
Chapter Six
Public Opinion and Political Socialization: Shaping the People’s Voice
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Chapter Summary
Public opinion can be defined as those beliefs held by ordinary citizens which policy makers take into account. Officials have many ways of assessing public opinion, such as the outcomes of elections, but have increasingly come to rely on public opinion polls. There are many possible sources of error in polling, and surveys sometimes present a misleading portrayal of the public’s views. Yet a properly conducted poll can provide an accurate indication of what the people think and can dissuade political leaders from believing that the views of the most vocal citizens (such as demonstrators and letter writers) are also the views of the general public.

The process by which individuals acquire their political opinions is called political socialization. During childhood the family and schools are important sources of basic political attitudes, such as beliefs about the parties and the nature of the U.S. political and economic systems. Many of the basic orientations that Americans obtain during their childhood remain with them in adulthood; but socialization is a continual process. Major shifts in opinion during adulthood are typically the consequence of changing political conditions; for example, the Great Depression of the 1930s was the catalyst for wholesale changes in American opinions on the proper role of the federal government in the domestic economy. There are also short term fluctuations in opinion that result from new political issues, problems, and events. Individual opinion in these instances are affected by prior beliefs, peers, political leaders, and the news media. Events themselves also have a significant short term influence on opinions.

The frames of reference that guide Americans’ opinions are their cultural beliefs, such as individualism, which result in a range of acceptable and unacceptable policy alternatives. Opinion can also stem from a shared ideology, although most citizens do not have a strong and consistent ideological attachment. Individuals develop opinions as a result of shared party loyalty or a shared group circumstance, notably religion, income, occupation, region, race, gender, or age. Partisanship is perhaps the major source of political opinions. However, party loyalty as a frame of reference has declined in recent decades.

Public opinion has a significant influence on policy makers but seldom determines public policy in a particular instance. Public opinion serves to constrain the policy choices of officials. Some policy actions are beyond the range of possibility because the public will not accept change in existing policy or will not seriously consider policy that seems clearly at odds with basic American values. Evidence indicates that officials are reasonably attentive to public opinion on highly visible and controversial issues of public policy. The main points of this chapter are as follows:

· Public opinion consists of those ideas held by ordinary citizens which government officials take into account in making public policy. Public officials have many means of gauging public opinion, such as elections and mass demonstrations, but have increasingly relied upon public opinion polls.

· The process by which individuals acquire their political opinions is called political socialization. This process begins during childhood via family and school, where Americans obtain many of their basic political values and beliefs. Socialization continues into adulthood, during which peers, political leaders, events, and the news media are major influences.
· Political opinions are shaped by several frames of reference. Some of the most important are ideology, group attachments, political culture, and partisanship. These frames of reference are the basis for political consensus and conflict in the general public.

· Public opinion has an important influence on decision makers but ordinarily does not directly determine the actions of policy makers. Public opinion works primarily to impose limits and directions on policy choices made by government officials.

Learning Objectives
Having read the chapter, all students should be able to do each of the following:

1. List some of the major factors influencing the formation of public opinion and identify the factors which tend to have the strongest and more permanent influence.

2. Describe the different methods used to measure public opinion and discuss why some are more accurate than others.

3. Describe the frames of reference, particularly ideological classifications and group characteristics that help to explain how Americans think politically.

4. Assess the degree to which American policy makers are responsive to public opinion, and comment on how this question relates to the issue of representation in American politics.

5. Describe how partisan thinking influences opinions about issues and candidates.

Major Concepts
Be able to identify and/or define each of the following in a short paragraph.

1. public opinion 
2. public opinion poll 
3. sample 
4. population 
5. sampling error 
6. political socialization 
7. agents of socialization 
8. ideology 
9. economic liberals 
10. economic conservatives
11. social conservatives 
12. social liberals
13. libertarians 
14. populists 
15. party identification 
Practice Exam
(Answers appear at the end of this chapter.)

Multiple Choice

1. 
Which of the following is true about public opinion?

15. People’s opinions can be contradictory.

15. Most Americans know very little about public affairs.

15. Although they often disagree on important issues, the American public is united about which issues are important.

15. The public’s extensive knowledge about public affairs allows the people to play an active role in policy formation.

15. People’s opinions can be contradictory and most Americans know very little about public affairs.
2. 
The first English-speaking philosopher to write at length about public opinion was 

a. John Locke.
b. Thomas Hobbes.
c. James Madison.
d. Alexander Hamilton.
e. Jeremy Bentham.
3. 
The accuracy of a poll is expressed in terms of _____, the degree to which the sample estimates might differ from what the population actually thinks.

e. opinion error
e. sampling error
e. population error
e. age cohort error
e.
probability error
4. 
The Gallup organization has erred badly only once in predicting the outcomes of presidential elections, and that was in the _____ election.

a. 1936

b. 1940

c. 1948

d. 1972

e. 1984

5. 
Compared to families of other nations, those in the United States are 
e. less likely to exhibit patriotic symbols in their homes or on their property.

e. less likely to have their social views shaped by their religious affiliation.

e. less likely to welcome children’s input in family decisions.

e. more likely to interact in a way that promotes children’s sense of individualism and equality.

e. more likely to promote a cynical view of their nation’s history and its role in the world.
6. 
_____ oppose governmental activism in both the economic and social realms.

a. Populists

b. Libertarians

c. Conservatives

d. Liberals

e. None of the answers are correct.
7. 
In which of the following states would one expect to find the highest concentration of political conservatives?

e. Massachusetts

e. California

e. Maine

e. Michigan

e. Louisiana

8. 
Which of the following statements is true?

a. Republicans were more likely to support armed intervention in Kosovo in 1999 than were Democrats.

b. Republicans are more likely to oppose reductions on taxes than Democrats are.

c. Democrats were more likely to support the invasion of Iraq in 2003 than were Republicans.

d. Democrats are more likely to support pro-business initiatives than Republicans are.

e. Republicans are more likely to oppose social welfare programs than Democrats are.
9. 
About _____ percent of Americans participate each year in a mass demonstration.

e. 1

e. 5

e. 15

e. 25

e. 38
10. 
When it comes to overt displays of patriotism, such as the flying of national flags and the recitation of the pledges of allegiance, Americans
a. are more restrained than other nationalities.
b. are less likely to find it appropriate to include children in such displays.
c. exhibit their love for their country in ways that have few parallels elsewhere in the world.
d. are more likely to insist that public schools should not engage in such acts.
e. are more ambivalent than their European counterparts about expressing their love of their country.
11. 
A _____ would likely oppose major increases in health care spending by government and support government-required prayer in the public schools.

e. liberal

e. populist

e. libertarian

e. conservative

e. None of the answers are correct.
12. 
Which of the following statements is true?

a. Economic class has less influence on public opinion in the United States than in Europe.

b. Economic class has less influence on public opinion in Europe than in the United States.

c. Region has declined as a basis of political opinions in the United States.

d. Region has intensified as a basis of political opinions in the United States.

e. Economic class has less influence on public opinion in the United States than in Europe and region has declined as a basis of political opinion in the U.S.
13. 
To assess public opinion, political observers today rely primarily on
e. election returns.

e. newspaper editorials.

e. interest group activities.

e. voter registration drives.

e. polls.

14. 
Increasing reliance on the use of _____ has raised questions about the future of telephone polling.

a. faxes
b. email
c. cell phones
d. instant messaging
e.
blogs
15. 
Which of the following statements is true?

d. Young Americans vote at high levels compared to elderly Americans.

d. Elderly Americans vote at high levels compared to young Americans.

d. Young Americans are well-organized compared to elderly Americans.

d. Elderly Americans are well-organized compared to young Americans.

d. Elderly Americans vote at high levels and are well-organized compared to young Americans.
16. 
Which of the following is not an agent of socialization?
a. family
b. interest groups
c. school
d. media
e. All of the above are agents of socialization.
17. 
Which of the following is a device for gauging public opinion?

e. letters to the editor

e. e-mail messages to elected officials

e. size of crowds at demonstrations

e. activity of lobbyists

e. All of the answers are correct.
18. 
The population of the United States is about  
a. 100 million.
b. 200 million.
c. 300 million.
d. 500 million.
e. 1 billion.
19. 
Pollsters use _____ to randomly pick telephone numbers.

e. telephone books

e. computers

e. satellites

e. cellular phones

e. None of the answers are correct.
20. 
Which of the following statements is true?

a. Europeans know more about international affairs than Americans.

b. A survey of Ivy-League students revealed that half could not name both U.S. senators from their state.

c. A survey of Ivy-League students revealed that 75 percent could not identify Abraham Lincoln as the author of the phrase “a government of the people, by the people, and for the people.”

d. All of the answers are correct.
e. None of the answers is correct.

Essays

21. What are some of the problems with public opinion polling?
22. What are the characteristics of political socialization?
23. Explain how families affect political socialization.
24. Explain the ideological differences between contemporary liberals and conservatives.
25. What are crosscutting cleavages in public opinion?
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21. Mathematical estimations of poll accuracy require a probability sample. This is a sample in which each individual in the population has a known probability of being selected at random for inclusion. Pollsters can only approximate this ideal; they use computers to randomly pick telephone numbers, which are then dialed by interviewers to reach respondents. Pollsters then are challenged once they do reach respondents—they often get a high refusal rate. Polls are also affected by the wording of the questions and whether they ask about unfamiliar topics. Yet despite these sources of error, public opinion polls are the most relied-upon method of measuring public opinion.
22. The process of political socialization has several major characteristics. First, most people’s political outlook is substantially influenced by their early childhood learning, even though socialization is a lifelong process. Second, political socialization is cumulative in nature. Earlier learning experiences affect later learning. This does not mean that people’s beliefs are completely fixed, for changes in perspectives are possible. Yet widespread political change is rare, and when it happens, it is usually the result of a catastrophic event (e.g., the Great Depression and ensuing New Deal).
23. The family is a very powerful agent of socialization because it has a near-monopoly, particularly during childhood. Children will absorb many of the values and beliefs of their parents. Political party affiliation is significantly influenced by parents, i.e. many adults identify with the Democrats or Republicans because their parents did as well. This party loyalty is established during childhood; the substantive reasons for the loyalty are developed later in life. Basic American values such as equality, individualism, and personal freedom have their roots in family interaction during the socialization process.
24. Contemporary American liberalism and conservatism both demonstrate the complicated nature of political ideology in the United States. Many liberals and conservatives do not maintain a consistent stand on the question of how active the government should be in private and community affairs. Social conservatives, for instance, believe that the government should actively uphold traditional mores, while social liberals are suspicious of, or hostile toward, such activities. On the other hand, conservatives prefer a limited role for government in economic affairs, while liberals favor government intervention in the form of welfare programs. Libertarians are social liberals and economic conservatives, while populists are social conservatives and economic liberals.
25. Because America is a pluralistic society, groups tend to be “crosscutting.” This means that each group includes individuals who also belong to many other groups. Crosscutting cleavages tend to produce moderate opinions. When people are confronted with conflicting perspectives, many will seek a balanced opinion. In America, by way of example, Catholics and Protestants coexist peacefully, largely because each group includes people of varying income, education, region, and a host of other variables. In other societies (e.g., Northern Ireland), group loyalties are reinforcing rather than crosscutting, so opinions can be intensified by group identifications, and this can result in a significant amount of conflict.

Multiple Choice Explanations
1. Public opinion can be contradictory (e.g., Americans report that taxes are too high, but spending on specific policy areas is too low). In addition, it is clear via polling that Americans know very little about public affairs, so (e) is the correct answer.
2. Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) (e) was originally an advocate for government by elite leaders but then came to believe that the public’s views had to be taken into account if leaders were to govern properly.

3. The correct answer is (b), and the larger the sample, the smaller the error.

4. Gallup correctly predicted the landslide victories for Franklin Roosevelt in 1936 and 1940, Richard Nixon in 1972, and Ronald Reagan in 1984. In 1948 (c), however, Gallup stopped polling several weeks before the election, as officials believed that Thomas Dewey would defeat Harry Truman. A late shift carried Truman to victory.

5. Basic American values are most affected by the family (d), though these other agents of socialization play a role as well.

6. Populists favor activist government in both the economic and social realms. Conservatives oppose activist government in the economic realm, but support it in the social realm. Liberals endorse activist government in the economic realm, but oppose it in the social realm. Libertarians (b) oppose government intervention in both areas.

7. The southern, plains, and mountain states are less urbanized. As a result, their residents traditionally have been less dependent on and less trusting of government. Louisiana (e) is the correct answer.

8. Republicans and Democrats differ significantly in their opinions on many policy issues.  While Democrats generally favor social welfare and workers’ rights policies, Republicans tend to support pro-business, low-tax platforms, so (e) is the correct response. However, partisanship can sometimes intrude on such generally held principles, as in 1999, when the usually more hawkish Republican Party did not support a military intervention initiated by a Democratic president as fervently as members of the president’s own party did.

9. A small percentage of Americans (less than one percent) (a) participate each year in a mass demonstration.

10. The American practices of beginning school days with a Pledge of Allegiance and flying national flags above private homes and businesses are rare in other parts of the world, and demonstrate Americans’ exceptionally high pride in their nationality, so (c) is the correct answer.

11. Conservatives (d) generally do not favor more government intervention in the economy, but do favor an active government in moral issues.

12. On the two issues, class has always been more influential in Europe than in America. With regard to region, the increased mobility of the U.S. population has resulted in the relocation of millions of Americans from the Northeast and Midwest to the South and West. As a result, it has declined as a basis of political opinions, so (e) is the correct response.

13. Although each of the options are useful tools for gauging public opinion, public opinion polls (e) are the most reliable.

14. More and more Americans are eschewing the traditional home phone for cell phones (c).
15. Elderly Americans are well organized and vote at much higher levels than young Americans, so (e) is the correct answer.

16. Interest groups (b) are not considered a traditional agent of socialization.

17. Though not as scientific as polling, all these devices (e) are ways in which to assess public opinion.

18. The most recent census estimated that the American population is about 300 million (c).

19. Pollsters use computer-assisted telephone interviewing (b).

20. The correct answer is (d), though the public’s lack of knowledge about public affairs is not as significant as it might seem.
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