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Public Opinion (Chapter 7)   Read, annotate, and answer the question.  
Due October 12, 2012
	Before you read the chapter, ask yourself:

	What do I know about public opinion polls?
What do I know about political ideology?




	Term
	Definition
	Synonym / Symbol / Translation

	elite
	People with a disproportionate amount of some valued resource
	

	exit polls
	Polls based on interviews conducted on Election Day with randomly selected voters
	

	gender gap
	Difference in political views between men and women
	

	norm
	A standard of right or proper conduct
	

	political elite
	Persons with a disproportionate share of political power
	

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

	political socialization
	Process by which background traits influence one’s political views
	

	poll
	A survey of public opinion
	

	public opinion
	How people think or feel about particular things
	

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

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


 seq NL1 \r 0 \h Summary – Read and annotate
To survey public opinion properly, a poll must meet several conditions. First, a random sample must be drawn. Second, questions must be comprehensible, because people will make up answers when they do not understand or actually have no opinion. Third, the questions must be asked fairly, without the use of loaded language. Fourth, answer categories matter, as a comparison of Gallup and Harris questions on presidential popularity demonstrates. In comparing polling results, it must also be remembered that differences in outcomes could be the result of sampling error. In a close call, sampling error could be quite significant (a three-point sampling-error range would mean a spread of 6 percent).

Ethical concerns are also associated with political polling. In particular, researchers have noted that polls can interfere with the political process by creating a bandwagon effect. When the public hears that a particular candidate is ahead, some uncommitted voters may decide to support the winning candidate, thus solidifying his or her lead. Favorable poll ratings can also help a candidate attract potential donors, or they can be used to convince competitors to drop out of the race prematurely. Polls that identify a winner before the election is over could discourage people from voting, thus affecting not only the race in question but other races reflected on the ballot.

 seq NL1 \r 0 \h Summary – Read and annotate
Cleavages in opinion in the United States are numerous and crosscutting. No single feature of an individual’s life (such as social class) explains all (or even most) of that individual’s attitudes. Among the important cleavages are: SEQ NL1 \r 0 \h 
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 seq NL_a \r 0 \h .
Social Class. Although Americans do not typically identify each other according to “social class” designations, the concept is often used to distinguish groups of people on the basis of occupation or income. Political opinion and voting patterns are less affiliated with social class than in Europe, but some distinctions can be made between those in the “upper” or “professional” class and those in the “working class.” During the 1950s, those in the working class were more likely than professionals to be Democrats and hold more liberal views on the economy and social welfare legislation. Today, however, the political differences between the two groups have considerably narrowed. Although differences of opinion still exist over economic policies, the current distinction between liberals and conservatives has less to do with economic policy and more to do with moral and cultural issues.
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Race and Ethnicity. Although racial differences in political attitudes persist, there is some evidence that those differences may be narrowing between African Americans and whites. An increasing percentage of young African Americans are identifying themselves as Republicans, for example. However, only time will tell whether this generational change will persist and strengthen, or whether it will fade away.
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Region. The South is the least liberal of the four regions, with the Midwest somewhat more liberal and the East and West most liberal. The South became, and long remained, part of the Democratic coalition, because southerners were fairly liberal on economic issues. However, the rise of racial and social issues (on which white southerners are quite conservative) ended the region’s strong attachment to the Democratic Party. This has already changed the region’s partisan representation in Congress, and it is likely to have significant implications for future presidential elections.

A political ideology is a coherent and consistent set of beliefs about who ought to rule, what principles rulers ought to obey, and what policies rulers ought to pursue. Whether people have a political ideology can be measured in two ways: by seeing how frequently people speak in terms of broad political categories—liberal or conservative—when they discuss politics; and by measuring the extent to which we can predict a person’s view on one issue by knowing his or her view on another issue.

Most studies show relatively little ideological thinking among Americans. However, several qualifications should be kept in mind. Ideological consistency is defined somewhat arbitrarily. It is assumed, for example, that consistent liberalism involves favoring social welfare policies at home. It is clear, however, that political activists are much more likely than the average citizen to think in ideological terms and to take consistent positions on issues. Also, voters may think more ideologically when one or both presidential candidates take sharply ideological positions (as in 1964, 1972, 1980, and 1984)

1.  (a)  Discuss the advantages and  disadvantages of having elected policy makers who frequently consult public opinion data.  (b)  Should lawmakers base their decisions on what the public thinks? Why or why not?

(Include evidence from Chapter 7)
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Disadvantages: 

(b)  
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