oftheirquestions. However, 
rmmy polls are funded by spec ial interest groups who want the po ll results to 
tip a certai n way. They then use those results to movc their agendas forward , 
claiming that the data gcnerated by their polls represented fact. "The numbers 
don ' t lie," they might say. 

Unless you know about the organization doing the polling, the methods it 
used, the wording of the questions. and the context of the poll, YOli will nOI be 
able to evaluate a poll' s veracity. or truthfulness. You have already read about 
how push polh; slant their questions to produce certain outcomes. Political 
Action Committees (PACs). special interest groups, and partisan organizations 
all have a vested interest in getting a response from a poll that supports their 
cause. To help joumalists eva luate the reliabi lity and veracity of poll s, the 
National Council on Public Po ll s (NCPP) provides 20 questions journalists 
should ask and answer before reporting on a po ll. You can find that list on the 
NCrI' website. The checklist below provides some of the key questions to ask 
abolll any po ll . 

QUESTIONS FOR EVALUATING CLAIMS BASED 
ON PUBLIC OPINION POLLS 

1. Who conducted the If it was done by a reputable polling organization, It Is 
poll, and who paid probably mainly accurate; if it Is done (or paid for) by a 
for It? special interest, you need 10 consider possible bias, 

2. What methodology Reliable polls are often released with a report that explains 
did the pollsters use? how the results were obtained: the sampling methods, 

whether or not the results are weighted, and the margin of 
error. 

3, What were the exact As you read, the wording and ordering of questions can 
questions, and in have a significant impact on the poll results. 
what order were they 
presented? 

4. How were the (esults People tend to be more honest in mailed polls than 
obtained? when interacting with an interviewer because of social 

desirability bias, 

5. In what context was The dale Information Is collected can be a factor In poll 
the poll taken? results. For example, if a statewide poll was taken In 

the days following a barrage of media ads for a certain 
candidate, the poll results may Inflme the candidate's 
actual popularity. 

6, Whose opinion mighl Good polls need to make an accommodation for people 
be missing from the who refused to participate in the poll in order to provide a 
poll? fair sample. 

7. How do the poll If the results of a poll match up with other polls taken 
results compare with under 1I1e same circumstances and ot the same time, 
other poll results? chancGs are good the poll Is reliable. 
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REFLECT ON THE ESSENTIAL QUESTION .-
Essential Question: How do political culture, demographics, and dynamic 
social and personal change shape citizen beliefs about government, and how 

are those beliefs measured? On separale paper, complete a chart like the one 
below to gather details 10 answer thai question. 

Political Culture Demographics Social and Measuring Public 
Personal Change Opinion 

KEY TERMS AND NAMES 

Citizen Beliefs 

Baby Boomers/365 

conservative/349 

free enterprise/351 

Generat ion X/365 

globalizalion/362 

ideology/353 

Individualism/349 

liberal/349 

libertarian/355 

lifecycle effects/36B 

limited governmentl352 

Millennials/365 

political 
socialization/356 

populistl356 

progressive1356 

rule of law/352 

saliency/353 

Silent Generation/365 

valence issues/353 

wedge issues/353 

Polling 

approval rating/370 

bandwagon effect/375 

benchmark pOIIs/370 

moderate/353 entrance polls/370 

party idenlification/358 exit polls/370 

focus group/370 

margin of error/373 

push polling/374 

random-digit 
dialing/372 

random sample/372 

representative 
sample/372 

sampling error/373 

stratificat ion/373 

tracking polls/370 

universe/372 

welghling/373 
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MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS -
Questions I and 2 refer to the passage below. 

Must the citizen, ever for a moment, or in the least degree, resign his 
conscience to the legislator? Why has every man a conscience, then? It 
is not desirable to cultivate a respect for the law, so much as for the right. 
The only obligation which I have a right to assume is to do at any time what 
I think right. .... law never made men a whit more just; and, by means 
of their respect for it. even the well-disposed are daily made the agents 
of injustice. A common and natural result of an undue respect for law is, 
that you may see a file of soldiers, colonel, captain, corporal, privates .. . 
marching in admirable order over !lUi and dale to Ihe wars, against Iheir 
wills, ay. against their common sense and consciences, which makes it very 
steep marching indeed, and produces a palpitation of the heart. They have 
no doubt that it is a damnable business in which they are concerned; they 
are aU peaceably inclined. 

-Henry David Thoreau, "Civil Disobedience," 1849 

I. Whic h of the following perspectives refl ects Thoreau's be li efs based 
on thi s passage? 

(A) War is immoral. 

(8) Law is less importan t than an ind ivid ual 's beliefs. 

(C) So ld iers f ight aga inst thei r will s. 

(D) Leg islators arc not to be trusted. 

2. Which American cultural va lue docs Thoreau highlight in this passage? 

(A) Rule of law 

(8 ) Indi viduali sm 

(C) Free enterprise 

(D) Equali ty of opponun ity 

3. Which of these federa l officers arc most influenced by public opinion 
polling? 

CA) Senators 

(8) c.lbi nct secre taries 

(C) Federa l judges 

(D) Representatives in the House 
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4. Which of the following is necessary for a public opi nion po lito be 
val id? 

(A) The poll must lise objecti ve, open-ended questions. 

( B) Eq ual nu mbers ofpcople frOln different demographics need 10 be 
polled. 

(C) The poll must be conducted by 11 responsiblc ncws organi zation . 

(D) The POlllllllSt have a low marg in or crror. 

5. Millcnnia ls' poli tical soc ialization was colored by the 911112001 
allaeks by al -Qaeda terrori sts, showing most clearly which c lTect on the 
fonnation of poli tical views? 

(A) The generalional effeci 
(8) The lifecyc1e effec t 

(C) The effect of soc ial med ia 

(D) The effect of globnli zution 

6. Which of the fo llowing is lin accurate comparison of Millennia 15 and 
members of the Silent Generation? 

(A) Favor lough punishments for Favor lenient punishments for 
criminals criminals 

(B) GeneraUy oppose same·sex Generally support same·sex 
marriage marriage 

(C) Tend to believe the United Slates Tend to see the United States as 
should stay out of lorelgn countries a world guardian ol l reedom and 

10) Tend to be Republicans 
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Questions 7 and 8 refer to the passage below. 

So-called "Push pOliS" are not polls at all. They are a form of political 
telemarketing whose intent is not to measure public opinion bul 10 
manipulale-"push"-volers away from one candidate and toward the 
opposing candidate. Such polis defame selected candidates by spreading 
false or misleading information about them. The intent is to disseminate 
campaign propaganda under the guise of conducting a legllimate public 
opinion polL 

-American Association for Public Opinion Research, "Condemned 
Survey Practices," 2017 

7. Which of the fo llow in g questions is most li kely to appear on a push 
poll'! 

(A) Do you approve of increasing the military budget? 

(B) Do you approve of raising property ta xes slightly to help fund 
schools? 

(C) Do you approve of tile waste of money on fai li ng soc ial se rvice 
agencies under the current governor? 

(D) Do you approve of roll ing back environmental regulations to 
encourage business investment'! 

8. Based on the text, wit h which of the foll owing statemen ts would the 
authors most likely agree? 

(A) As long as all sides use push poll ing equally, the effect should be 
minimal. 

(B) Despite its problems, push poll ing gives pollsters a fair sense of 
public opinion. 

(C) Thc gove rnment should pro\'ide campaign funding and regulate 
campai gn practices. 

(0 ) Telemarketing disgu ised as research has decreased response rates 
and harmed public op inion polling. 
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Questions 9 and 10 refer to the graphic below. 

Death Penalty Support by Party 
Percent who favOt death penalty among ••. 
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9. Whieh orthe rollowing best describes a trend in the graph? 
(A) More Democra ts th an Republicans support the death pe nalt y. 

(8) Support for Ihe death pena lty amo ng Republicans, Democrats, and 
indepcndenls has dropped. 

(C) Democratic support for the death pena lty has gradually risen. 

(D) More independe nt s than Republicans support the death penalt y. 

10. Whieh of the fo llowing is an accurate concl usion based on the trends in 
the line graph above and your knowledge of political altitudes? 

(A) Young people arc more li kely to support the death penalty than 
older people. 

(B) Well educa ted people arc more likely to support the denth penalty 
than people with a high sc hool diploma onl y. 

(C) Act ivi sm against the death penalty has fa iled 10 influence public 
opi nion. 

(D) Conse rvatives tend to support the death penalt y more than liberals. 
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FREE-RESPONSE QUESTIONS 

I. "Cons ider Ihe motives or the mcdiu reponing on the polls. Conservati ve 

and liberal media outlets are more likely to report on polls more favorable 
to thei r candidates or portray outlier polls as the true state of the race. And 
even nonp:uti san media outlets know that 'New Poll Shows Race Hasn't 
Changed ' isn' t a great headline. Addi tionally, a med ia company that 
sponsors a poll is probably going to want to hype up their own fi ndings." 

- Harry Entan, 13 Tips for Reading Genera l Election Po ll s 
Like a Pro, 9/2/2016, fi vethirtyeighl.eom 

After reading the tip above, respond to A, S , and C below: 

(A) Describe the behavior the author recommends consumers 
demonstrate in response to polls. 

(8) In the cont ex t of the scenario, ex plain how the behavior dcscribcd 

in parI A affccts clections. 
(C) In thc context o f the scena rio, explai n how the interactions 

betwccn media and voters arfect government. 

2. Use the li ne graphs on the next page to answer the questions below. 

(A) Idcn tify the information conveycd in the g ruphs. 

(B) Describe a simila rity or difference in public opi nion of job 
approval for President Obama and President George \V. Bush. 

(C) Expla in why president ia l approval rat ings can nuctuate, and draw 
a conclusion abollt when Preside nt Bush would have had his best 
chance of mov in g his agenda forward . 

J. In the mid-1 970s, California resident Allan Bakke, a white, 35-year 
o ld man. applied to the University of Cal ifornia-Dav is medica l school. 
The sc hoo l's affirmat ive action policy set as ide 16 of the 100 spots 
excl usively for qua lified minority applicants. The mcdi co l school 
deni ed Bakke's udm ission while it accepted minori ties with lower 
grade point averages (GPAs) and test scores. Bakke alleged the state 
university violated both thc 1964 C ivil Rights Act and the Constitut ion 

in rejecting his application based on his race while ncccpti ng app licants 
of a minority status with lower GPAs and test scores. 

In the decision of Regents of the University 0/ California v. Bakke 
( 1978), the U.S. Supreme Cou n held in a uni<llIc 5:4 mling, that the 
uni versity had via luted the 1964 stilt ute, but that lIsing race as a criterion in 
higher education admiss ions was constitutionally permi ssible. The Court 
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did not declare the practice of affinnativc action unconstitutional but did 
declare that overly strict racial guidel ines violotc the Constitution . 

(A) Identify the constitutional clause relevontto both Regents o/the 
University o/California v. Bakke (1978) and Broll'lI v. Board 0/ 
Education (1954). (See page 305.) 

(8) Explain how the ruling d iffered in the Bakke and Broll'1I cases. 

(C) Desc ribe an actio n students who oppose the Bakke ruli ng can take 

to limit its impact. 
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4. Develop an argument that explains whether publi c opinion polling 
during an election has a positive or negati ve effect on Ameri can 
political li fe. 

In your essay you must: 

• Articu late a defensible claim or thesis that responds to the prompt 

and establishes a line of reasoning 

Su pport you r cla im with at least TWO pieces of accurate and 
relevant in formation 

• At least ONE piece of ev idence must come from one of the 
followi ng founda tional documcnt s: 

- The First Amendment of the Constitution 

- Art icles I and II of tile Constitution 

• Use a second piece from another fou ndationa l document from 
the li st above or your study ofpolitica J bel iefs and public opinion 
polling 

• Usc reasoning to ex pla in why your ev idence sUPI)orts your 

claim/thesis 
• Respond to an opposing or alternat ive perspective usi ng refutat ion. 

concession, or rebullal 

WRITING: USE REBUTTAL 

When you address an opposing or alternative perspective, you can refute it 
by showing logically why it is not as sound a perspective as yours, you can 
concede a poinl (usually a minor one), giving credit to an opposing view where 
credit is due, or you can use rebunal. Not everyone agrees on the differences 
between refutation and rcbunnl, but many sec the difference this way: to refute 
means 10 use f<lCIS, evidence. and logic to successfully disprove an opposing or 
alternative view; to rebut means to offer a countcrargument. even if you can't 
necessarily prove it with facts. Both, Ilowcver, share the mcaning of countering 
an opposing view. To rebut effectively, you need to carefully think through 
opposing or altcmative vicws so you can clearly sec why you disagree with 
them and then make your best assertion about what is wrong with them. 
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