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7 PUBLIC OPINION
How Are Americans’ Voices Measured? 
Does It Matter?

A protester holds up a sign during a demonstration in Ferguson, 
Missouri. Eighteen-year-old Michael Brown was killed in a 
confrontation with a police officer, sparking a series of protests 
that led to a nationwide conversation about the treatment of 
blacks by law enforcement officials and that possibly influenced 
the public’s view of the issue.
Bilgin Sasmaz/Anadolu Agency/Getty Images

Information is necessary to representative 
government. Citizens must have some 

knowledge of what their elected representatives 
are up to in order to keep watch on their 
activities, hold them accountable, and potentially 
punish them at the voting booth if those 
representatives are no longer serving their 
interests. On the other side of the equation, 
elected representatives need to know what 
citizens’ preferences are in order to convince 
voters to send them into office and to carry out 
their wishes once there.
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public opinion
the sum of individual attitudes about 

government, policies, and issues.

As we will explore in this chapter, and later in this book, neither half of the equation is a given. We 
will start with the foundation of the second concern: citizens’ preferences on issues and policies. 
Though it may seem obvious, the act of conveying opinions and preferences to candidates or 
elected officials requires that people have preferences on issues in the first place and that these 
preferences are coherent and meaningful, both on the individual level and when individuals’ 
preferences are combined with others to present potential or elected representatives with useful 
information.

These are the central challenges of public opinion, which is the sum of 
individual attitudes about government, policies, and issues. Do people 
have individually coherent and meaningful opinions about the issues with 
which government deals? If so, when these individual bits of information 
are aggregated into the collective thing that we call public opinion, does it 
constitute a meaningful communication, or is it just noise?

In this chapter, we will focus on American public opinion in one specific area: the treatment 
of young African American men by law enforcement officials. We will deal with the difficult 
story of the shooting death of Michael Brown by a police officer in Ferguson, Missouri, as 
well as the aftermath of the shooting and the protests that erupted in response to this and 
other similar events. We will question whether or not these events have produced meaningful 
changes in American public opinion on the topic of police-community relations.

After reading this chapter, you will be able to:

7.1 Discuss differing theories about public 
opinion formation and expression and 
the degree to which it is meaningful

7.2 Describe the issues involved in 
surveying American public opinion and 
the construction of the instruments 
used to do so

7.3 Examine the sources of individual 
political attitudes and preferences

7.4 Assess patterns of American public 
opinion over time and between different 
groups

7.5 Reflect upon the role, possibilities, 
and dangers of modern public opinion 
gathering in the United States

7.6 Debate the power of individuals, 
events, and people’s interpretations 
of events to make lasting change in 
American politics

 LEARNING OBJECTIVES

 THE “FERGUSONS” OF AMERICA
Differing Views on a Tragic Event

On August 9, 2015, a group of demonstrators made their way to West Florissant Avenue 
in Ferguson, Missouri, shouting, “Hands up, don’t shoot!”1 This protest marked the 
one-year anniversary of the shooting of Michael Brown—an unarmed eighteen-year-old 
African American—by white law enforcement officer Darren Wilson during a police stop 
on Florissant Avenue on August 9, 2014. In the confrontation, Wilson shot Brown six 
times, killing him. Brown had graduated from high school just eight days earlier and 

NEWS CLIP
Reporter discusses the protests 

in Ferguson
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was planning on attending college that fall. Some 
eyewitness accounts asserted that Brown had his 
hands raised in surrender when he was shot.2

The day after Brown’s death protesters gath-
ered peacefully in Ferguson. “Tension,” however, 
“flared off and on through the evening. A calm 
settled over the area after mourners gathered at a 
prayer circle—watched over by a St. Louis County 
police officer sitting atop a SWAT vehicle—and 
then a candlelight vigil as darkness fell. The acri-
mony briefly resurfaced about 8:30 p.m. as dem-
onstrators again swarmed the street chanting, ‘We 
are Michael Brown’ as wary police officers stood 
nearby with assault rifles.”3

By nightfall, there was violence: “After a can-
dlelight vigil, people smash[ed] car windows, car-
r[ied] away armloads of looted goods from stores 

and burn[ed] down a Quick Trip.”4 Early the next morning, police issued warnings that 
the crowd needed “to disperse or police could use ‘chemical munitions’ against them. 
Smoke bombs appeared to be fired around 2 a.m.”5 By the time the first wave of violence 
ended, “more than two dozen businesses in Ferguson and neighboring Dellwood were 
damaged or looted.”6 The protests, some peaceful and some violent, continued for weeks.

In the weeks following Brown’s death, many of the protestors and other residents of 
Ferguson called for the arrest and prosecution of the officer who had shot Brown. Some 
chanted. One of their common refrains was “black life matters.” The social movement to 
which the protesters were referring existed before Ferguson. It had begun with the Twitter 
hashtag #BlackLivesMatter, which sprang into use following the 2013 acquittal of George 
Zimmerman in the shooting death of Trayvon Martin in Florida. After Ferguson, how-
ever, Black Lives Matter became part of the national conversation in ways it had never 
been before. Time magazine included the protestors of Ferguson in its list of candidates 
for “Person of the Year.”7

In an interview with ABC News in fall 2014, Darren Wilson, who had announced his 
resignation from the Ferguson Police Department, argued that he acted in self-defense in 
killing Brown: “I had to. If I don’t, he [Brown] will kill me if he gets to me.”8 Ferguson police 
chief Thomas Jackson relayed to the public Wilson’s suspicions that Brown and a friend 
were suspects in a convenience store robbery that had occurred shortly before the encounter.9

Michael Brown was not the only unarmed African American man killed by police 
officers during the summer and fall of 2014. On August 5 near Dayton, Ohio, police shot 
and killed twenty-one-year-old John Crawford inside a Walmart. Crawford was handling 
an air rifle, which officers thought was a firearm.10 Roughly three weeks before Brown 
was killed, Eric Garner “died from a police chokehold in Staten Island, N.Y., after telling 
the arresting officers that he could not breathe.”11

By 2015 the national conversation had changed. Maybe this was due to one specific 
tragic event or to the cluster of deaths of young African American men during police stops 
and arrests in 2014. Perhaps it was due to a complicated mixture of events, media cov-
erage, elite messages, and the use of social media that followed these deaths. Regardless 
of the exact reason, public opinion on the issue of police-citizen interactions, especially 
in predominantly African American communities, appeared to be shifting. To many 
Americans, especially whites, the protesters’ anger over the events in Ferguson came as a 
surprise. To large percentages of African Americans, however, the death of Brown was not 

The Black Lives Matter 
movement began after the 
death of Trayvon Martin, 
an unarmed black Florida 
teenager who was shot to 
death by a white neighborhood 
watch volunteer in 2012. The 
group continued protesting 
in Ferguson after Michael 
Brown’s death.
NICHOLAS KAMM/AFP/ 

Getty Images
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unique, only another tragedy in a long history of tragedies when young African American 
men came face to face with the American law enforcement system:

“To a lot of people, Mike Brown was a big shock,” said Carlotta Bussey, a St. Louis resi-
dent who attended [a memorial] march with her 7-year-old son. “But to the black commu-
nity, it wasn’t a big shock because it happens all the time.” Ms. Bussey said she went to a 
few protests last August in the days after Mr. Brown’s death, but had not been involved in 
the rallies that have continued on a smaller scale since then. She planned to attend several 
weekend events, she said, to “show my son that he does have a voice.”12

To individuals within African American communities across the country, the only surpris-
ing thing about the fallout from Ferguson was that the issue had not been more debated, 
more talked about. According to Representative John Conyers of Michigan, the dean 
of the Congressional Black Caucus, “There are virtually no African-American males—
including congressmen, actors, athletes and office workers, who have not been stopped at 
one time or another for driving while black.”13

Less than two weeks following Brown’s death, the Pew Research Center published the 
results of a public opinion survey of Americans’ responses to what Ferguson and racial 
identity meant in the larger national conversation. To conduct the survey, researchers had 
contacted a random sample of one thousand American adults, half via landlines and half 
via cell phones. The divisions between African Americans and whites on what Ferguson 
meant were clear. A full 80 percent of blacks said that Brown’s shooting raised “import-
ant issues about race.” Only 37 percent of white respondents agreed. A full 47 percent 
of whites said that “race [was] getting more attention than it deserves” (see Figure 7.1). 

FIGURE 7.1

Opinion about Ferguson Divided by Racial Identity

Thinking about the police shooting of an African American teen in
Ferguson, Missouri, percent saying . . .

Note: Survey conducted August 14–17, 2014. Whites and blacks include only
those who are not Hispanic. Figures may not add to 100% because of rounding.

Total

Black

White

44 40 15

80 18 2

37 47 16

0 20 40

Percentage

60 80 100

This case raises
important issues

about race

Race is getting
more attention

than it deserves

Don’t
know

Source: Pew Research Center, “Stark Racial Divisions in Reactions to Ferguson Police Shooting,” 
August 18, 2014, http://www.people-press.org/2014/08/18/stark-racial-divisions-in-reactions-to-
ferguson-police-shooting/.
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230  C H A P T E R 7  •  P u b l i c  O p i n i o n

Clearly Americans were deeply split about whether Brown’s death reflected important 
issues about the state of race in America. The idea that there were two Fergusons, one 
African American and one white, seemed to extend beyond the city limits and apply to the 
whole of the American public.

By 2015 the word Ferguson had taken on meanings beyond what many of its residents 
might have previously imagined. Of all of the critical questions that arose from the events 
in that city, these are the ones that we will explore: Did the events in Ferguson meaning-
fully shape American public opinion? If these events did have an impact on American 
public opinion, what effect did the resulting change in attitudes have on representation 
and the American political process? Did these changes endure, or did the national conver-
sation go back to the way it was before, divided sharply by racial identity? Did leaders and 
government officials pay attention to these shifts in the opinion landscape?

Once again we return to the question of representation. This time, however, the focus 
is on the voices of those who are represented in American democracy, their coherence, 
their meaning, and their effect on American political life.

WH
AT

 HA
VE

 I L
EA

RN
ED

?

1. Central to the concerns of protesters in 
Ferguson, Missouri, was: 

a. American immigration policy.
b. A state policy related to firearms ownership 

by individuals.
c. The treatment of African American men by 

law enforcement officials.
d. Incarceration under the nation’s drug laws.

2. What issue did the shooting death of Michael 
Brown bring into larger focus?

3. In what ways did the events in Ferguson highlight 
racial divisions in American public opinion?

Answer Key: 1. c; 2. Answers should highlight the treatment of young black men by 
members of law enforcement agencies.; 3. Answers might include a discussion of 
racial divisions on the degree to which the events in Ferguson highlighted the need 
for a broader national conversation on police-community relations.

 WHAT IS PUBLIC OPINION?
One of the most interesting and important debates about American public opinion is 
whether or not there is such a thing. Of course, many Americans have thoughts and ideas 

about politics and policies, but many others do not have well-
formed views on these topics. Some people might not care at all 
and wonder what all the fuss is about. And what do we really 
learn by asking Americans what they think? Recall the definition 
of public opinion presented above: the sum of individual atti-
tudes about government, policies, and issues. Public opinion, by 
definition, involves two components: an individual’s own beliefs 
and attitudes, and the accumulation of all of these individual pref-
erences into something that we then call public opinion. Either 
of these two pieces—individual attitudes and the aggregation of 
individual attitudes—can make American public opinion difficult 
to understand. This is because individuals may not actually have 
meaningful preferences on any given issue, and, even if they do, the 

Individuals may not actually have 
meaningful preferences on any 
given issue, and, even if they do, 
the aggregation of these individual 
preferences might not yield 
meaningful and useful information.
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aggregation of these individual preferences might not yield meaningful 
and useful information.

These are more than just academic concerns. A representative 
democracy cannot function without meaningful public opinion. If 
our elected representatives do not know what we want, then how can 
they hope to represent us? Later in this book we will explore the role 
that constituents play in shaping the behavior of their elected sena-
tors and representatives. Inherent in the role of constituency, how-
ever, are two assumptions: that constituents have preferences and 
that they can meaningfully communicate those preferences to their 
members of Congress. In this chapter, we will consider both these 
assumptions.

What Does Public Opinion Really Tell Us?
Arguments about the meaning of public opinion in American political 
life fall into two general camps. One perspective holds that the average 
citizen either doesn’t have or is unable to express meaningful opinions 
on the vast array of issues with which he or she is confronted. Maybe 
there are simply too many issues for any of us to have well-informed 
and meaningful opinions about all of them. Another perspective holds 
that even though individuals sometimes lack the information they need 
to form opinions, they can find ways to overcome or work around 
these challenges by, for example, making inferences based on their 
attitudes about other policies and questions, responding to messages 
from political parties, and/or relying on friends. Perhaps these cues 
help us arrive at an opinion. Aggregating individual opinions—even 
if they are individually unclear or inconsistent—can send a useful and 
impactful signal to elected representatives and government officials.

Stereotypes and Nonattitudes:  
A Pessimistic View of What the Public Knows and Thinks
Proponents of what political scientists have called the minimalist paradigm emphasize 
how most people fall short of what we expect them to know, think about, and pay atten-
tion to in the complicated world of politics and policy.14 Most people, according to this 
perspective, pay minimum attention to issues and have minimal information about them. 
Additionally, the opinions that they do have are minimally stable; they change over time 
or in response to attempts to control or shape them.

One of the earliest and most influential expressions of the minimalist argument was 
Walter Lippmann’s Public Opinion (1922). A prominent journalist and political observer, 
Lippmann was concerned about how malleable (or flexible) and receptive Americans’ 
attitudes appeared to be under the pressure of political propaganda leading up to the 
nation’s involvement in World War I. If, in the mind of many observers of American 
public opinion, a nation could be led to a war most felt had nothing to do with American 
interests, then what couldn’t the American people be talked into?

For Lippmann, a key concept was the stereotype, a preconceived, often oversimplified 
idea about something that people apply as a filter to the world. Stereotypes do not filter 
based upon a rational consideration of the issues but upon emotions, and in the world of 

The Nuts and Bolts  
of Public Opinion

In the next section you will explore debates 
about public opinion, including (1) whether 
the opinions of Americans about political 
issues are actually meaningful and, if so, under 
what conditions; (2) whether these opinions 
are coherent; and (3) what the components of 
individual attitudes are. While you are reading, 
think about the controversies surrounding 
the events of Ferguson, Missouri. How do 
the arguments about public opinion apply to 
opinions about what happened in Ferguson 
and how it was portrayed in the media?

 • Reflect upon arguments that many 
people are not aware of or interested in 
politics and public affairs. Can an event 
as tragic and polarizing as Ferguson 
make the public more attentive?

 • Consider perspectives that divide publics 
into masses and elites and reflect upon 
arguments that the divide between elite 
and mass opinion rarely closes and that 
the masses remain uninformed.

 • Think about how strongly held opinions 
on issues such as American criminal 
justice policy or the treatment of members 
of racial and ethnic minorities by law 
enforcement officials might have shaped 
individuals’ perceptions and interpretations 
about what happened in Ferguson.

C O N N E C T I N G  T O  . .  .

minimalist paradigm
a theory of public opinion that 
emphasizes how most people 
fall short of what we expect 
them to know, think about, 
and pay attention to in the 
complicated world of politics 
and policy.

stereotype
a preconceived, often 
oversimplified idea about 
something that people apply  
as a filter to the world.

TOPICS IN AMERICAN 
GOVERNMENT

Influences on political opinions
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politics they are easily manipulated by those who seek to shape 
American public opinion for their own political purposes.

Lippmann described a public that is dangerously unreflec-
tive and vulnerable to attempts to shape its opinions: “In the 
great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we pick 
out what our culture has already defined for us, and we tend to 
perceive that which we have picked out in the form stereotyped 
for us by our culture.”15 For Lippmann, part of the reason why 
the framers of the Constitution instituted so many checks and 
balances in the federal government, so many roadblocks to 
making major policy change, was mistrust of individuals’ hap-
hazard, shifting, and malleable stereotypes.

Inherent in the minimalist critique is the idea that not all 
Americans have the same amount of political information. A 
small number of individuals, the elites, may have well-informed 
and well-reasoned opinions, but the majority of individuals, 
the masses, do not. In their 1960 study, The American Voter, 
Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes, using large sample 
surveys, painted a grim picture of the majority of American vot-
ers: “The average citizen is very much less involved in politics 
than is often imagined. His awareness of political events is lim-
ited and his concern with ideological problems is only rudimen-
tary.”16 Instead, voters often rely on their identification with a 

political party—an identification that itself might not be the result of careful, thoughtful, 
conscious deliberation.

In 1964 Philip E. Converse, one of the authors of The American Voter, extended this 
critique to question whether masses can and do learn from elites, become more informed 
and produce responses to surveys that are stable over time. Generally, Converse found, 
masses do not learn from elites: “Very little information ‘trickles down’ very far.”17 
Instead, most voters have nonattitudes. The opinions that most people express in, for 
example, a public opinion survey, might be vulnerable to the efforts of propagandists, as 
Lippmann feared, and, frankly, might just be random.

It is not only the lack of meaningful opinions that has concerned scholars in this tra-
dition. Many have also considered that even if such a thing exists, we might not be able to 
measure it in a meaningful way. Later in this chapter we will explore the science behind 
the design and use of public opinion surveys—systematic attempts to make inferences 
about the opinions of large numbers of individuals by carefully sampling and asking ques-
tions of a small, randomly assigned sample of the larger population.

In 1975 a study by political scientist Christopher Achen questioned Converse’s con-
clusion that mass publics do not have meaningful opinions.18 Achen focused on the tools 
of measurement used by Converse and based his critique upon the lack of coherence and 
stability in individuals’ survey responses. In doing so, Achen posed another challenge: 
that the scientific poll, the tool that forms the basis of so much of what we think we 
know about American public opinion, may itself contribute to the measured results. 
Though Achen focused on the problems of social scientific research methods, his conclu-
sions raise another important concern: the possibility that a survey of American public 
opinion might be used to actually shape public opinion rather than just reporting it as 
a consequence of the partisan or policy preferences of those conducting or paying for 
the polls. In this way, according to political scientists John Zaller and Stanley Feldman, 

The Uncle Sam recruitment 
poster for the U.S. Army was 
originally published in 1916.  
The image was an effective 
piece of propaganda, and more 
than four million copies were 
printed in the years leading up 
to the United States’ entry into 
World War I in 1919.
DeAgostini/Getty Images.

elites
a small number of  
individuals (who tend to  
have well-informed and  
well-reasoned opinions).

masses
the majority of individuals (who 
tend to be less well informed).

nonattitudes
a term referring to the lack of 
stable and coherent opinions on 
political issues and candidates.

public opinion surveys
systematic attempts to make 
inferences about the opinions 
of large numbers of individuals 
by carefully sampling and 
asking questions of a small, 
randomly assigned sample of 
the larger population.
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“survey questions do not simply measure public 
opinion. They also shape and channel it by the 
manner in which they frame issues, order the 
alternatives, and otherwise set the context of 
the question.”19

What Do Americans Know,  
or Not Know, about Politics,  
and Does It Matter?
Concerns about a lack of coherent opinions 
in the American electorate and the challenges 
that this poses to American representative 
democracy have not gone away. In their 1996 
book, What Americans Know about Politics 
and Why It Matters, two researchers examined 
decades of historical surveys of Americans’ 
political knowledge. They also posed a series 
of political knowledge questions to a large sample of Americans.20 To the authors, 
the findings were troubling. Significant percentages of Americans were not able to 
answer basic questions about American government, such as being able to name one 
or more branches of the federal government or name constitutional protections in the 
Bill of Rights.

As or more problematic was that political knowledge was predictably and 
unequally distributed. Younger Americans, women, lower-income Americans, and 
members of racial and ethnic minorities consistently fared worse in their answers to 
such factual political knowledge questions. These gaps have not narrowed over the 
past few decades. Researchers with the Pew Center periodically administer a “News 
IQ” quiz to a random sample of Americans. The test contains questions regarding 
political figures, knowledge of current issues in domestic and international politics, 
and geography (Figure 7.2). While the number of Americans who can correctly answer 
a question varies within and across these knowledge tests, significant amounts are 
unable to answer the questions correctly. To what extent does this information gap 
matter? Can Americans with unequal knowledge of, or access to, information about 
American politics express their desires with voices as impactful as those of informed 
Americans?

Cues, Information Shortcuts, and Aggregation:  
A More Optimistic View of American Public Opinion
While more recent scholarship acknowledges the challenges posed by proponents of the 
minimalist paradigm, it also emphasizes the ways in which the public can still make sense 
of their opinions and transmit those opinions to their representatives, both collectively and 
individually. On the most basic point—that Americans often lack opinions on many issues 
in politics and policy—these scholars agree. Where they disagree is on the need for any 
one person to have an encyclopedic set of policy preferences to be able to offer an opinion. 
The aggregation of individuals’ opinions, according to some scholars, can produce useful 
information even in the presence of noise at the individual level.

An editorial cartoon by Tom 
Toles critiquing the lack of 
influence of the American 
public voice following the 
financial crisis of 2008.
TOLES © 2009 The Washington 

Post. Reprinted with permission of 

UNIVERSAL UCLICK.
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FIGURE 7.2

A Sample Question from Pew’s Political Knowledge Test

Thurgood Marshall

Malcolm X

Jesse Jackson

Martin Luther King, Jr.

What is the name of this person?

The News IQ Quiz

Ninety-one percent of respondents to Pew’s “News IQ” quiz were able to correctly identify this image 
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Far fewer were able to identify images of 2014 Nobel Peace Prize winner 
Malala Yousafzai or Massachusetts senator Elizabeth Warren. Only about 33 percent knew there were 
three female Supreme Court justices.

Source: Pew Research Center, “The News IQ Quiz,” http://www.pewresearch.org/quiz/the-news-iq-quiz/

How do individuals answer survey questions? Do they act as file cabinets, carrying 
around preformed opinions and waiting to pull out the relevant opinion when prompted? 
Or do they construct at least some of their opinions when asked to do so—opinions that 
are based on their own understandings but also perhaps shaped by the survey and the 
context in which they answered the survey’s questions? If that is how individual opinions 
might be “formed,” then one might reasonably expect to see changes in answers to surveys 
over time and in different situations since the administration of the survey will vary. By 
incorporating findings from studies of cognition and political psychology, scholars have 
emphasized this more dynamic process and, though they acknowledge gaps in knowledge 
and understanding, present a more complex picture of the public’s ability to make sense of 
the political world. For Zaller, a basic concept in attitude construction is consideration, a 
combination of cognition and affect that contributes to any one answer to any one ques-
tion or evaluation.21 It’s not as complicated a concept as it may seem. Basically, Zaller’s 
theory says that our knowledge and our emotions both come into play when we form and 
express an opinion. We are not file cabinets, but we are also not the modeling clay that 
Lippmann worried about. We are something in between.22

Other research focuses on the ability of voters with low levels of specific political knowl-
edge to make effective use of cues and information shortcuts to form meaningful opinions. 
These informational helpers may come from a variety of sources. Individuals’ own personal 
experiences and interactions with government, accumulated over a lifetime, can help them 
make sense of an issue or problem. This “gut rationality” may not help on a political knowledge 

consideration
a combination of cognition 
and affect that contributes to 
any one answer to any one 
question or evaluation.
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quiz, but it can assist people in making meaningful 
political choices.23 In addition, individuals might 
rely on advice from friends and colleagues.24

Identification with a particular political 
party is another powerful informational short-
cut that voters frequently use when evaluating 
candidates and forming opinions about spe-
cific issues.25 If I identify as a Republican, I’m 
likely to be more favorable toward the Republican candidate rather than the Democratic 
candidate, even without knowing anything other than their party affiliations. Or if I iden-
tify as a Democrat, I am more likely to oppose a policy option that Republicans endorse 
than one Democrats endorse.

Finally, some political scientists have emphasized the possibility of the “wisdom of 
crowds,”26 in which individuals, imperfectly informed, can come up with a meaningful 
assessment of a problem or situation. Writing in 1954, a group of political scientists high-
lighted what they called the “paradox” of individual capabilities and system capability: 
“Individual voters today seem unable to satisfy the requirements for a democratic system 
of government outlined by political theorists. But the system of democracy does meet cer-
tain requirements for a going political organization.”27

More recently, Benjamin Page and Robert Shapiro emphasized the possibility for a 
public to be collectively rational even in the presence of individually inconsistent and 
shapeable opinions: “While we grant the rational ignorance of most individuals, and the 
possibility that their policy preferences are shallow and unstable, we maintain that public 
opinion as a collective phenomenon is nonetheless stable (though not immovable), mean-
ingful, and indeed rational in a higher, if somewhat looser sense: it is able to make dis-
tinctions; it is organized in coherent patterns; it is reasonable, based on the best available 
information; and it is adaptive to new information or changed circumstances, responding 
in similar ways to similar stimuli.”28

The Components of Individual Opinions
When political scientists and scholars of political psychology and mass communication 
describe an individual’s opinion, they break it down into distinct components. The first is 
the direction of the opinion, which is what we commonly focus on. Is the person for an 
issue, against it, or neutral? Does the person think favorably about a political candidate, 
unfavorably, or neutral? A second dimension of an opinion is the intensity, or strength 
of involvement and preference, with which an individual holds that opinion. Another 
component describes the stability of the opinion. Stable opinions tend not to change over 
time, in different contexts, or in response to differently worded survey questions. Some 
opinions, such as which political party one prefers, tend to be stable, while others, such as 
a preference over a specific water or transportation policy, tend to be much more variable 
over time and across different surveys, if the individuals have opinions at all. These two 
parts of an opinion are related. Intense opinions are more likely to be stable than those 
held with less intensity. Finally, there is the salience (or centrality) of an opinion, in the 
sense that some strongly held opinions shape expressed opinions on other issues or can-
didate evaluations. For example, a strongly held belief about the need for an active and 
involved government might shape a person’s opinions about specific government policies. 
Salient opinions tend to be more intense and stable.

One area of representation in American government that continues to evoke intense, 
stable, and salient opinions is the equality of treatment of individuals by law enforcement 

We are not file cabinets, but we are also not the 
modeling clay that Lippmann worried about. We 
are something in between.

direction
the focus of an  
individual’s opinion.

intensity
the strength of involvement  
and preference of an 
individual’s opinion.

stability
the degree of change over 
time, in different contexts,  
or in response to differently 
worded survey questions of a 
particular opinion.

salience
the centrality of an individual’s 
opinion in the sense of the 
opinion’s ability to shape the 
individual’s views on other 
issues or candidates.
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officers and the relationship between that treatment and the racial and ethnic identity of those 
who interact with law enforcement and the criminal justice system. As residents of Ferguson 
and other communities in which young men of color had been killed by law enforcement offi-
cers reacted, protested, and expressed their anger, it quickly became clear that opinions about 
race and treatment by law enforcement officials were often highly intense and salient. These 
opinions, however, were sharply divided by race, ethnicity, age, and partisan affiliation.

A political cartoon highlighting racial divisions in public opinion about 
the treatment of young African American men by law enforcement 
officials. The figure representing “Black America” is referring to the 
choking death of Eric Garner while in police custody in 2014. The figure 
representing “White America” is alleging that white Americans are not 
sufficiently aware of the underlying issues.
Ann Telnaes Editorial Cartoon used with the permission of Ann Telnaes and the 

Cartoonist Group. All rights reserved.

WH
AT

 HA
VE

 I L
EA

RN
ED

?

1. According to political scientists who argue for 
the minimalist paradigm, information generally 
passes from political elites to the masses.

a. True
b. False

2. Individually salient opinions are important 
because they _____.

a. Are easily manipulated
b. Are based on issues constructed by the 

media
c. Tend to shape opinions on other issues
d. Often change depending on the particular 

survey

3. For political scientist John Zaller, individuals’ 
opinions are shaped primarily by _____.

a. Facts
b. Political elites
c. Political propaganda
d. Knowledge and emotions

4. Political scientists Benjamin Page and Robert 
Shapiro argue that both individual and 
aggregated public opinion convey little useful 
information.

a. True
b. False

5. What are four components of an individual 
opinion?

Answer Key: 1. b; 2. c; 3. d; 4. b; 5. Answers should include direction, intensity, 
stability, and salience (or centrality).

  SHAPING PUBLIC OPINION
   The Battle over the “Fergusons”

In the days and weeks that followed the shooting of 
Michael Brown, deep divisions emerged, with events 
divided by the time of day, and with Americans’ views 
on the shooting divided by racial and ethnic iden-
tity. Ferguson, Missouri, was quickly becoming many 
Fergusons. According to reporter Chuck Raasch, “Mostly 
peaceful protesters march hand-in-hand by day. At night, 
people splinter, defiance and lawlessness take a firmer 
grip, and expressions and intentions move into the shad-
ows.”29 A New York Times article stated that “where once 
there was only one Ferguson—an anonymous suburb of  
St. Louis—now there is another: a small city whose name 
has become known for civil unrest, racial division and 
police harassment. Few of the deep grievances that divide 
the city have been resolved. Anger, despair and resentment 
have been driven to the surface, and many here are unsure 
when, or if, Ferguson will recover.”30

It was not only the shooting that caused controversy. The different “Fergusons,” did 
not exist only in the streets of the city. The opinions of the community’s reactions were 
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as divided as the opinions over the event itself. 
To some, the reactions represented a justifiable 
expression of inequalities and injustices too long 
ignored; to others, they were nothing more than 
violence and anarchy.

To many of the protesters in Ferguson, the 
treatment of young African American men by the 
American political and legal system had been a 
critical issue for a very long time. One of the many 
tasks of the president is to act as a “communica-
tor in chief”—to focus attention on specific issues 
and events and to make sense of tragedies and 
challenges. In this role, President Barack Obama 
addressed the shooting of Brown in a speech at the 
White House, saying, “In too many communities 
around the country, a gulf of mistrust exists between local residents and law enforce-
ment. . . . In too many communities, too many young men of color are left behind and 
seen only as objects of fear.”31

To many Americans not involved with the protests, relations between police agencies 
and African American men had been far from the top of the national agenda. The events in 
Ferguson, however, led some to reflect. As one newspaper article put it, “Some Ferguson 
residents—most of them white, but not all—insisted that Mr. Brown’s death had revealed 
racial tensions that they had not realized were there.”32

The battle over Ferguson quickly became a battle over public opinion—a battle to 
tell the story from a particular point of view. Some criticized Michael Brown and pointed 
to incidents in his past. Responding to these accusations, journalist Touré questioned the 
motives, and the power, behind those who tried to make Brown’s history relevant: “But 
it doesn’t matter whether Brown was an angel. He was a young and growing human, and 
he made mistakes. That’s okay. The real question is not: Was Brown a good kid? The real 
question is: How are police officers supposed to treat citizens?”36

In November 2014, a grand jury announced that Officer Wilson would not be 
indicted for the shooting. In preparation for the announcement, “boards covered 
block after block of windows along West Florissant Avenue. Workers had pasted shat-
ter-proof film on windows at the county jail. At least one school district canceled 
classes early. . . . Workers wrapped statues in Clayton to prevent graffiti. Firefighters 
screwed plywood around the Clayton firehouse bell. QuickTrip closed four gas sta-
tions in and near Ferguson. . . . Two of the region’s major malls . . . closed early.”37 
These precautions proved to be warranted as the community erupted in protest again 
after the announcement. “Buildings in Ferguson and Dellwood [were] burned; dozens 
more there and on South Grand Avenue in St. Louis [were] damaged.”38 A separate 
investigation conducted later by the Justice Department also declined to prosecute 
Wilson, concluding that the officer had reason to believe that his own life was in dan-
ger during the stop.

Nearly a year after the death of Michael Brown, William Lacy Clay (D-MO), a repre-
sentative from St. Louis, related to a gathering of supporters of Open Society Foundations 
some troubling lessons that he had learned about American public opinion: “I have gained 
a profound and staggering new understanding of just how deep the divisions really are 
in this country. . . . Between white Americans and other Americans. Between police and 
the citizens in urban communities whom they are sworn to serve and protect. And even 

Assuming the mantle of 
“communicator in chief,” 
President Barack Obama 
delivered remarks on the 
Michael Brown shooting 
from the White House 
in November 2014. The 
president was responding to 
the announcement that the 
Ferguson, Missouri, grand jury 
had decided no charges would 
be filed against police officer 
Darren Wilson in the shooting.
Kristoffer Tripplaar / Pool via CNP.
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between the generations.”39 In his prepared remarks, Clay also mentioned legislation that 
he was cosponsoring with Senator Claire McCaskill (D-MO) that would heighten scru-
tiny and place restrictions on the distribution of surplus military equipment to local law 
enforcement agencies.

Public opinion polls conducted in the weeks and months following the deaths of 
Brown and Garner backed up Clay’s observations. A poll conducted several months 
after Brown’s shooting found that a large majority of Americans, regardless of racial 
or ethnic identity or political party affiliation, expressed support for the use of body 
cameras by law enforcement officers to record their interactions with the public (see 
Figure 7.3).

Commenting on the cluster of lethal shootings of young African American men in 
2014, a sociologist at George Washington University claimed that while one single event 
might not move American public opinion, several might: “Once a critical mass of these 
incidents occur in real time it can certainly shift public opinion even among those . . . who 
might have thought the police could do no wrong.”40

FIGURE 7.3

Widespread Support for the Use of Body Cameras by Law Enforcement Officers 

More police officers wearing body cameras to record
interactions would be a . . . (%) 

Bad idea Good idea

Total

White

Black

Hispanic

Republican

Democrat

Independent

Note: Survey conducted Dec. 3–7, 2014. Don’t know responses not shown.
Whites and blacks include only non-Hispanics; Hispanics are of any race.

10 87

11 85

7 90

9 89

14 79

8 90

9 88

0 20 40
Percentage

60 80 100

Source: Pew Research Center, “Sharp Racial Divisions in Reactions to Brown, Garner Decisions: Many 
Blacks Expect Police-Minority Relations to Worsen,” December 8, 2014, http://www.people-press.
org/2014/12/08/sharp-racial-divisions-in-reactions-to-brown-garner-decisions/.
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WHAT HAVE I LEARNED?
1. The officer involved in the shooting death of 

Michael Brown was indicted by a grand jury.

a. True
b. False

2. In the days and weeks following the shooting 
death of Michael Brown, what divisions 
emerged in the community?

3. How did individuals with different agendas try 
to shape the interpretation of the shooting?

Answer Key: 1. b; 2. Answers might include a discussion of peaceful protests 
and violent resistance, of different portrayals of the community’s reactions, or of 
the degree to which police-community relations were or were not given sufficient 
attention in the national debate.; 3. Answers might include a discussion of the 
portrayal of Brown himself.

  MEASURING AND  
TRANSMITTING PUBLIC OPINION

The act of representation in a republican form of government has two 
basic, and crucial, informational requirements. First, voters must have 
opinions and preferences that can be communicated to their elected rep-
resentatives. Second, elected officials must respond to, or be forced to 
respond to, these expressed preferences. We have already considered the 
debates about whether or not Americans have meaningful opinions. The 
second part of the equation is just as important. How can Americans 
effectively communicate their preferences to their government? How do 
elected representatives learn about the preferences of their constituents?

One method that citizens use is to directly communicate with their 
elected officials through phone calls or e-mails. The challenge with 
direct communication as a tool of representation is that elected officials 
know that those who call or write do not represent their constituents as 
a whole but only a motivated subset of people who are often unhappy 
about something. While direct communication can signal to an elected 
official the intense preferences of a small group of individuals, it does 
not convey a sense of the overall preferences of the citizens as a whole.

A tool that does give elected officials this broader knowledge is an election. While 
we may not often think about an election as a tool for measuring public opinion, that 
is precisely what it is. However, in this regard, elections have their own limitations. 
First, many eligible voters do not vote. The decision of whether or not to vote can be 
affected by efforts to mobilize potential voters, to “get out the vote” (see Chapter 6). In 
terms of measuring the preferences of constituents, the greater challenge with elections is 
that they tend to revolve around a small set of issues, albeit ones for which voters have 
intense preferences. For the majority of public policy issues with which elected officials 
will have to contend, elections are too broad a tool to reveal useful information.

Therefore, rather than waiting for individuals to contact them or trying to decipher 
the results of an election, prospective and elected officials go directly to the citizens to 
find out what they think and want. One tool sometimes used for this is the focus group, 

The Role of Public Opinion in a 
Representative Democracy

As you learn about the methods used to 
measure American public opinion and 
transmit it to elected representatives, reflect 
upon the ways in which public opinion might 
have changed in response to the events of 
Ferguson, Missouri, and news media and 
social media coverage of those events. 
Consider the following:

 • The various tools that Americans use to 
communicate their policy preferences 
to elected officials

 • The challenges of trying to understand 
the opinions of millions of Americans 
while only sampling 1,500 of them

C O N N E C T I N G  T O   .  .  . 

focus group
a small group of individuals 
assembled for a directed 
conversation during which  
one hopes to uncover patterns 
of thinking about issues  
and individuals.
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scientific poll
when pollsters try to gain an 
understanding of a large group 
of individuals by obtaining the 
opinions of a carefully chosen 
small sample of the group, 
although they are aware of the 
limitations of the effort.

in which a small group of individuals is assembled for a directed conversation during 
which one hopes to uncover patterns of thinking about issues and individuals. Focus 
groups can be useful in understanding how individuals come to understand the political 
issues with which they are contending. However, by their nature, focus groups cannot 
paint a picture of the constituency as a whole and are therefore limited in their utility.

There is another, deeper, concern about focus groups and other tools for measuring 
public opinion that we will examine shortly: Much of their development and use is tied to 
the history of product marketing, in which companies use these tools to try to get a sense 
of which products will sell best and why. This textbook, in fact, as well as most others, 
involved the use of focus groups in its development. The challenge for representative 
democracy is whether or not we want our elected officials to think of us like breakfast 
cereals. In one sense, we might. We want our elected representatives to care enough about 
our opinions to find out what they are. On the other hand, there is a danger that our 
elected representatives might be too concerned with taking the nation’s pulse, too hesi-
tant to make difficult decisions that might be unpopular but are necessary. The framers 
most certainly did not intend for elected representatives to consistently bend to the will of 
voters. That is part of the reason why they set up so many roadblocks to making major 
and sweeping changes to American public policy.

Even so, a candidate whose eyes are on election (or reelection) will use any tools that 
she or he has to gauge the opinions of the voters. The most effective of these—although 
it comes with its own issues and challenges—is the scientific poll. With this tool, pollsters 
try to gain an understanding of a large group of individuals by obtaining the opinions of 
a carefully chosen small sample of the group, although they are aware of the limitations 
of the effort.

Different Perspectives about the Meaning of Ferguson

Not all residents of Ferguson supported the activities of 
those who vented their anger and frustration at the shooting 
of Brown. Many of these residents, both African Americans 
and whites, may have agreed with the need to see justice, but 
they based their disapproval of the protest activities on fear 
of what might happen to their communities. Chantea Arthur, 
an African American nurse’s aide interviewed by the New 
York Times about the protests, said, “What they’re doing is 
bringing down everything. I think the cop should get in trouble 
for what he did. But I’m getting tired of it all.”33

The Times also interviewed Doug Hindle, a white man who 
had lived in Ferguson for thirty years at the time of the protests. 
Hindle said the shooting had changed relations between 
whites and African Americans in the community. “Everything 
was fine before,” he said. “People are making this look like a 
bad place to live. People are chanting at night. You can’t leave, 
you can’t open your windows at night. People are shooting 
their guns off. It’s never been like that. If they let Wilson go, all 

Hell’s going to break loose. I really hope he goes to jail, just so 
people can get their justice. This has got to stop.”34

Linda Hensiek, who runs a beauty shop in Ferguson, talked 
not about the past or present but about the future. “We’re 
hoping that two years from now, we can say that this was 
given to us for a reason and something good will have come 
out of it,” she said. “Right now, it’s hell.”35

WHAT DO YOU THINK?
Controversial events and issues, and the ways that 
communities deal with them, often produce difficult 
conversations in which some may feel that their voices are 
not being heard. Have you been a part of a political or social 
discussion in which you felt some voices and viewpoints were 
not helpful? Have you been a part of one in which you felt that 
a voice, story, or point of view was not being included when it 
might have been useful?

Telling Other Stories
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The Foundations of Scientific Polling
In theory, scientific polling is simple. Given the impossibility and the unfeasibly expensive 
prospect of asking everyone in a House district, a state, or the nation what they think, 
one instead selects a smaller representative subset of that constituency and asks its mem-
bers what they think. In practice, this is impossible to do with 100 percent certainty. The 
problem is one of the sample, the subgroup of individuals from the larger population one 
wants to measure the opinions of. For some political polls, the population may be the 
entire voting-age population of the United States or of an individual state or congressional 
district. However, there are many other possible populations of interest in a survey, such 
as individuals with specific racial or ethnic identities or the student population of a college 
or university.

A key challenge in sampling is random selection. For the sample to be useful, it must 
represent the larger population as best as possible, with no systematic errors. Some errors 
in sampling are not a problem. If your respondents, or those individuals who respond to 
your survey, are more likely to choose blue over green socks, that is probably not an issue. 
If, however, a poll systematically oversamples or undersamples individuals based on char-
acteristics that are relevant to what the poll is trying to measure—for example, support 
for a presidential candidate from the Democratic or Republican Party—then you have a 
problem. Pollsters are well aware of these challenges. Often they may use the technique of 
weighting to adjust the results of a survey. Weighting is done based on differences between 
the percentages of specific groups participating in the survey and what is known about the 
proportion of their representation in the larger population.

Unless one can survey every single person in a population, community, or nation, no 
researcher can ever know what the “true” opinion of that population is. The goal is to 
minimize the uncertainty as much as possible while also conducting a poll that does not 
cost vast sums of money or take an unacceptable amount of time to conduct. When poll-
sters present their results, they include a measure of the sampling error (or margin of error) 
in their surveys. In larger national polls, which typically aim for about 1,500 respondents, 
the sampling error is often plus or minus three points, meaning that they can assert that 
about 95 percent of the time the true number—which is never known—lies within three 
points on either side of the measured number. In American politics, the number of citi-
zens on either side of an issue might be closely divided. If, for example, an opinion survey 
with a margin of error of three points finds that one party’s candidate for president has 
the support of 49 percent of Americans and the other party’s candidate the support of 47 
percent, then one could not confidently say that the first candidate would win in a national 
election. Increasing the size of the sample decreases the error, but it also increases the cost. 
In addition, the greater the variation in the population that one samples, the larger the 
sampling error.

Types of Surveys
In choosing how to administer a survey, a researcher has several options. The degree of 
confidence that one can place in the findings, however, depends critically upon the ways in 
which the sample is selected. One popular type of survey is a straw poll—an unofficial tally 
of opinion or support at a meeting or event, such as a political party meeting or caucus. 
While straw polls can be useful in exploring which individuals support a candidate and 
why, their target population is not randomly selected. The fact that people have chosen 
to attend the event at which the straw poll is conducted means that the sample was not 

random selection
how participants are selected 
from the population for 
inclusion in the study.

respondents
individuals who answer  
a survey.

sample
the subgroup of individuals from 
the larger population one wants 
to measure the opinions of.

straw poll
an unofficial tally of opinion or 
support at a meeting or event.

weighting
a procedure in which  
the observed results of  
a survey are adjusted  
according to what is known 
about specific proportions  
in the larger population.

sampling error
error in a statistical 
analysis arising from the 
unrepresentativeness of  
the sample taken.
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randomly chosen and, therefore, cannot be relied upon to draw conclusions about general 
public opinion.

Self-selected listener opinion polls, also called SLOP polls, in which respondents 
choose to respond to a survey prompt on their own, suffer from the same disadvantage. 
SLOP polls are quite common. When individuals respond to a radio talk show host’s 
requests to call in, or when a person fills out a quick survey after reading an article or 
watching a video on the Internet, he or she is participating in a SLOP poll. Because more 
involved and motivated individuals choose to participate, and these individuals do not 
represent a randomly selected subset of the overall population, one cannot confidently say 
that their opinions reflect the distribution of them in the larger population.

An exit poll is a survey conducted outside of a polling place in which individuals 
are asked who or what they just voted for and why. While there is much to be gained 
for a news organization that can call a race before other news outlets based on its exit 
poll results, there are risks as well. Individuals do not vote at random times, and an exit 
poll may unintentionally be sampling from a group that over- or underrepresents overall 
public opinion on an issue or candidate. Also, announcing the results of exit polls while 
polls are still open runs the risk of influencing an election. Learning that one candidate 
is supposedly winning may discourage another candidate’s supporters from turning out 
to vote because they believe their votes would not matter. To avoid that problem, news 
networks have voluntarily committed to not releasing exit poll results until all of a state’s 
polling places have closed. Exit polls can be useful, though, in understanding patterns 
of voting—for example, what issue was most on the minds of voters who voted for one 
candidate or another.

Because of the challenges posed by nonrandom selection, news organizations, media 
outlets, and research organizations rely primarily on the telephone when trying to gauge 
American public opinion. They may draw from lists of phone numbers or employ random 

digit dialing, in which phone numbers are selected randomly by computer. That has the 
added advantage of potentially including unlisted numbers or those generally not in poll-
sters’ (or marketers’) databases, such as numbers for cell phones. Even with random digit 
dialing, however, there are always risks that a sample is not truly representative of the 
overall population. Are some of those whom one calls more likely to answer the survey 
than others? Might patterns of willingness or unwillingness to answer the survey bias the 
findings? Though pollsters are aware of and try to account for these issues, it is always a 
potential problem.

Two versions of straw polls 
are shown here. At left, a 
visitor to the 2015 Iowa 
State Fair casts a vote for 
presidential candidate Carly 
Fiorina with a kernel of corn. 
At right, attendees at the 2015 
Conservative Political Action 
Conference (CPAC) vote in an 
electronic straw poll in National 
Harbor, Maryland.
Left Photo: AP Photo/Paul Sancya

Right Photo: AP Photo/Alex 

Brandon

exit poll
a survey conducted outside of a 
polling place in which individuals 
are asked who or what they just 
voted for and why.

self-selected listener 
opinion polls  
(or SLOP polls)
a survey in which respondents 
choose to respond to a survey 
prompt on their own.

random digit dialing
when potential survey 
respondents are selected by 
computer-generated random 
numbers.
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Are Public Opinion Surveys Valid?  
How Surveys Themselves May Shape Their Findings
In addition to sample selection, pollsters must confront other issues that are important for 
informed consumers of public opinion surveys—such as the students reading this book—
to note. We have explored the challenge that Americans may have nonattitudes on some 
issues, and there is also the risk that individuals may be unwilling to admit a lack of 
information or opinion and make up responses on the spot. In one survey of Americans, 
political scientist George Bishop asked respondents about their opinions of the Public 
Affairs Act of 1975. The trick was that the act never existed. In spite of this small fact, 
significant percentages of respondents offered an opinion on the piece of fictitious legisla-
tion, casting doubt on the reliability of results of surveys of Americans on specific public 
policies and policy proposals.41 In order to try to prevent this, well-constructed survey 
questions should try to focus on issues with which their respondents will be familiar and 
have opinions about.

Even on issues for which respondents have actual preferences, other factors may shape 
the results of a public opinion survey. First, the question order might affect the results. 
Consider a question about whether or not individuals should be permitted to burn an 
American flag in protest. The same question might produce substantially different results 
if it were preceded by other questions that included the expressed opinions of other indi-
viduals.42 Perhaps the flag-burning question was preceded by a question about the impor-
tance of patriotism, which might produce more opinions against allowing flag burning. 
Alternatively, the flag-burning question might have followed a question on the importance 
of free speech in American democracy, priming a different pattern of responses.

Similarly, the question wording might, intentionally or not, guide respondents to 
a specific answer. For example, in a 2003 Pew Research Center Survey about attitudes 
towards military action in Iraq, 68 percent of respondents said that they favored action 
when asked if they would “favor or oppose taking military action in Iraq to end Saddam 
Hussein’s rule.” However, when asked if they would “favor or oppose taking military 
action in Iraq to end Saddam Hussein’s rule even if it meant that U.S. forces might suffer 
thousands of casualties,” only 43 percent of respondents favored military action.43

Finally, the interviewers themselves may affect the results of a survey, especially one 
conducted in person. Political scientists have, for example, documented race of interviewer 

effects, in which the outcomes of surveys, even on questions only asking for political 
knowledge and information, may depend partly upon the racial identities of respondents 
and surveyors.44

How Are Polls Used?
Many different individuals and groups make use of public opinion polls. Media out-
lets work with major polling organizations when covering topics such as Americans’ 
support or opposition to a candidate or policy proposal. Academic researchers rely on 
more in-depth polls to test theories about politics and public opinion. One tool that 
political scientists and other researchers may employ is the survey experiment, in which 
individuals are randomly assigned different surveys, perhaps with different question 
wording or framing. The goal here is not to try to measure the opinions of a larger 
population but to use the randomized experiments to better understand how people 
form opinions.

question order
a concern in measuring public 
opinion having to do with how 
the sequencing of questions 
affects responses.

question wording
a concern in measuring public 
opinion having to do with how 
the way a question is phrased 
affects responses.

race of interviewer 
effects
the shaping of survey 
responses due to the racial 
identities of respondents  
and interviewers.
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Telling Stories with IMAGES

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch Changes Its Cover Photo

On the one-year anniversary of the death of Michael Brown, 
and over the space of a few hours, the editors and publishers 
of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch chose to replace the lead 
photograph for the next day’s paper. The reason was another 
tragic event. The planned image was of a peaceful protest 
in which at least one thousand marchers commemorated 

the tragic events of one-year prior and sought to keep public 
attention on the issue of the treatment of young African 
American men by law enforcement officials.

At night, however, police shot and critically wounded another 
young African American man, eighteen-year-old Tyrone 
Harris. St. Louis County police officials stated that prior to the 
shooting two groups of men had been involved in a gunfight 
with each other and one had fired on four plain-clothed police 
officers in an unmarked car.

In his tweet, Lynden Steele, director of photography  
for the newspaper, contrasted the two images, and  
the two headlines, highlighting yet another heartbreak. 
Notice the differences in tone and mood of the two images. 
In the first, the upside down American flag. Officially, it is 
only displayed as such in times of distress. In this case the 
protesters used their First Amendment right to display the flag 
this way to signal the distress that they felt surrounding this 
issue. Notice the somber tone of the second image and the 
image itself—one of police officers surrounding a wounded 
young man—one with which Ferguson residents were well 
familiar.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?

The decision of the editors and publishers of the St. Louis 
Post-Dispatch to change their lead image highlights both the 
power of image in political storytelling and the speed with 
which coverage responds to events. To someone unfamiliar 
with the news article or the protest controversy, how do these 
two images frame the stories of the anniversary protests? 
As an editor of a newspaper, what might you consider when 
choosing a cover story image of protests in Ferguson or other 
cities?

Polls also play key roles in political campaigns. The media may use tools such as 
exit polls to predict the outcomes of political races or to better understand why peo-
ple voted one way or another in a given election. Candidates themselves may employ 
polls to better understand voters’ interests and concerns or to gauge public support for 
themselves or their opponents as a campaign progresses. One controversial tool that 
candidates or those supporting them may employ is a push poll, which is not really a 
poll but a negative campaign tactic. Disguised as surveys, push polls try to present vot-
ers with negative or damaging portrayals of opposing candidates, sometimes with false 
or exaggerated information.

push poll 
a negative campaign tactic 
disguised as a survey in which 
a candidates’ opponent or 
opponents are portrayed in an 
unfavorable way.
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political socialization
the variety of experiences 
and factors that shape our 
political values, attitudes, and 
behaviors.

party identification
the degree to which an 
individual identifies with  
and supports a particular 
political party.

civic education
the transmission of information 
about the political world and 
civic norms to learners.

 THE FORMATION OF POLITICAL ATTITUDES
Exploring Political Socialization

Did Ferguson matter? Did the shooting, the protests following the shooting, and the 
national coverage of the controversy actually change the national conversation in a way 
that affected American public policy? We will return to this question. Before that, how-
ever, we need to step back a bit and consider what political scientists know or do not 
know about how political attitudes are formed in the first place.

Political Socialization: The Sources  
of Political Knowledge and Opinion
The first step is to explore the formation of these things that we call political attitudes 
and opinions. The formation and modification of opinions and attitudes towards politics, 
public policy, and political figures is a lifelong process. Political socialization refers to the 
variety of experiences and factors that shape our political values, attitudes, and behaviors.

Families, Schools, and Peers:  
Early Shapers of Information and Opinion
The first and most important contributor to the process of political socialization is the fam-
ily, especially when it comes to shaping children’s views about political figures and political 
authority.45 Party identification—the degree to which an individual identifies with and sup-
ports a particular political party—is highly transmitted through families. Families provide, 
after all, the first source of political information for those who are seeking out information.46

Schools often intentionally play a role in political socialization through processes of 
civic education that aim to introduce students to politics and help them develop the abil-
ity to interpret and make sense of this knowledge.47 Civic education can also transmit 
civic norms, such as the importance of being civically involved.48 As spaces of learning 
and community, schools are also important for their ability to create a political climate, 
introduce students to opportunities for political participation, and introduce political 

WHAT HAVE I LEARNED?
1. The disadvantage in measuring public opinion 

that SLOP polls and straw polls both share is 
_____.

a. They are too expensive to conduct 
nationally

b. They tend to only survey conservative 
public opinion

c. Their respondents are not chosen randomly
d. They tend to only survey liberal public 

opinion

2. Random selection of survey respondents is 
challenged by _____.

a. The communications technology used to 
contact potential respondents

b. The time of day in which a respondent is 
contacted

c. The decisions of potential respondents to 
answer or not answer the survey

d. All of the above

3. If you were to try to sample American public 
opinion on an issue that you care about, how 
might you go about trying to assemble a 
random sample? What challenges might  
you face?

Answer Key: 1. c; 2. d; 3. Answers will vary but should discuss the challenges of 
sampling from a given population.
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In an exercise in civic 
education, students at Koch 
Elementary School in St. Louis, 
Missouri, participate in a  
vote on the lunch menu in 
November 2014.
AP Photo/St. Louis Post-

Dispatch, Robert Cohen

learners to other students whose diverse lived experiences 
might reinforce or challenge the civic understandings that 
students bring into the classroom.49 Families inform politi-
cal learners first, then schools and educational experiences 
leave their mark. As such, an individual’s civic education 
does not occur on a blank canvas but one that has already 
been at least partially painted by his or her upbringing.

Personal Experience and Lived Events
Individual political opinions are never set in stone. While 
families, schools, and peers play important but different 
roles in our political socialization, so do later experiences 
in life. Our interactions in daily life may also shape our 
opinions on both individual and national levels, especially 
in times of crisis.

The effects of national events and crises on opinions and attitudes work on a very 
individual level and are filtered by the lenses and lived experiences through which people 
make sense of things. In the weeks and months following the shooting of Michael Brown, 
individuals across the nation began to take a greater interest in politics and policy and 
became more informed and involved. One of the individuals attending a protest march at 
the end of August was forty-four-year-old Ian Buchanan. According to a reporter for the 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Buchanan, “a former principal in the St. Louis and Normandy 
school districts, drove to Ferguson from his home in Memphis, Tenn., to attend Saturday’s 
march. ‘I came here because I want to be part of the spirit of the movement,’ he said. He 
spent part of the day talking to his former students about how to voice their concerns 
about injustice. ‘The older generation usually wants to write off the younger generation, 
but to effect change, it comes from the young people,’ Buchanan said.”50

On Election Day, November 4, 2014, McCluer High School senior Victor Sy woke 
up before dawn to volunteer at the polling place at the First Presbyterian Church of 
Ferguson. The Brown shooting had inspired Sy and other students studying government 
to become more involved in the election process. “I wanted to have the experience,”  
Sy said.51 Another article in the Post-Dispatch quoted teacher Mike Baxter as saying, “In 
previous years when the St. Louis County Election Board has asked for student volunteers, 
a handful of students would sign up. This year, 26 participated, some because of recent 
events in Ferguson.”52

New Perspectives, Technologies, and the Shaping of Public Opinion
American public opinion, the tools with which it is measured, and the technologies through 
which it is expressed and understood are not frozen in time. In many ways, political scien-
tists are always trying to keep up with change in how we understand, think about, and mea-
sure public opinion. Technology and research continually change the ways in which social 
scientists have theorized about the sources of American public opinion—for example, one 
group of political scientists has even found evidence that genetically inherited characteristics 
play a role in shaping political attitudes and ideologies.53 Advancements in technology have 
also changed the ways in which opinion is measured, analyzed, and understood. In the inter-
connected, live, and unfiltered world of social media, Ferguson made this clear.

After Michael Brown’s death, Ferguson police chief Thomas Jackson was con-
cerned how social media might influence future events. Recounting his arrival at the 
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Badges, including one 
proclaiming “Justice for 
Michael Brown,” worn  
by a voter in Ferguson, 
Missouri, on Election Day, 
November 4, 2014.
REUTERS/Whitney Curtis

scene of the shooting, Jackson noted that a large 
crowd was gathering and that people were film-
ing the scene with their cell phones. “One reason 
I thought this might light up is social media,” he 
said. “It’s like poison.”54

On this, at least, Jackson was correct: Following 
the death of Brown and the decision of the grand jury 
not to indict Wilson, social media did indeed light 
up. According to an article in the Washington Post, 
“‘Black Twitter’ . . . emerged as a powerful forum 
for activism and debate regarding Ferguson, helping 
sway public opinion by challenging racially biased 
interpretations of Brown’s killing.”55 In defending 
the decision of the Ferguson Police Department not 
to initially release Wilson’s name to the public, a 
lawyer who had represented other officers in police 
shootings cited the risks posed by social media and 
the Internet: “If you have any social media presence, I can get a picture of you. I can find 
out where you live. . . . I can follow you home. This threat now extends to whoever you 
live with. And that’s why these things don’t get released.”56

On August 12, 2014, Ferguson City Hall’s Web site went dark and the phones 
died. A hacker group, Anonymous, took credit and made a threat via a video posted on 
Twitter: “We’re watching you very closely. If you abuse, harass or harm the protesters in 
Ferguson we will take every Web-based asset of your departments and federal agencies 
offline.”57 Demanding the release of Wilson’s name, which had not happened at that point, 
Anonymous “posted a photo of [St. Louis County police chief] Belmar’s house. . . . Then 
came the photos, all allegedly portraying his family: His son, asleep on a couch. His wife 
and daughter, arm-in-arm. He and his wife together. ‘Nice photo, Jon,’ TheAnonMessage 
added. ‘Your wife actually looks good for her age.’”58

American public opinion in the twenty-first century is more instantaneously shapea-
ble than has ever been possible. Social media allows, in theory, a national conversation 
between people of very different lived experiences and political attitudes. After Ferguson, 
however, it became quickly clear that social media did not have the power to change the 
divide, to change the national conversation.

Patterns of American Public Opinion: Partisan  
Identification, Individual and Group Identities, and Elites
As we have seen, families, schools, and events (either over the course of a lifetime or 
extraordinary and focusing ones) play a major role in shaping public opinion. But other 
factors play important roles as well. How we identify politically, as well as how we define 
ourselves in term of gender, race, or ethnicity, can form clear, consistent, and persistent 
patterns of similarity and division in American public opinion.

Partisan Identification
One of the single most effective predictors of public opinion is an individual’s identifica-
tion with a political party. Americans’ response to Ferguson was no different. On the ques-
tion of whether or not local law enforcement agencies could be trusted to administer the 

NEWS CLIP
Debate regarding gay marriage 

in Florida
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FIGURE 7.4

Partisan Divisions in Public Opinion about Ferguson
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Source: Data are from Pew Research Center, “Stark Racial Divisions in Reactions to Ferguson Police 
Shooting,” August 18, 2014, http://www.people-press.org/files/2014/08/8-18-14-Ferguson-Release.pdf.

laws of the nation impartially and without regard to racial and ethnic identity, Americans 
were sharply divided according to the political parties to which they attached themselves.

An ongoing debate among political scientists who study American political parties 
and elections has been about the sources of partisan polarization in Congress. Members of 
Congress are increasingly voting with members of their own party. Why? It is not clear if 
this trend represents an increasingly polarized environment among political elites, political 
masses, or both, or if some other factor or factors are at play.59

Of all of the questions that Ferguson raised, one central one was this: Is America a 
nation divided? For many Americans this was not the first time this question had arisen, 
but for many others it was something new.

Patterns of division between Americans over Brown’s death and the protests that 
followed became clear very quickly. One of those splits, not surprisingly, was related to 
respondents’ party identification. In a survey of one thousand adults in the week follow-
ing the shooting, the Pew Research Center observed that while 61 percent of respondents 
who self-identified as Republicans thought that race was getting too much attention in 
the media coverage, 68 percent of Democrats thought that the shooting raised important 
issues about race in American society (Figure 7.4).60

partisan polarization
when an individual’s stance  
on a given issue, policy, 
or person is more likely to 
be strictly defined by their 
identification with a particular 
political party (e.g., Democrat 
or Republican) or ideology 
(e.g., liberal or conservative).
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FIGURE 7.5

The Gender Gap in American Politics
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Trends,” 1992-2016, http://www.people-press.org/2016/09/13/party-identification-trends-1992-2016/.

gender gap
a term that refers to the fact 
American women are more 
likely to identify with and 
vote for Democratic Party 
candidates than men, who 
are more likely to vote for 
Republican Party candidates.

linked fate
a theory of group identification 
that describes ways in which 
individuals tie their own life 
chances to those of a group.

Gender
American public opinion is also often divided along gender lines. On many issues, such as 
comparative levels of spending on social welfare programs versus national defense, polls 
have consistently found differences between men and women. These differences in opinion 
are translated into differences in support for American political parties. The term gender 

gap refers to the fact that American women are more likely to identify with and vote for 
Democratic Party candidates than men, who are more likely to vote for Republican Party 
candidates (Figure 7.5).

Racial and Ethnic Identity
American public opinion is also often divided on the basis of racial and ethnic identity. 
Members of American racial and ethnic minorities emphasize the importance of social jus-
tice and equality of opportunity more than white Americans,61 patterns that are correlated 
with the fact that racial and ethnic minorities are more likely to experience economic chal-
lenges and poverty.62 In addition, scholars of race and gender in American politics have 
found evidence to support the notion of linked fate, in which individuals accept “the belief 
that [their own] life chances are inextricably tied to the group as a whole.”63

In the days following the shooting in Ferguson, public opinion surveys revealed 
sharp racial divisions on the event. African Americans overwhelmingly felt that Brown’s 
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FIGURE 7.6

Racial and Ethnic Divisions in Opinions of Authorities’ Handling of the  
Ferguson Investigation
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shooting raised important racial issues and that the police response to the shooting was 
inappropriate or insufficient. They also expressed a lack of confidence in the subsequent 
investigations into the shooting (Figure 7.6).64

To say that any community (as defined by the sum of their common experiences) 
would be united would be far too simplistic. Bernie Frazier, an African American speaker 
and career strategist from Ferguson, told the New York Times, “I’ve had moments where  
I feel violated by the protesters. To be honest, I feel violated by the media. I read a headline 
that said, ‘Ferguson under siege.’ I saw an article that described Ferguson as ‘impover-
ished.’ I’ve just stopped reading comments online. I’m done.”65

Challenging Traditional Patterns of Division:  
Ferguson and Cross-Cutting Patterns of American Public Opinion
Much of American public opinion over the tragic events in Ferguson and the shootings 
of other unarmed African American men in the country was divided, whether along lines 
of racial and ethnic identity, gender, age, or partisan affiliation. However, there were 
some, perhaps unexpected, points of agreement. For example, speaking in August 2014, 
Senator Rand Paul (R-KY) criticized the changes in local law enforcement techniques, 
equipment, and mentality as surplus weapons from America’s wars in the Middle East 
found their way back home: “Washington has incentivized the militarization of local 
police precincts by using federal dollars to help municipal governments build what are 
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essentially small armies—where police departments compete to acquire military gear 
that goes far beyond what most Americans think of as law enforcement.”66 In his efforts 
to scale back the provision of surplus military equipment to local law enforcement 
agencies, Paul, a Republican, was joined by Representative Hank Johnson of Georgia, 
a Democrat.

Some surveys of American public opinion complicated the debate over police com-
munity relations. A 2012 survey by the Pew Research Center concluded that 48 percent 
of Americans agreed with the statement “Guns do more to protect people than place 
them at risk.” In a similar survey in December 2014, the number of Americans agreeing 
with that statement had increased to 57 percent. Most strikingly, “The shift [in agree-
ment] was even more substantial among African-Americans, going from 29 percent in 
early 2013 to 54 percent [in 2014] (though with a margin of error of almost 10 percent 
due to small sample size).”67 Critics of the poll, however, questioned the wording of the 
survey items, suggesting that the pollsters may have shaped their findings by the way in 
which they posed the questions. Reverend Kenn Blanchard, author of Black Man with 
a Gun: Reloaded, countered critiques of the Pew findings by claiming the emergence of 
“a generational shift in the black community, where all of the old heads say this [pro-
gun] stuff is the devil [but] the new guys are, like, ‘I don’t think so.’ . . . There’s a racial 
divide, too, that the anti-gun people have been using to suggest that white people don’t 
want black people to have firearms. But what I see are my white brothers, the old gee-
zers, who are saying to the younger black generation, ‘Here’s a gun, I’ll show you how 
to shoot it.’”68

In spite of these cross-cutting trends, many divisions remained. In a survey conducted 
in December 2014 following the grand jury decisions in the prosecutions of the police offi-
cers involved in the shooting deaths of Brown and Garner, analysts with the Pew Research 
Center found sharp divisions between white and African American respondents on their 
agreement with the assertion that race had played a factor in the grand juries’ decisions not 
to charge the officers.69 

WHAT HAVE I LEARNED?

1. Partisan polarization has decreased in 
Congress in recent decades.

a. True
b. False

2. The gender gap in American politics refers to 
the fact that _____.

a. Republican Party voters outnumber 
Democratic Party voters

b. The number of women representatives and 
senators has been decreasing in recent 
decades

c. Women voters in American elections 
tend to support candidates from the 
Democratic Party in state and national 
elections

d. Women voters in American elections 
tend to support candidates from the 

Republican Party in state and national 
elections

3. Contributors to the processes of political 
socialization include _____.

a. Families
b. Schools
c. Lived experiences
d. All of the above

4. When you reflect upon the events of Ferguson, 
what divisions in American public opinion do 
you observe? What might be some issues 
or perspectives not apparent from these 
divisions?

Answer Key: 1. b; 2. c; 3. d; 4. Answers will vary. Students might focus on 
ideas such as linked fate or differences in opinion about police-community 
relations.
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  FERGUSON AND THE  
EFFECTS OF PUBLIC OPINION  
ON DEMOCRATIC REPRESENTATION

In 2015, on the one-year anniversary of Michael Brown’s death, the city 
of Ferguson was once again witness to protest and then violence. New 
reports noted, “A peaceful day of protest and remembrance dissolved into 
chaos late Sunday after shots were fired and one person was hit by gun-
fire.”70 In that sense, the two Fergusons, the day and night Fergusons, had 
not changed in the year since Brown’s tragic death.

The police response had changed, however. As reported by the New 
York Times, “No police officers in riot gear emerged Friday night when 
protesters arrived, a tactic that has drawn criticism. Rather, a small hand-
ful of officers calmly walked out and spoke with demonstrators. Many of 
the Ferguson police on the scene wore white polo shirts rather than their 
regular uniforms.”71

Political leaders and candidates for the 2016 presidential elec-
tion were paying attention to the protests. They began to talk about 
Ferguson and what it meant for the nation going forward. During the 
first Democratic Party presidential candidate debate in October 2015, 
one of the invited members of the public asked, “My question for the 
candidates is, do black lives matter, or do all lives matter?” Senator 
Bernie Sanders (I-VT) immediately replied, “Black lives matter,” and the 

crowd applauded.72 When pressed by a moderator, Maryland governor Martin O’Malley 
“expressed solidarity with the phrase.”73 Both Sanders and O’Malley had been con-
fronted with public disruptions on the campaign trail challenging them to be more out-
spoken in their support for criminal justice reform.74

Though moderator Anderson Cooper had changed the topic when he interacted 
with former Secretary of State and former Senator Hillary Clinton, she brought the 
conversation back to criminal justice reform, saying, “What we need to be doing is 
not only reforming criminal justice—I have talked about that at some length, includ-
ing things like body cameras. . . . But I believe that the debate, and the discussion has 
to go further. . . . We need a New Deal for communities of color.”75 Following the 
debate, members of Black Lives Matter were encouraged by the attention and conver-
sation but wanted more specifics about how each candidate would make the words  
a reality.

Members of Congress were paying attention as well. In January 2015, as reported 
by the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, “On the eve of the Martin Luther King holiday, leading 
black members of Congress squeezed into a packed Ferguson church to deliver a spe-
cific message: We’ve got your backs. . . . There, they vowed to push for criminal justice 
reform.”76 The article quoted Representative Andrew Carson (D-IN), who said, “We’re 
not here to tell you what to do . . . (but) just to let you know you’ve got some firepower 
in Washington, D.C. Ferguson is a clarion call. Ferguson is the new Selma.”77 In August 
the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported that “prominent Ferguson protesters announced on 

Ferguson’s Impact
As you reflect upon what you have read 
so far in this chapter and continue reading 
about what all of this has meant for the 
American Republic and the role of public 
opinion in American democracy:

 • Consider how events can shape 
political attitudes and opinions

 • Think about how individuals’ 
interpretations of events such as those 
that happened in Ferguson and after 
might be shaped by identification with a 
political party

 • Think about the role of the media in 
shaping individuals’ perceptions of, 
and responses to, protests held due to 
feelings of unequal treatment, justice, 
and representation

 • Consider what all of this means in 
relation to two basic and important 
questions: Is there such a thing as 
American public opinion? And, if so, 
does it matter?

C O N N E C T I N G  T O  . .  .
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Protestors prepared to march in 
downtown St. Louis on August 
10, 2015, to mark the one-year 
anniversary of Michael Brown’s 
death. The police response 
to the march was markedly 
different from previous protests 
and was much more measured 
and low key.
REUTERS/Rick Wilking

Friday Campaign Zero, a policy platform to end killings by the police in the United States, 
and a website to help voters keep track of where political candidates stand on police bru-
tality.”78 Political science professor Terry Jones, an expert on urban politics and policies 
interviewed for the article, said, “This is an effort to put some policy meat on the protest 
bones and say, ‘We’re not simply for or against that, but here’s what our policies would 
look like.’ . . . It’s an appropriate evolutionary step. Anyone who says ‘I don’t think the 
world is right as it is’ should be prepared to answer the question, ‘Well, what do you want 
to do about it?’”79

WHAT HAVE I LEARNED?

1. One year after the first protests in Ferguson, 
national political candidates were paying more 
attention to the treatment of African American 
men by law enforcement officials.

a. True
b. False

2. On the one-year anniversary of Michael Brown’s 
death, Ferguson police responded to protests by: 

a. Banning further demonstrations.
b. Keeping a lower profile.
c. Trying to intimidate the crowd.
d. Refusing to keep order.

3. On the one-year anniversary of Michael 
Brown’s death, what appeared to have 
changed? What may not have changed?

4. What do the results of public opinion surveys 
tell us about these potential changes?

Answer Key: 1. a; 2. b; 3. Answers might emphasize the fact that the underlying 
issue had not gone away but that attitudes had changed and people now felt the 
need to pay more attention to the concerns raised by the protesters.; 4. Answers 
should focus on an apparent break in trend, both in black and white opinion.
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Telling Stories with DATA

Change in American Public Opinion after Ferguson

In public opinion polls conducted by the Pew Research 
Center and the Washington Post in 2009, 2011, and 
March 2014, the percentage of Americans who agreed 
that the nation had “made the changes needed to give 
blacks equal rights with whites” did not change much. 
In each poll, a slight majority of Americans expressed 

the opinion that the nation had made these changes. 
Individual attitudes, however, diverged sharply by racial 
identity. A majority of white Americans felt that the 
nation had made the necessary changes, but the vast 
majority of African American survey respondents felt 
that it had not.

Majority Says Nation Needs to Make Changes to Give Blacks Equal Rights

Note: Survey conducted July 14–20, 2015. Whites and blacks include only those who are not Hispanic.
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Our country has made the changes needed to give blacks equal rights with whites

Our country needs to continue making changes to give blacks equal rights with whites

Source: Pew Research Center, “Across Racial Lines, More Say Nation Needs to Make Changes to Achieve Racial Equality,” 
August 5, 2015, http://www.people-press.org/2015/08/05/across-racial-lines-more-say-nation-needs-to-make-changes-to-
achieve-racial-equality/.
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By the late summer of 2015, however, something appeared 
to have changed.80 Between the polls conducted in March 
2014, six months before Brown’s shooting, and July 2015, 
nearly a year after, there was what political scientists call a 
break in trend, and a sharp one at that. In the 2015 survey, the 
percentages of Americans surveyed who felt that the nation 
had done enough to achieve equal rights had changed overall 
and for both groups of Americans.

However, when drawing conclusions about the causes of this 
change in public opinion—including if Ferguson caused this 
change—some caution is warranted. Other events between the 
2014 and 2015 surveys may have contributed to the observed 
findings. A debate about the display of Confederate flags, for 

example, also made it onto the national political agenda during 
this time, as did more shootings and tragic events. We cannot, 
based on these data alone, confirm that Ferguson caused this 
change, only that there is a potentially meaningful correlation 
between the two. That said, this change in American public 
opinion, how quickly it happened, and how substantial it was 
are not things to be quickly dismissed.

WHAT DO YOU THINK?
Do these results lead you to conclude that the shooting 
deaths in Ferguson and other cities and the protests in 
response actually changed American public opinion? What 
other evidence might you want to make a firmer conclusion?

  CONCLUSION
The Meanings of Public Opinion

Political scientist John W. Kingdon once asked, “But what makes an idea’s time come?”81 
That is a very good question, and one to which individuals must attend if they are trying 
to shape laws and policies, to get their voices heard. In terms of public opinion, we might 
rephrase Professor Kingdon’s question: But what makes a change of public opinion’s 
time come? And, we might add, does it even matter if public opinion changes at all?

Reflecting upon Ferguson and other protests inspired by Black Lives Matter, one thing 
has changed, and that is the list of issues on the national political agenda. To that list 
has been added the treatment of African Americans, especially young African American 
men, by the American law enforcement system: “‘I live in one of the poorest ZIP codes in 
Missouri,’ said Ferguson protestor Tory Russell in a conference call with reporters . . . add-
ing that fellow African-Americans in the area experience high rates of mortality and murder.  
‘I never heard any of my elected officials declare those things a state of emergency,’ said 
Mr. Russell, who started the group Hands Up United after Mr. Brown’s death to seek jus-
tice in Ferguson and beyond.”82

In this chapter, we have explored debates over the coherence and 
impact of what we call American public opinion by focusing on one 
tragic event. While the ultimate effects of the tragedy—as well as the 
protests and efforts at political mobilization that followed—are not yet 
certain, at the very least the nation’s political conversation has been 
altered.

In October 2014, “Lesley McSpadden, Mr. Brown’s mother, made 
one of her regular visits to the place where her son was killed. . . . She 
comes to the memorial all the time, she said, even though visits to the site 
of her son’s death deepen her pain. . . . Gazing down at the memorial, 
Ms. McSpadden pondered the question of how long it should stay in 
place. ‘Forever,’ she said.”83
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CHAPTER REVIEW
This chapter’s main ideas are reflected in the Learning Objectives below. By reviewing them 

here you should be able to remember the key points, connect them to the stories presented in 

the chapter, think about  these questions, and know these terms that are central to the topic.

7.1 Discuss differing theories about public opinion formation and expression 
and the degree to which it is meaningful.

REMEMBER . . .  • Public opinion is characterized as the aggregation of individual beliefs and attitudes.

 • Representative democracy depends upon individuals having meaningful preferences on 
issues. Only when constituents are able to convey meaningful opinions can they can be 
adequately represented by public officials.

 • The minimalist paradigm emphasizes that most people pay minimal attention to issues 
and have minimal information about them. Additionally, the opinions that they do have are 
minimally stable; they change over time or in response to attempts to control or shape 
them.

 • Other scholars emphasize the ways in which the public can still make sense of and 
transmit their opinions to their representatives, both collectively and individually. No 
single individual needs to have fully formed policy preferences and political views 
because when taken in the aggregate, public opinion is meaningful.

 • Still others have emphasized the possibility for a public to be collectively rational even in 
the presence of individually inconsistent and shapeable opinions.

CONNECT . . .  • The 2014 fatal shooting of Michael Brown, a young unarmed African American man, by 
white police officer Darren Wilson galvanized the community of Ferguson, Missouri—and 
communities across the nation—to protest the treatment of African Americans by law 
enforcement agencies.

THINK . . .  • What are some of the challenges in identifying what we can meaningfully conclude from 
measures of public opinion?

 • What are some contrasting perspectives on the coherence of mass public opinion?

KNOW . . .  • consideration (p. 234)
 • elites (p. 232)
 • masses (p. 232)
 • minimalist paradigm (p. 231)

 • nonattitudes (p. 232)
 • public opinion (p. 227)
 • stereotype (p. 231)

7.2 Describe the issues involved in surveying American public opinion and 
constructing the instruments used to do so.

REMEMBER . . .  • Even when people’s opinions are well informed or when enough opinions are sampled 
to make them meaningful in aggregate, the instruments used to measure opinion can 
themselves be flawed, making survey results not meaningful.
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 • When poorly constructed or deliberately flawed, public opinion surveys can shape survey 
results and thus deliver misleading findings.

 • In some cases, people are unwilling to admit a lack of information or opinion and so make 
up responses to survey questions.

 • The way questions are ordered and worded can also affect survey results.

CONNECT . . .  • As residents of Ferguson and other communities in which young men of color were killed 
by law enforcement officers reacted, protested, and expressed their anger, it quickly 
became clear that opinions about treatment of racial minorities by law enforcement 
officials were often intense and salient. These opinions, however, were sharply divided by 
race, ethnicity, age, and partisan affiliation.

THINK . . .  • What are different methods used to gauge public opinion?

 • What issues might arise when designing surveys and questionnaires?

KNOW . . .  • public opinion surveys (p. 232)

 • direction (p. 235)

 • intensity (p. 235)

 • stability (p. 235)

 • salience (p. 235)

 • push poll (p. 244)

 • question order (p. 243)

 • race of interviewer effects (p. 243) 

 • question wording (p. 243)

7.3 Examine the sources of individual political attitudes and preferences.
REMEMBER . . .  • Forming and changing political opinions and attitudes is a lifelong process. The process 

by which our experiences and other personal factors shape our attitudes towards 
political issues and public policies is called political socialization.

 • There are many sources of political socialization.

 • Families convey political attitudes and shape party identification.

 • Schools deliver political information and values via civic education.

 • People’s personal life experiences affect their views.

 • Gender, race, and ethnic identity also affect people’s attitudes.

 • On some issues we see opinions that cut across identities. 

CONNECT . . .  • Public opinion polling revealed sharp racial divisions in perceptions of Michael Brown’s 
killing and the protests that followed.

THINK . . .  • What factors contribute to the formation of individual political attitudes and preferences?

 • How have new communications tools, such as social media, altered the ways in which 
individuals form political attitudes and preferences?

KNOW . . .  • political socialization (p. 245)

 • party identification (p. 245)

 • civic education (p. 245)

Copyright ©2017 by SAGE Publications, Inc.   
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



258  C H A P T E R 7  •   P u b l i c  O p i n i o n

7.4 Assess patterns of American public opinion over time and  
between different groups.

REMEMBER . . .  • Political knowledge is predictably and unequally distributed. Younger Americans, women, 
lower-income Americans, and members of racial and ethnic minorities have consistently 
fared worse in their answers to factual political knowledge questions.

 • How we identify politically, as well as how we define ourselves in term of gender, race, or 
ethnicity, can form clear, consistent, and persistent patterns of similarity and division in 
American public opinion.

CONNECT . . .  • Patterns of division emerged in public opinion polling following the events in Ferguson, 
showing divisions based on party identification.

THINK . . .  • What are some traditional patterns in the connection between political attitudes and 
individuals’ lived experiences?

KNOW . . .  • gender gap (p. 249)

 • linked fate (p. 249)

 • partisan polarization (p. 248)

7.5 Reflect upon the role, possibilities, and dangers of modern public opinion 
gathering in the United States.

REMEMBER . . .  • Americans need to be able to communicate their preferences to government, and their 
representatives need mechanisms that allow them to learn what those preferences are.

 • Individuals can communicate directly with representatives, but people who do so tend to 
represent subgroups with intense preferences rather than the constituency as a whole.

 • Elections give representatives information about the public’s views. But since not all 
eligible voters do vote, that information is imperfect.

 • Sometimes elected officials solicit the public’s views directly through mechanisms such 
as focus groups.

 • Types of surveys include straw polls, self-selected listener opinion polls, and exit polls.

 • In order to achieve random selection in polling, surveyors often reach individuals via 
telephone using random digit dialing.

THINK . . .  • What are the advantages and disadvantages of different tools used to assess individuals’ 
opinions and attitudes?

 • Why is random sampling so important when constructing a survey?

KNOW . . .  • focus group (p. 239)

 • scientific poll (p. 240)

 • sample (p. 241)

 • random selection (p. 241)

 • respondents (p. 241)

 • sampling error (p. 241)

 • straw poll (p. 241)

 • self-selected listener opinion polls 
(SLOP polls) (p. 242)

 • exit poll (p. 242)

 • random digit dialing (p. 242)

 • weighting (p. 241)
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7.6 Debate the power of individuals, events, and people’s interpretations of 
events to make lasting change in American politics.

REMEMBER . . .  • Important events can shape public opinion.

 • Individuals may filter their interpretation of these events through lenses such as partisan 
identification, gender, or racial or ethnic identity.

 • How the media portray these events may also play a role in opinion formation and 
change.

CONNECT . . .  • The protests in Ferguson appear to have forced the 2016 presidential candidates to take 
positions on race relations in the United States and put the issue on their agendas.

 • Public opinion seemed to have shifted after Ferguson as well. 

THINK . . .  • Did the events in Ferguson lead to meaningful change in American public opinion on the 
treatment of young African American men by law enforcement officials?

 • How might we know if it did or did not?
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