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Public Opinion
L e a r n i n g  O b j e c t i v e s

7-1 Discuss what “public opinion” is and how we measure it. 

7-2 Outline the major factors that shape public opinion. 

7-3  Summarize the arguments for and against the claim that low 

levels of political knowledge among ordinary voters impact 

American democracy. 

7-4  Discuss the relationship between public opinion and public 

policy.
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Chapter 7 Public Opinion 153

least bit that way is 
when public opinion 
polls get the public talk-
ing about how little most 
people know about gov-
ernment or civics. That happened briefly a few years ago 
when Newsweek magazine released the results of a “U.S. 
Citizenship Test.” Among other results, only 14 percent of 
the people knew that the U.S. House of Representatives 
has 435 voting members; only 39 percent knew that U.S. 
senators serve six-year terms; over a quarter did not know 
the name of the sitting vice president of the United States 
(at that time, Joe Biden); and only 12 percent could identify 
any one writer of The Federalist Papers (James Madison, 
Alexander Hamilton, or John Jay).

In the Gettysburg Address, Abraham Lincoln said the 
United States has a government “of the people, by the 
people, and for the people.” That suggests the govern-
ment should do what the people want. If that is the case, 
it is puzzling that:

•	 Today,	the	federal	government	is	running	budget	defi-
cits of over a trillion dollars a year, but most people 
want a balanced budget.

•	 Large	 majorities	 called	 for	 stricter	 gun	 control	 leg-
islation in the wake of the 2012 Sandy Hook school 
shooting, yet no such national reforms passed. 

•	 Over	 the	 last	 several	 decades,	 most	 people	 have	
agreed that there should be a limit on the number of 
terms to which U.S. senators and members of the 
U.S. House of Representatives can be elected, but 
Congress has not approved term limits.

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

First, it bears repeating that the Framers of the 
Constitution did not try to create a government that 
would do from day to day “what the people want.” They 
created a government for the purpose of achieving cer-
tain substantive goals. The Preamble to the Constitution 
lists six of these: “to form a more perfect Union, establish 
Justice, ensure domestic Tranquility, provide for the com-
mon defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure 
the Blessings of Liberty.”

One means of achieving these goals was popular 
rule, as provided for by the right of the people to vote 
for members of the House of Representatives (and later 
for senators and presidential electors). But other means 

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

then
The Founding Fathers believed that most average citi-
zens lacked the time, information, energy, interest, and 
experience to decide on public policy. The Constitution’s 
chief architect, James Madison, argued that direct pop-
ular participation in the decisions of government was a 
recipe for disaster, and that “it is the reason, alone, of 
the public that ought to control and regulate the govern-
ment.”1 Madison and the other Framers looked to “the 
representatives of the people,” most particularly the U.S. 
Senators who were not directly elected until 1913, “as a 
defense to the people against their own temporary errors 
and delusions.”2

nOw
Try imagining any candidate for the U.S. Senate or, for 
that matter, for any federal, state, or local office, winning 
election or reelection, or maintaining high public approval 
ratings after he or she had questioned “rule by the peo-
ple”	or	doubted	the	majority’s	opinions	the	way	that	the	
Framers routinely, matter-of-factly, and publicly did.

Ironically, today about the only circumstances under 
which elected leaders can get away with sounding the 

public opinion How 
people think or feel about 
particular things. 

Exit polls are conducted on Election Day to collect data on what 
 voters think about candidates, issues, and other related topics.
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154 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

favor expanding most government programs and pay-
ing less in taxes (see the discussion in Chapter 18). On 
some	issues,	the	majority	in	favor	one	month	gives	way	
to	the	majority	opposed	the	next,	often	with	no	obvious	
basis for the shift. This raises an important question: How 
much confidence should we place in surveys that pre-
sumably tell us “what the American people think” about 
legislation and other issues?

The	 first	 major	 academic	 studies	 of	 public	 opinion	
and voting, published in the 1940s, painted a distressing 
picture of American democracy. The studies found that, 
while a small group of citizens knew a lot about govern-
ment and had definite ideas on many issues, the vast 
majority	 knew	 next	 to	 nothing	 about	 government	 and	
had only vague notions even on much-publicized public 
policy matters that affected them directly.4 In the ensu-
ing decades, however, other studies painted a somewhat 
more reassuring picture. These studies suggested that, 
while most citizens are poorly informed about govern-
ment and care little about most public policy issues, they 
are nonetheless pretty good at using limited information 
(or cues) to figure out what policies, parties, or candidates 
most nearly reflect their values or favor their interests, and 
then acting (or voting) accordingly.5 

The more closely scholars have studied public opin-
ion on particular issues, the less uniformed, indifferent, 
or fickle it has appeared to be. For example, a study by 
political scientist Terry M. Moe analyzed public opinion 
concerning whether the government should provide par-
ents with publicly funded grants, or vouchers, that they 
can apply toward tuition at private schools. He found that 
although most people are unfamiliar with the voucher 
issue,	 “they	 do	 a	 much	 better	 job	 of	 formulating	 their	

were provided as well: representative government, fed-
eralism, the separation of powers, a Bill of Rights, and 
an	 independent	 judiciary.	These	were	all	 intended	to	be	
checks on public opinion. In addition, the Framers knew 
that in a nation as large and diverse as the United States 
there would rarely be any such thing as “public opin-
ion”; rather, there would be many “publics” (i.e., factions) 
holding many opinions. The Framers hoped the struggle 
among these many publics would protect liberty (no one 
“public” would dominate) while at the same time permit-
ting the adoption of reasonable policies that commanded 
the support of many factions.

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

7-1 What Is public Opinion?
Some years ago, researchers at the University of Cincinnati 
asked 1,200 local residents whether they favored pas-
sage of the Monetary Control Bill. About 21 percent said 
they favored the bill, 25 percent said they opposed it, 
and the rest said they hadn’t thought much about the 
matter or didn’t know. But there was no such thing as 
the Monetary Control Bill. The researchers made it up. 
About 26 percent of the people questioned in a national 
survey also expressed opinions on the same nonexistent 
piece of legislation.3	 In	 many	 surveys,	 wide	 majorities	

Majority Opinion and public policy

For the most part, the Framers of the Constitution thought 
that public opinion should play only a limited and indirect 
role in making public policy (see Chapters 1 and 2). They 
favored representative democracy over direct democ-
racy. They doubted that most people would have the 
time, energy, interest, information, or expertise to deliber-
ate and decide well on policy matters. They worried that 
majority opinion would often be fickle, factious, and overly 
influenced by short-term thinking. Thus, in Federalist No. 
63, did James Madison reflect on the need to defend 
“the people against their own temporary errors and delu-
sions” and the “tyranny of their own passions.” On the 
other hand, however, the Framers believed that while 

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

Constitutional ConneCtions
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7-1 What Is Public Opinion? 155

prediction, espe cially in 
close elec tions, gener-
ally speaking, polling is 
typically accurate.

For any  population 
over 500,000,  pollsters 
need to make about 
15,000 telephone calls 
to reach a number of 
respondents (techni cally, 
the number com putes 
to 1,065) sufficient to 
ensure that the opin-
ions of the sample differ 
only slightly (by plus or 
minus 3 percent) from 
what the results would 
have been had they 
interviewed the entire 
population from which 
the sample was drawn. 
That can be very expen-
sive to do. As a result, 
firms have begun to investigate other methods of con-
ducting polls, such as recruiting volunteers online. Such 
methods have worked well in some instances, but not in 
others. Whether such techniques can be shown to be 
as high quality as  standard random sampling remains to 
be seen.7

how Do We ask Questions?
The first step to obtaining quality information from a poll 
is to draw the sample correctly. The second is to ask the 
questions correctly. Pollsters aim to write their questions 
clearly and plainly, so as to avoid ambiguity and loaded 
language. They do so because how they ask the ques-
tions determines the answers they get.

Survey researchers spend considerable time worrying 
about question wording: the specific phrases used to 
describe policies in survey questions. For example, in one 
canonical study, researchers conducted an experiment. 
Half of the respondents were asked how much they 
supported government welfare programs, and half were 
asked how much they supported government aid to the 
poor. Researchers expected the two items to give very 
similar results, as welfare programs are the government’s 
efforts to aid the poor. However, when they conducted 
the study, the two items gave very different results, with 
many more respondents supporting aid to the poor.8 
When researchers did a follow-up study to investigate 
this discrepancy, they found a surprising result: while 
researchers see welfare and aid to the poor as the same 
thing, respondents did not. For respondents, government 
welfare programs meant  policies such as food stamps or 

opinions than skeptics would lead us to expect.” When 
supplied with basic information, average citizens adopt 
“their	positions	for	good	substantive	reasons,	just	as	the	
informed do.”6 As this example suggests, we will see in 
this chapter that while there are important limits to what 
public opinion can tell us, it is less fickle and transient 
than it seems at first glance.

how Do We Measure public Opinion?
If properly conducted, a survey of public opinion— 
popularly called a poll—can capture the opinions of 
300   million citizens by interviewing as few as 1,500 of 
them. To draw valid conclusions from such a poll, two 
particular ingredients are needed: a properly drawn sam-
ple and carefully worded questions.

No poll, whatever it asks and however it is worded, 
can provide us with a reasonably accurate measure of 
how people think or feel unless the persons polled are a 
random sample of the entire population, meaning that 
any given voter or adult has an equal chance of being 
interviewed. Through a process called stratified or mul-
tistage area sampling, the pollster makes a list of all the 
geographical units in the country—say all the counties—
and groups (or “stratifies”) them by size of their popula-
tion. The pollster then selects at random units from each 
group or stratum in proportion to its total population. 
Within each selected county, smaller and smaller geo-
graphical units (down to particular blocks or streets) are 
chosen, and then, within the smallest unit, individuals are 
selected at random (by, for example, choosing the old-
est occupant of every fifth house). These methods were 
initially developed to conduct in-person polls. Such polls 
are extremely expensive and time-intensive to conduct, 
so gradually pollsters shifted to interviewing respondents 
by (land-line) telephone. Today, with the decline of land 
lines and the rise of cell phones, leading polling firms still 
do some interviews via land lines, but also do many via 
cell phones as well, though the basic idea of random 
sampling remains the same.

If this process is repeated using equally randomized 
methods, the pollster might get slightly different results. 
The difference between the results of two surveys or 
samples is called sampling error. For example, if one 
random sample shows that 70 percent of all Americans 
approve	of	the	way	the	president	is	handling	the	job,	and	
another random sample taken at the same time shows 
that 65 percent do, the sampling error is 5 percent.

When properly conducted, polls are quite accurate, 
though	certainly	not	infallible.	Since	1952,	most	major	polls	
have in fact picked the winner of the presidential election. 
Likewise, exit polls, interviews with randomly selected 
voters conducted at polling places on election day in a 
representative sample of voting districts, have proven to 
be quite accurate. While there are occasionally errors in 

poll A survey of public 
opinion.

random sample Method of 
selecting from a population 
in which each person has an 
equal probability of being 
selected.

sampling error The 
difference between the 
results of random samples 
taken at the same time.

exit polls Polls based on 
interviews conducted on 
election day with randomly 
selected voters.

question wording The way 
in which survey questions 
are phrased, which 
influences how respondents 
answer them.
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156 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

wordings or order effects that could affect the results. 
Look for other high-quality polls conducted around the 
same time, and see if they offer similar results. If you 
find multiple polls, using different well-worded questions 
that yield similar results, then you have found something 
you	can	 trust.	 In	contrast,	 if	 there	 is	 just	one	poll,	with	
an oddly worded question, that shows support for a 
 particular  policy, then you should be more skeptical of 
that result.

7-2 What Drives Opinion?
To understand public opinion and how it shapes govern-
ment policy, we need to understand why it differs across 
individuals. What factors make people hold different atti-
tudes and beliefs? A complete answer to that question 
is beyond the scope of this book (and is not really even 
knowable), but political scientists focus on three main 
factors that shape attitudes: political socialization and the 
family, demographic factors, and individuals’ partisanship 
and ideology. While these are not the only factors that 
explain why people believe what they do (e.g., the mass 
media also matters, as we discuss in Chapter 12), they 
are among the most important.

political Socialization and the Family
For a long time, scholars have known that people acquire 
their	political	views	from	their	 families.	The	great	major-
ity of high school students know the party affiliation of 
their parents, and only a tiny minority of children supports 
a party opposite that of their parents.13 Likewise, chil-
dren’s views on the issues tend to be broadly similar to 
those of their parents. It is not that children automatically 
adopt	the	views	of	their	parents,	but	rather,	just	as	par-
ents influence a child’s religion or general outlook on life, 
they influence a child’s political views as well. We refer 
to this process as political socialization. A  child’s 
first experience with politics is in the home, and so it 
should not be surprising that the parents’ views shape 
the child’s views.

This happens via two mechanisms. First, there is 
some evidence that some political attitudes can be passed 
genetically	 from	 parents	 to	 child,	 just	 like	 height	 or	 eye	
color.14 We should note that while some political scientists 
accept this evidence, others dispute it.15 The fairest thing 
to say is that there is suggestive evidence for the genetic 
transmission of political traits, but more work is needed to 
definitively establish it. Second, and much less controver-
sially, scholars argue that children learn from the political 
cues provided by their parents. If the parents sit around the 
dinner table—or the evening television—and discuss poli-
tics and global affairs, the children learn where their parents 
stand on the issues of the day (and where the children think 

public housing. But aid 
to the poor included not 
only those items, but 
also other policies such 
as homeless shelters, 
soup kitchens, and food 

banks. Respondents viewed these latter programs more 
positively, and hence were more supportive of aid to the 
poor.9 By equating welfare and aid to the poor, research-
ers had set up a misleading comparison.

The debate over abortion rights provides another 
example of how question wording can yield flawed 
conclusions. Imagine that we wanted to answer a 
seemingly basic question about abortion attitudes: 
Are more Americans pro-life or pro-choice? Many sur-
veys purport to answer this question. In a recent one, 
68 percent of Americans said the phrase “pro-choice” 
described them “very well” or “somewhat well.” In 
that	 same	 survey,	 just	 a	 few	 questions	 later,	 71	 per-
cent same the same thing about the phrase “pro-life.”10 
As these numbers make clear, many respondents 
consider themselves both pro-life and pro-choice. 
Ordinary Americans views on abortion are complex and 
not easily captured by these sorts of simplistic terms: 
Americans generally support the principles of choice, 
but want abortion to be limited to particular circum-
stances.11 They are both pro-choice and pro-life, and 
do not fit neatly into one category or the other. To actu-
ally understand where the public stands on this issue—
or any other one—we need to avoid asking questions 
that oversimplify difficult policy issues.

Not only can the wording of a question influence the 
results, but so can the order in which we ask the items. 
For example, in one study, researchers wanted to under-
stand public support for gay rights, and asked about both 
gay marriage and civil unions. If they asked about civil 
unions before gay marriage, 49% supported civil unions. 
But if they asked about gay marriage first, support for civil 
unions increased to 56%.12 Why the shift? Some respon-
dents seem to be uneasy with full gay marriage, but could 
support civil unions as a middle ground. By asking about 
gay marriage first, and then asking about civil unions, it 
allowed respondents to see civil unions as a compromise 
position. But when civil unions were asked first, respon-
dents lacked this contrast effect, and hence support for 
them was lower. Asking the questions in a different order 
affected the results.

You might be thinking at this point that we can never 
trust public opinion data, but that fear is unwarranted. 
Public opinion data can offer us very valuable insights 
into what the public wants from its leaders and its govern-
ment, but to do that, the survey needs to be conducted 
with care. When you see a poll reported in the news, 
carefully scrutinize the questions, and look for particular 

political socialization 
Process by which 
background traits influence 
one’s political views.
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7-2 What Drives Opinion? 157

when they are in high 
school and  college).17 
For most people, this 
period is the first time 
they really notice poli-
tics, and these initial 
events shape how they 
see the political world. 
Those who came of age 
in the 1960s, during the Civil Rights movement, the pro-
tests against the Vietnam War, and student unrest, saw 
the political world fundamentally differently from their par-
ents, who came of age during the years immediately after 
World War II. Likewise, today’s students, who do not 
remember a pre-9/11 world, see the political world differ-
ently from their parents (who came of age during the end 
of the Cold War). Early experiences shape political atti-
tudes and persist throughout the life cycle.

We can examine political attitudes over the life cycle 
to see this. Americans who were born in 1941, and who 
would be 75 in 2016, came of age during the presi-
dency of Dwight Eisenhower, a popular Republican. As 
a result, these voters are consistently more Republican 
than Democratic, even today. However, those born 
10 years later in 1952 (and would be age 65 in 2012) 
are somewhat more Democratic having grown up dur-
ing the Great Society with President Lyndon Johnson. 
Likewise, young voters today, who first experienced 
politics during the Obama years, are more Democratic. 
But those who came of age during the Ronald Reagan 
and George H.W. Bush years (the parents of today’s 
young adults) are more Republican.18 The early experi-
ences during our formative years powerfully shape our 
political views.

This helps us understand that it is not the case that 
young people are more liberal and older people are 
more conservative. Compared to older Americans, for 

Opinions on americans

It is not surprising that most Americans have a favorable 
view of Americans; but what opinions on Americans 
are held by people in other countries?

By the same token, a majority of Americans typically 
expresses confidence in the U.S. president; but do 
majorities in other nations share that confidence?

For several years now, the Pew Global Attitudes Project 
has conducted sophisticated, in-depth opinion polls 
in dozens of nations. Below are two sets of selected 
results from its 2012 survey.

How we Compare

top Five & U.s. bottom Five

United States, 80% Jordan, 12%

Italy, 74% Pakistan, 12%

Japan, 72% Turkey, 15%

Poland, 69% Egypt, 19%

France, 69% Greece, 35%

Percent with “a favorable view of the american 
people,” 2012

top Five & U.s. bottom Five

Germany, 87% Pakistan, 7%

France, 86% Jordan, 22%

Britain, 80% Turkey, 24%

Czech Republic, 77% Tunisia, 28%

Japan, 74% Egypt, 29%

United States, 61%

Source: Data from Pew Charitable Trusts.

Percent with “confidence in the U.s.  
president,” 2012

they themselves should stand). Such effects are especially 
pronounced in highly politicized families where politics is a 
more frequent topic of conversation.16

Of course, to say that parents and the family greatly 
shape one’s political outlook is not to say that they deter-
mine it completely. The political environment in which they 
come of age also heavily influences children’s attitudes. 
Political scientists call this the impressionable years 
hypothesis: Young people’s political attitudes are very 
strongly influenced by what happens during their forma-
tive years (roughly their mid-teens through their mid-20s, 

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

A family watches a speech by former Senator Rick Santorum (R-PA) 
during the 2012 South Carolina primary.
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158 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

in vastly different environments, they have vastly different 
attitudes.

This same pattern of higher youth support holds true 
even in subgroups opposed to gay marriage. For exam-
ple, overall, white evangelical Protestants are sharply 
opposed to same-sex marriage (only 27% support same-
sex marriage). But even among this group, younger voters 
are much more supportive: Millennial white evangelicals 
are twice as likely to support same-sex marriage as senior 
citizen white evangelicals (43% vs. 19%).20 As younger 
voters continue to replace older voters in the electorate, 
attitudes on same-sex marriage and similar issues will 
continue to evolve.

Demographic Factors
The family, however, is not the only factor that shapes 
why we believe what we believe. Our demographic 
traits—our race and ethnicity, gender, age, social class/
income, religion, and so forth—also powerfully shape 
and influence our political attitudes. While there are 
many different demographic factors that shape political 
attitudes, we consider only a few of the most salient 
ones here in the interest of space: gender, race and 
ethnicity, religion, and social class/income. Together, 
these demographic factors highlight how who we are 
what we believe.

example, citizens aged 18 to 29 are more likely to favor 
gay marriage and to support a stronger safety net (the 
liberal view), but also more likely to favor letting people 
invest some of their Social Security contribution in the 
stock market (the conservative view). Furthermore, on 
other salient issues, such as abortion and gun control, 
differences are nonexistent to very slight. As we see in 
Figure 7.1, the reality of age differences in opinion is more 
complex than many suppose.

The largest gaps between younger and older voters 
come from their different attitudes toward government’s 
regulation of appropriate behavior. Such differences 
stem from broad changes in society. For example, when 
today’s senior citizens were growing up, family structures 
were more traditional: there were two parents, the man 
worked, and the woman stayed home. Different arrange-
ments—single parents, divorce, and so forth—were stig-
matized. As a result, these older voters are more likely to 
favor traditional gender roles and family structures.19 Even 
more strikingly, a generation ago, homosexuality was 
criminalized and seen as a mental disorder. But today, it is 
broadly accepted and part of society. It should not be ter-
ribly surprising, then, to learn that support for gay rights, 
especially same-sex marriage, is markedly higher among 
younger voters (see Figure 7.1). Both of these examples 
highlight the importance of the impressionable years and 
socialization: Because today’s teens and seniors grew up 

Source: Pew Research Center, “The Generation Gap and the 2012 Election,” November 2011; * From 
Pew Research Center, “Partisan Polarization Surges in Bush, Obama Years: Trends in American Values,  
1987–2012,” June 2012.

 Figure 7.1     Opinion gaps between Young adults and senior citizens

Favor allowing gay and lesbian
couples to marry*
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Blacks and whites 
hold many similar polit-
ical attitudes. Both blacks 
and whites want our 
courts to be tougher in 
handling criminals, oppose the idea of making abortion 
legal in all cases, agree that government is typically waste-
ful, and think that everyone has it in his or her own power 
to succeed.23 Similarly, African Americans and whites both 
strongly agree that blacks and whites can get along in 
America.24

There are, however, sharp differences between white 
and black attitudes on other public policy questions, 
as we see in Figure 7.3. For example, blacks are much 
more likely than whites to support affirmative action or to 
oppose the use of military force. African Americans are 
also, generally speaking, more supportive of efforts to 
help the poor and disadvantaged. But perhaps the larg-
est black-white opinion gap concerns attitudes toward 
the	criminal	justice	system.	African	Americans	are	much	
more	 likely	 to	 think	 that	 the	 criminal	 justice	 system	 is	
unfair and is biased against minorities.

Why are African Americans so much more negative 
toward	the	 justice	system?	Much	of	 the	answer	stems	
from	their	differential	experiences	with	the	criminal	justice	
system. African Americans are more likely to have had 
negative	interactions	with	the	criminal	justice	system,	as	
have their African American friends and family.25 Events 
surrounding the deaths of Michael Brown in Ferguson, 
Missouri, Freddie Grey in Baltimore, Maryland, and oth-
ers in New York City, Cleveland, and elsewhere around 
the country, have once again brought such issues 
to national attention, and raised the salience of these 
divides.

the Gender Gap
Journalists often point out that women have “deserted” 
Republican candidates to favor Democratic ones. In some 
cases, this is true. But it would be equally correct to say that 
men have “deserted” Democratic candidates for Republican 
ones. The gender gap is the difference in political views 
between men and women. As we see in Chapters 9 and 10, 
women are more likely than men to identify as Democrats 
and to vote for Democratic candidates.

Behind the gender gap in partisan self-identification 
and voting are differences between men and women over 
prominent political issues and which issues matter most. 
Many initially assumed that abortion drove the gender 
gap, but this turns out to be incorrect. On average, there 
have consistently been only very modest differences 
between men and women on abortion over time. Instead, 
two other factors drive the gender gap: women hold more 
liberal social welfare and foreign policy attitudes than 
men, and they are more likely to see social welfare issues 
as more important.21 Women are more likely than men 
to favor activist government, universal health care, envi-
ronmental protection regulations, antipoverty programs, 
and laws supporting same-sex marriage, and less likely 
than men to favor cutting taxes at the expense of social 
services or to support military interventions. Figure 7.2 
shows these trends graphically.

race and ethnicity
Perhaps the most striking political difference between 
African Americans and whites is that African-Americans 
are overwhelmingly Democratic, and have been so since 
the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s; we return to this 
point more in Chapters 9 and 10.22

gender gap Difference in 
political views between men 
and women.

 Figure 7.2  the gender gap in Public Opinion
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Source: Pew Research Center, “The Gender Gap: Three Decades Old, As Wide As Ever,” March 2012.
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160 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

do emerge. On issues that most directly speak to the 
concerns and experiences of Latinos—issues such as 
immigration reform or bilingual education—Latinos’ 
attitudes are markedly different from other Americans. 
They are also more likely to support efforts to help the 
less well off, such as raising the minimum wage. But 
on	a	wide	 range	of	other	 issues,	such	as	 jobs,	educa-
tion, and foreign policy, Latinos’ views look very similar 
to other Americans, as we see in Figure 7.4. There are 
also important generational differences, with Latinos 
who were born in the United States being more similar to 
other Americans than those who immigrated here from 
other nations.26

religion
As we discussed in Chapter 4, Americans are a religious 
people, especially compared to the more secular nations 
of Western Europe. Given this religiosity, it is perhaps not 
surprising that religion shapes public opinion on many 
political issues. While we typically think that religious 
people are all on the conservative end of the spectrum, 
that is not in fact the case. As we will see, the relation-
ship between religion and public opinion is more nuanced 
than this stereotype would suggest.

Fifty years ago, discussions of religion and politics 
focused more on differences between denominations, 
which at that time largely meant Protestants, Catholics, 
and Jews. Such divisions remain useful: In general, Jewish 
Americans, as well as African American Protestants, 
tend to remain on the left, evangelical (or born-again) 

But contemporary America is not simply limited to 
African Americans and whites, but contains a multitude 
of ethnic groups from around the world. Most notably, 
Latinos are now the largest minority group in America, 
numbering more than 50 million people. While research 
on Latino public opinion is still in its infancy, today there 
is a growing body of research exploring how Latinos 
 differ—and how they do not—from other Americans.

At the outset, we note that it is difficult to speak of 
“Latino” public opinion. With 50 million Latinos coming 
from a diverse array of countries throughout Central and 
South America, one cannot say that all Latinos share a 
particular point of view. That said, some broad patterns 

 Figure 7.3  Public Opinion in black and white

Source: Pew Research Center, “The Black and White of Public Opinion,” October 2005. * From Pew 
Research Center, “Ferguson Highlights Deep Divisions Between Blacks and Whites in America,” November 
2014. ** From Dan Balz and Scott Clement, “On Racial Issues, American Is Divided Both Black and White 
and Red and Blue,” Washington Post, December 27, 2014.
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Marco Rubio, the Hispanic son of exiles from Cuba, is a Republican 
elected by Florida to the United States Senate in 2010.
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 Figure 7.4  Latino Public Opinion 

Source: Pew Research Center, “Latino Voters and the 2014 Midterm Elections: Geography, Close 
Races and Views of Social Issues,” October 2014. * From Latino Decisions, “Latino Voter Attitudes 
Towards Immigration Reform Policy,” January 2013.
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Immigration reform: Client or Majoritarian politics?

One of President Barack Obama’s top domestic priorities 
at the start of his second term was immigration reform. 
Efforts to pass immigration legislation dated back to 
the George W. Bush administration, when a proposal 
to allow illegal immigrants residing in the United States 
an opportunity to earn citizenship after paying fines and 
back taxes, waiting for legal applicants to have their files 
processed, and meeting other requirements failed after 
vehement opposition from some interest groups. Since 
then, interest groups in support of a “path to citizen-
ship” for illegal immigrants have mobilized, but major 
opposition continues to be active as well. For example, 
when President Obama proposed an executive action in 
2014 to offer temporary legal status to some immigrants, 
many Republicans vowed to block its implementation. 
Why is immigration reform such a politically charged 
issue?

Opponents of a “path to citizenship” (or what they call 
“amnesty”) for illegal immigrants include the Federation 
for American Immigration Reform and the Center for 
Immigration Studies. These groups contend that people 
who have broken immigration laws should not be permit-
ted to stay in the United States legally. They say the federal 
government should focus on border protection and law 
enforcement, not a reward for law-breakers. Immigration 
reform, in their view, is client politics—the American 
public at large pays for illegal immigrants through pro-
viding them education and emergency medical services 
(pursuant to Supreme Court decisions). Providing a path 

to citizenship additionally means that people lose confi-
dence that the federal government will uphold the law, so 
the long-term health of American democracy suffers to 
benefit a few.

Supporters of immigration reform include the National 
Immigration Forum and the PICO (People Improving 
Communities Through Organizing) National Network. 
They present a “path to citizenship” as majoritarian poli-
tics—everyone, including illegal immigrants, pays for this 
opportunity through hard work and taxes, and everyone 
benefits by ensuring an economically productive, just, 
and humane society. Advocates of the “DREAM Act” 
(Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors) 
make a client-politics case that the children of illegal 
immigrants should not suffer for their parents’ mistakes 
and should have a path to citizenship; but these groups 
also make the majoritarian politics argument that the 
United States as a whole benefits from comprehensive 
immigration reform.
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162 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

school prayer.32 Such efforts suggest that the relation-
ship between religion and public opinion will continue to 
evolve in the 21st century.

Social Class and Income
Americans speak of “social class” with embarrassment. 
The norm of equality tugs at our consciences, urging us 
to	judge	people	as	individuals,	not	as	parts	of	some	social	
group (such as “the lower class”). Social scientists speak 
of “class” with confusion. They know it exists but quarrel 
constantly about how to define it: by income? occupa-
tion? wealth? schooling? prestige? personality?

Let’s face up to the embarrassment and skip over 
the confusion. Truck drivers and investment bankers 
look differently, talk differently, and vote differently. There 
is nothing wrong with saying that the first group consists 
of “working-class” (or “blue-collar”) people and the latter 
of “upper-class” (or “management”) people. Moreover, 
though different definitions of class produce slightly dif-
ferent groupings of people, most definitions overlap to 
such an extent that it does not matter too much which 
we use.

However defined, public opinion and voting have 
been less determined by class in the United States 
than in Europe, and these cleavages have weakened 
everywhere in recent years. In the 1950s, V. O. Key 
found that differences in political opinion were closely 
associated with occupation. He noted that people 
holding	managerial	 or	professional	 jobs	had	distinctly	
more conservative views on social welfare policy and 
more internationalist views on foreign policy than 
manual workers.33 During the next decade, this pat-
tern changed greatly. Opinion surveys done in the late 
1960s showed that business and professional people 
had views quite similar to those of manual workers on 
matters such as the poverty program, health insurance, 
American policy in Vietnam, and government efforts to 
create	jobs.34

Similar patterns have continued to hold over time: 
differences between social classes and incomes are rela-
tively modest on a wide variety of public policy  questions.35 
There are, however, some important differences on 

Protestants are more on the right, with Catholics and 
mainline Protestants more in the middle of the ideological 
spectrum.

But in recent years, scholars have noticed another 
important division: the divide between those who are more 
religious and those who are less so. Those who are more reli-
gious are more conservative—often  considerably more con-
servative—on issues of sex and the  family, such as abortion 
and gay marriage.27 For  example, among Christians who 
attend church weekly (and hence are more religious), 39 
percent support banning abortion in all circumstances, but 
among those who seldom or never attend worship services, 
that figure is only 11  percent.28 As we saw above, evan-
gelicals (most of whom take a conservative view on social 
issues) are strongly opposed to gay marriage. Such links are 
not terribly surprising: Many religious traditions, especially 
Christian traditions, take a conservative position on issues 
of reproduction and the family, so it is not surprising that 
religious individuals adopt them. Indeed, when asked, those 
who are highly religious say that their faith drives their posi-
tion on these types of issues.29 This suggests that the ste-
reotype that highly religious people are more conservative is 
true at least some of the time.

Yet on other issues, we see a quite different pattern. 
How religious one is has no effect on attitudes toward 
immigration (controlling for other relevant demographics). 
And on the death penalty and support for environmental 
spending, those who are more religious are more liberal 
(i.e., more opposed to the death penalty and more sup-
portive of environmental spending).30 This stands in sharp 
contrast to the stereotype that religious individuals are 
always more conservative. But such findings should not 
surprise us: Many of these same faith traditions speak out 
against the death penalty and support greater environ-
mental stewardship. For example, in 2010, the Southern 
Baptist Convention—the largest evangelical Christian 
denomination—denounced the government’s handling 
of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill and called for greater 
efforts at environmental stewardship and conservation.31 
Likewise, some evangelical pastors have also begun pro-
mulgating a message more focused on helping the poor 
and feeding the sick than on abortion, gay marriage, and 

perceived by different groups and why? What are the con-
sequences for  enacting legislation?

Sources: Ted Hesson, “Grassroots Activists and 5 Others 
Against Immigration Reform,” ABCNews.com, May 20, 
2013; “Evangelical Pastors Push Immigration Overhaul,” 
LatinoTimes.com, April 6, 2013.

If an issue is perceived as client politics, then the group 
that benefits needs to be viewed as deserving of those 
benefits for legislation to pass. If an issue is viewed as 
majoritarian politics, then the legislation must be seen 
as in the general public interest. Is immigration reform 
an example of client or majoritarian politics? How is it 
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Simply put, parti-
sanship has a power-
ful, even fundamental, 
influence on citizens’ 
attitudes. On issue after 
issue—taxes,  spending 
on social programs, 
gun control, and many 
 others—Democrats and 
Republicans have differ-
ent opinions. Identi fying 
with a party powerfully 
shapes an individual’s 
beliefs.37

Such differences between ordinary Democrats and 
Republicans are driven by differences among elected offi-
cials. Ordinary Democrats and Republicans look to 
Democratic and Republican officials to know where to stand 
on the issues.38 When people watch a media report about a 
political issue, the media typically use elected officials from 
the parties to represent the various positions,39 meaning 
that the political parties define the competing perspectives 
on the issues for most people. Because Democratic and 
Republican elected officials diverge on these issues, so do 
ordinary voters (though the differences between ordinary 
 voters are much more muted, as we will see).

This	is	not	just	blind	obedience.	Rather,	it	reflects	the	
fact that people identify with a party because it shares 
their values, and as a result, they will follow the lead of 
their party’s officials. So, if you are a Democrat, you might 
look to, say, Elizabeth Warren or President Obama to see 
where they stand on the issue, and follow suit. Likewise, 
a Republican might do the same with Marco Rubio or 
Mitch McConnell. The attitudes of ordinary Democrats and 
Republicans reflect the opinions of elite Democrats and 
Republicans.

If ordinary Americans’ attitudes reflect of the attitudes 
of political elites, then this raises an important question: 
Are ordinary voters now polarized? Over the past 50 years 
or so, elected Democrats and Republicans (especially in 
Congress) have become much more sharply divided.40 As 
we see in Chapter 13, Democratic members of Congress 
are essentially all on the left, and elected Republicans are 
essentially all on the right. Is the same thing true of ordi-
nary Democrats and Republicans? The answer is no. The 
most careful analysis done of the attitudes of ordinary 
Democrats and Republicans is that they are relatively 
moderate on most issues.41 Elites may be polarized, but 
ordinary voters are not.

But how can this be: If ordinary Americans’ attitudes 
reflect those of elites, and elites are polarized, how is the 
mass public not? The answer is that ordinary voters have 
sorted, but they have not polarized.42 Party sorting is the 

Party sorting The 
alignment of partisanship 
and issue positions so that 
Democrats tend to take 
more liberal positions and 
Republicans tend to take 
more conservative ones.

certain economic issues, especially between the very rich 
(the “1 percent” or the “0.1  percent”) and everyone else. 
In general, the very wealthy are (relative to the general 
public) less supportive of the social safety net, govern-
ment health insurance, government regulation, and redis-
tribution (especially via taxes).36 As we will see, these 
differences can have important consequences for public 
policy.

the Limits of Demographics
As we have seen throughout this section, various groups 
in America hold different opinions—blacks differ from 
whites, women from men, and so forth. But such pat-
terns are, at best, averages, and do not describe every-
one. Plumbers and professors may have similar incomes, 
but they rarely have similar views, and businesspeople 
in New York City often take a very different view of gov-
ernment than businesspeople in Houston or Birmingham. 
Your best friend may be a conservative African American 
Republican, or your wealthy neighbor may be far to the 
left on economic issues. In short, knowing someone’s 
demographics gives us a good guess as to their views 
on	the	issues,	but	it	is	just	that:	a	good	guess.	To	really	
understand	their	views,	we	need	to	know	more	than	just	
their demographic attributes.

political partisanship and Ideology
After familial socialization, the largest influence on what 
citizens believe is their political partisanship and their ide-
ological beliefs. When we talk about partisanship  or 
partisan identity, we mean people’s attachment to their 
political party: Do they think of themselves as a Democrat 
or a Republican? We address partisanship in more detail 
in Chapter 9, but here, we consider its influence on citi-
zens’ attitudes.

partisanship An individual’s 
identification with a party; 
whether they consider 
themselves a Democrat, 
Republican, or Independent.

Mia Love (R-UT) meets with voters during the 2014 campaign.
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164 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

left,	 Republicans	 are	 on	 the	 right),	 they	 are	 largely	 just	
to the left or right of the center. They are “slightly liberal” 
or “slightly conservative” more than “very liberal” or “very 
conservative.”44 Furthermore, as we see below, most 
Americans are not terribly well informed about politics, 
nor are they especially interested in it. Given this, it is 
unlikely that they will adopt the sort of extreme positions 
that would be required to generate extensive mass polar-
ization. Sorting does increase mass polarization, but only 
very slightly. We can say the electorate has become quite 
a bit better sorted, but not really very polarized.

While ordinary voters have not polarized, the same is 
not true for those who are most active in politics. Among 
those who are politically active and participate in cam-
paigns, polarization is a more accurate description of 
what has happened.45 They have moved to the extremes, 
and as we see in later chapters, this has important con-
sequences for elected officials.

political Ideology
Partisanship is not the only core fundamental identity 
that shapes public opinion: so does one’s ideology, 
whether one is a liberal or a conservative. Up to now 
the words liberal and conservative have been used as 
though everyone agrees on what they mean and as if 
they accurately describe general sets of political beliefs 
held by large segments of the population. Neither of 
these assumptions is correct. Like many useful words—
love, justice, happiness—they are as vague as they are 
indispensable.

When we refer to people as liberals, conservatives, 
socialists, or radicals, we are implying that they have a 
patterned set of beliefs about how government and other 
important institutions in fact operate and how they ought 
to operate, and in particular about what kinds of policies 
government ought to pursue. These groups are said to 
display to some degree a political ideology—that is, 
a more or less consistent set of beliefs about what poli-
cies government ought to pursue.

Political scientists measure the extent to which peo-
ple have a political ideology in two ways. The first is by 
seeing how frequently people use broad political cat-
egories (such as “liberal,” “conservative,” “radical”) to 
describe their own views, which is sometimes referred 
to as symbolic ideology. This second method involves a 
simple mathematical procedure: measuring how accu-
rately	 one	 can	 predict	 a	 person’s	 view	 on	 a	 subject	 at	
one	time	based	on	his	or	her	view	on	that	subject	at	an	
earlier time, or measuring how accurately one can predict 
a person’s view on one issue based on his or her view on 
a different issue. The higher the accuracy of such predic-
tions (or correlations), the more we say a person’s political 
opinions display “constraint” or ideology.

process of aligning issue 
positions and party. So 
today, unlike 40 years 
ago, ordinary Democrats 
tend to take the liberal 
position on the issues, 

and ordinary Republicans the conservative one. For exam-
ple, according to data from the Pew Research Center, in 
1994, only 30 percent of Democrats took positions that 
were	(on	average)	liberal,	but	by	2014,	that	had	jumped	to	
56  percent (the corresponding figures for Republicans are 
45 percent and 53 percent).43 Over time, voters’ views on 
the issues have become more consistent with their partisan-
ship, as we see Figure 7.5.

While Americans have sorted, they have not gone all 
the way to the ideological poles. As the numbers from 
Pew make clear, there is still a great deal of heterogeneity 
in the mass public: Nearly half of each party takes posi-
tions that are centrist or on the opposite ideological side 
from their party. Likewise, in that same study, 39 percent 
of Americans take views that are best described as cen-
trist. Sorted, rather than polarized, best describes ordi-
nary Americans.

But one might logically ask: If sorting continues, 
will ordinary Americans come to be deeply polarized? It 
certainly is possible: If everyone sorted, then the coun-
try would certainly be more polarized. However, such a 
situation is unlikely. While people now take more consis-
tent positions on the issues (i.e., Democrats are on the 

political ideology A more 
or less consistent set of 
beliefs about what policies 
government ought to pursue.

 Figure 7.5  growing ideological consistency, 
1994–2014

Source: Pew Research Center, “Political Polarization in the 
American Public,” June 2014.
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10 percent of Americans 
are bystand ers, who are 
largely removed from the 
political process.

Dig deeper into 
the data on these groups (also available via the same 
website cited above), such as the related survey findings 
regarding each group’s socioeconomic status and views 
on religion and other matters that affect politics, and 
you will see that the old three-way (liberal-conservative-
moderate) self-identification surveys probably obscured 
more than they revealed regarding most Americans’ 
opinions about many different political issues. This 
underlines what we said above about polarization. The 
politically active and engaged—the steadfast liberals and 
conservatives—are divided and ideological. But most 
Americans, even if they have sorted and now take the 
party’s views on some issues, are moderate, centrist, 
and less ideological. Ideology is more for elites than for 
ordinary voters.

Liberal and Conservative elites
Although the terms liberal and conservative do not ade-
quately describe the political views held by most average 
Americans, they do capture the views held by many, per-
haps most, people who are in the country’s political elite. 
As we discussed in Chapter 1, every society has an elite 
because in every society government officials have more 
power than ordinary folk, some persons make more 
money than others, and some people are more popular 
than others. The former Soviet Union even had an official 
name for the political elite—the nomenklatura.

In America, we often refer to political elites more 
casually as “activists”—people who hold office, run for 
office, work in campaigns or on newspapers, lead inter-
est groups and social movements, and speak out on 
public issues. Being an activist is not an all-or-nothing 
proposition: People display differing degrees of activism, 
from full-time politicians to persons who occasionally get 
involved in a campaign (see Chapter 8). But the more a 
person is an activist, the more likely it is that he or she 
will display ideological consistency on the conventional 
 liberal-conservative spectrum.

The reasons for this greater consistency seem to be 
information and peers. First, we consider information. 
In general, the better informed people are about poli-
tics and the more interest they take in politics, the more 
likely they are to have consistently liberal or conserva-
tive views.48 This higher level of information and interest 
may lead them to find relationships among issues that 
others don’t see and to learn from the media and else-
where what are the “right” things to believe. This does 
not mean there are no differences among liberal elites 

political elites Persons 
with a disproportionate 
share of political power.

Looking at the first method (can Americans iden-
tify themselves as liberal, moderate, or conservative), it 
seems like many Americans can select an ideological 
orientation for themselves. For example, in 2012, 22 
percent identified as liberals, 36 percent identified as 
conservatives, and 37 percent identified as moderates, 
and those patterns have been roughly stable for over a 
decade.46 Yet that simple question belies a host of com-
plexity. When we dig slightly deeper, we find that many 
people adopt those labels without having much of an 
understanding of what they mean. When given an option 
to say they “don’t know” which label best describes 
them, many Americans choose that option—indeed, it is 
often the plurality response. Furthermore, many people’s 
views on the issues (what they think of taxes and spend-
ing, gun control, abortion, and so forth) is only weakly 
correlated with the label (liberal, conservative, or mod-
erate) that they use to describe themselves.47 Ordinary 
Americans know where they stand on the issues, but 
they do not necessarily deeply comprehend the ideologi-
cal labels used in politics. Except when asked by poll-
sters, most Americans do not actually employ the words 
liberal, conservative, or moderate	in	explaining	or	justify-
ing their preferences for parties, candidates, or policies, 
and not many more than half can give plausible defini-
tions of these terms.

What about the second method of measuring ideol-
ogy? Here, the evidence is—as it has been for 50 years—
that most Americans are not deeply ideological. Most 
people’s views are not tightly aligned into neat liberal or 
conservative	bundles,	unlike	elites.	The	vast	majority	of	
Americans simply do not think about politics in an ideo-
logical or very coherent manner. Partly in recognition of 
these and related limitations, pollsters have increasingly 
taken a fresh approach to documenting and analyz-
ing average Americans’ ideological cast and character. 
Essentially, rather than asking people to identify them-
selves as “liberal,” “conservative,” or “moderate,” they 
ask people multiple questions about politics and govern-
ment, and then use the answers to sort them into a half-
dozen or more different groups.

One prominent example, conducted by the Pew 
Research Center, began in 1987 and has been updated 
several times since, most recently in 2014. To see where 
you fit, you can take the survey for yourself at http://
typology.people-press.org/typology. Americans, it finds, 
are divided into eight different groups, each defined by 
certain key characteristics (see Table 7.1). By this mea-
sure, approximately one-third of Americans (and 40 per-
cent of registered voters) are ideologically consistent 
(i.e., largely liberal or conservative on the issues). But 
perhaps	 not	 surprisingly,	 a	 majority	 of	 Americans	 are	
somewhere in the middle, taking conservative positions 
on some issues, but liberal positions on others. And fully 
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166 Chapter 7 Public Opinion

in the Republican one) than is true of voters who identify 
with the Democratic or Republican parties. For elites and 
activists, ideology is more  central to their political world-
view than for  ordinary voters.

7-3 political Information  
and public Opinion
As we mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, there is 
considerable evidence that Americans don’t know much 
about politics. For example, according to one recent 
study, more than one in three Americans could not name 
a single branch of government, and only a quarter knows 
that a two-thirds vote of the House and Senate is needed 
to override a presidential veto.49 Similar studies show that 
Americans are no better informed about basic current-
events types of questions that ask, for example, the iden-
tity of the Speaker of the House, the party in control of the 
House or Senate, and so forth.50 Such results are nothing 
new: Dating back to the dawn of modern survey research, 

(or among conservative ones), only that the differences 
occur within a liberal (or conservative) consensus that is 
more well defined, more consistent, and more important 
to those who share it than would be the case among 
ordinary citizens.

Second is the matter of peers. Politics does not 
make strange bedfellows. On the contrary, politics is a 
process of likes attracting likes. The more active you are 
in politics, the more you will associate with people who 
agree with you on some issues; the more time you spend 
with those people, the more your other views will shift to 
match theirs.

The greater ideological consistency of political elites 
can be seen in Congress. As we note in Chapter 13, 
Democratic members of Congress tend to be consis-
tently liberal, and Republican members of Congress tend 
to be consistently conservative—far more consistently 
than Democratic voters and Republican  voters. By the 
same token, we see in Chapter 9 that the delegates to 
presidential nominating conventions are far more ideo-
logical (liberal in the Democratic convention, conservative 

Percent of …

general  
public %

regist.  
voters %

Politically 
engaged %

the Partisan anchors 36 43 57

 Steadfast Conservatives
Socially conservative populists

12 15 19

 Business Conservatives
Pro-Wall Street, pro-immigrant

10 12 17

 Solid Liberals
Liberal across-the-board

15 17 21

Less Partisan, Less Predictable 54 57 43

 Young Outsiders
Conservative views on government, not social issues

14 15 11

 Hard-Pressed Skeptics
Financially stressed and pessimistic

13 13 9

 Next-Generation Left
Young, liberal on social issues, less so on social safety net

12 13 11

 Faith and Family Left
Racially diverse and religious

15 16 12

 bystanders
Young, diverse, on the sidelines of politics

10 0 0

100 100 100

N 10,013 7,999 4,767

Note: 2014 Political Typology. Figures may not add to 100% because of rounding. The politically engaged are registered to vote, closely follow 
public affairs, and say they always or nearly always vote.

Source: Pew Research Center, “Beyond Red vs. Blue: The Political Typology,” June 2014.

 taBLe 7.1     ideology typology: eight types
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voters astray and result 
in making worse deci-
sions, not better ones.54 
For example, voters as - 
sume that politicians 
from working-class back-
grounds will be more hospitable to working-class interests 
(using a heuristic that the politician’s class background will 
be an indicator of their behavior), but this is not the case.55 
Furthermore, when voters lack information, this affects their 
political attitudes. Some argue that at least some of the 
public support for the Bush tax cuts was due to low (or 
incorrect) information on the part of many voters.56 Perhaps 
even more tellingly, when given additional information about 
various policies, citizens’ preferences changed, sometimes 
quite dramatically, even among those who were generally 
well informed about politics.57 It seems that information 
about policies can have a large and consequential impact 
on people’s political attitudes. Heuristics and shortcuts are 
a	partial	substitute,	but	 just	that:	a	partial	one.	At	 least	 in	
some circumstances, a lack of information about politics 
can be detrimental to the political process.

7-4 public Opinion  
and public policy
So far, we have spent the chapter delving into the ori-
gins and measurement of public opinion. But we have 
not said anything about the consequences of public opin-
ion: Does public opinion matter? In particular, does public 
opinion shape public policy?

Happily, the answer to that question is yes, at least 
most of the time. An encyclopedic study looked at every 
law where there were relevant public opinion polls over 
several decades. It found that when public opinion 
changed, policy change usually followed. Furthermore, 
such changes were almost always congruent changes: 
When opinion became more liberal (conservative), the 
policy itself moved to the left (right). This was especially 
true for more salient policies, or for particularly large shifts 
in opinion.58 This seems to be a “good” outcome for dem-
ocratic theory: Government decisions do, in fact, reflect 
the will of the people.

But as we suggested at the outset of the  chapter, 
	policies	 do	 not	 always	 follow	 the	 majority’s	 will.	
Sometimes, to understand why, we need to understand 
the role of parties, interest groups, the media, and politi-
cal institutions, as we see in later chapters. But some-
times,	 policy	 does	 not	 reflect	majority	will	 because	 the	
minority is more politically powerful.

This typically occurs because the minority is more politi-
cally engaged and active, and pressures politicians accord-
ingly. Gun control is perhaps the best-known example of 

political scientists have shown that Americans know little 
about politics. By any measure, most Americans are 
woefully ignorant of the details of American political life, 
and have been for some time.

Many scholars and political reformers are troubled 
by this lack of knowledge about the basic dimensions 
of American government and politics. They argue that 
if Americans do not know much about politics, they will 
be hard-pressed to guide politicians and select good 
representatives at the ballot box. The opinions we dis-
cussed previously will be based on ephemera and will 
not reflect a real understanding of the underlying issues. 
This concern is nothing new in American politics—it goes 
all the way back to the Founding Fathers. The Founders 
were suspicious of too much popular control, and con-
sequently set up a system in which many of the decisions 
of government were removed from direct popular control 
(recall that only the House of Representatives was directly 
elected before the 20th century).

But is this in fact the case? While there is no disput-
ing that Americans are ill informed, does this information 
deficit harm American democracy? Some scholars say 
no: Americans may not know much about the specific 
details of politics and public life, but that does not mean 
they cannot make reasonable decisions. After all, what 
does	 knowing	 the	 identity	 of	 the	 chief	 justice	 of	 the	
Supreme Court have to do with casting a ballot for presi-
dent or Congress? These skeptics argue that citizens can 
use information shortcuts, or heuristics, to make well-
informed decisions.

Such heuristics seem to work well in at least some 
cases. In the late 1980s, California voters were asked to 
vote on a series of ballot propositions that would have 
changed the rates for automobile insurance. Surveys 
showed that many voters did not understand the details 
of the various proposals, yet many still voted in ways that 
were consistent with their underlying interests. How? 
They knew (largely from advertising) where key groups, 
such as the insurance industry and trial lawyers, stood on 
the measures. They used those group endorsements to 
figure out how they should vote.51 Likewise, an analysis of 
voters in recent presidential elections suggests that many 
(though not all) voters vote the way they would vote if 
they were fully informed (i.e., knew where the candidates 
stood in great detail on every issue).52 While these exam-
ples concern voting in elections, the same logic would 
apply equally well to forming opinions on particular poli-
cies: Even if a citizen did not understand the intricacies 
of, say, tax policy, she could reasonably deduce what her 
position “should” be by knowing where relevant political 
actors stand on it.53

Before we become too sanguine, however, it is impor-
tant to note that other scholarship suggests there are 
important limits to heuristics, and they can sometimes lead 

heuristics An informational 
shortcut used by voters to 
make a decision.
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What Would You Do?

Memorandum

to: Bill Byron, U.S. senator

From: Dan Joyce, legislative assistant

subject: Vote on “path-to-citizenship” 
immigration bill

Your state has only a small illegal 
 immigration problem, but vot-
ers have concerns about both 
 maintaining law and order, and pro-
viding economic opportunities and 
a “path to  citizenship” for people 
who have resided in this coun-
try for many years. In November 
2014, President Obama proposed 
an executive action that would 
offer temporary legal status to some 
illegal immigrants when it is fully implemented 
(though Republicans in Congress are pressing 
to block the policy). The policy does not cover 
all illegal immigrants, however, and it does not 
address the concerns about border security, 
nor does it create a path to citizenship, and 
hence the need for a bill. As you contemplate 
both your vote on the bill and your possible 
presidential bid as a Republican, note that 
public opinion on the subject is divided by 

party, race and ethnicity, and age. For example, a 
September 2014 Pew Research Center poll asked 
about priorities in dealing with illegal immigration: 
53 percent of Republicans and 43 percent of those 
over the age of 65 favor tougher border security; 
while 41  percent of Hispanics and 33 percent of 
Democrats placed more importance on creating a 
path to citizenship. You might also consider whether 
the issue better fits into majoritarian or client politics 
(see the “Policy Dynamics: Inside/Outside the Box” 
feature on page 161).

>  U.s. house considers comprehensive immigration reform
The U.S. House of Representatives is weighing a bill that would result in the most comprehensive immigra-tion reform in more than a decade. Proponents say it will both improve border security and provide opportu-nities for legal residency for more than 11 million illegal immigrants in the United States. The bill received a mixed reception, however, as  critics denounced the provisions for illegal immigrants,  saying they amount to “amnesty” for law breakers.

arguments for:
1. Your state contains a small but slowly growing pro-

portion of first-generation Americans who favor a 
“path to citizenship” for immigrants who have lived in 
this country for years, regardless of their legal status.

2. Illegal immigrants often take menial jobs that nobody 
else wants, and contribute to the U.S. economy by 
paying taxes and buying goods and services.

3. A “path to citizenship,” with fines and other pen-
alties for being in the country illegally, is the most 
realistic option for individuals who have family and 
other long-term ties in the United States.

arguments against:
1. Your party leaders oppose comprehensive immi-

gration reform, saying that enhanced border secu-
rity must be a higher priority.

2. Illegal immigrants take jobs away from native-born 
Americans and cost more in public services, such 
as education and emergency health care, than they 
contribute to the economy.

3. People who entered the country illegally must not 
be rewarded for breaking the law, and enforcement 
can be effective with sufficient resources.

Your decision  vote for bill   vote against bill 

Source: Pew Research Center, “More Prioritize Border 
Security in Immigration Debate,” 2014.

NeWs
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is often more responsive to the preferences of the eco-
nomic elite than to the views of other citizens.61 Those 
at the top of the economic ladder are more likely to 
participate in politics62 and, as a result, these studies 
suggest, politicians heed their views more fully. Given 
that the economic elite have divergent preferences on 
some issues (notably, issues of regulation, taxes, and 
so forth; see our discussion of social class earlier in the 
chapter), this inequality in responsiveness has real con-
sequences. Put more directly, both examples highlight 
that government policy responds to those who partici-
pate in politics. To understand policy, we need to under-
stand who participates. We turn to that task in the next 
chapter.

this	situation.	Surveys	consistently	show	that	a	majority	of	
Americans favors gun control. However, among the minor-
ity who oppose action, the issue is a much higher priority. 
For example, gun-control opponents weigh the issue more 
heavily when choosing a candidate, and were more likely 
to have given money to relevant interest groups.59 A study 
of the members of the leading antigun control organiza-
tion (the National Rifle Association) found that they were 
more politically engaged and active than other Americans 
(and more so than gun-control proponents).60 In this set-
ting, politicians will respond to the better-organized minor-
ity	rather	than	the	apathetic	majority.

Another example—and a deeply troubling one—is 
that several studies have shown that government policy 

7-1  Discuss what public opinion is and how 
we measure it.

Public opinion refers to how people think or 
feel about particular things, including but not 
limited to politics and government. Today, it 
is commonly measured by means of scientific 
survey research or polls based on random 
samples of given populations and carefully 
worded questions.

7-2  Outline the major factors that determine 
public opinion.

There are many different factors that shape 
public opinion, but three key ones are political 
socialization and the family, demographics, and 
partisanship and political ideology. Political 
socialization refers to the influence of one’s family 
on one’s political views. Demographics refer to 
our underlying characteristics (race, gender, 
age, etc.) that shape our political beliefs. Finally, 
political partisanship and ideology are core values 
that shape and guide what people want from 
government, and hence influence their views on 
the issues.

7-3  summarize the arguments for and against 
the claim that low levels of political 
knowledge among ordinary voters impact 
american democracy.

In general, Americans don’t know much about politics 
and government. Some argue that this is not a terrible 
limitation, as citizens can use heuristics (information 
shortcuts) to substitute for low levels of knowledge. 
However, shortcuts are not a perfect substitute for 
information, and when citizens have more information 
about a policy, their preferences can change. That 
suggests that a lack of information does impact 
American democracy in at least some settings.

7-4  Discuss the relationship between public 
opinion and public policy.

Generally speaking, public opinion drives policy: 
When opinion changes, so does policy, especially 
on salient issues or when the opinion change is 
especially large. But when a minority group is 
particularly politically consequential (typically 
because they are more politically engaged on the 
issue), government policy follows the minority view, 
rather than the majority one.
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