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Assessing the relationship between public- opinion and public

policy is a central question in public opinion research. Unfortunately,
' v

because most of the opinion data we collect is rooted in an ‘"attitude
research" approach, these data aES/ﬁrequently irrelevant sto assessing
an opinion—-policy relationship. To be politically relevant, survey

data must: (1) indicate the intellig‘bility of public responses notL

-
just the reliability and validity-of the responses; (2) require

respondents to set priorities and make trade-offs across policies; (3)

depict what costs would be tolerated for a given policy and (4)

distinguish degrees of policy acceptabiigﬁg;, In dddition, the data
> Yl

must be aggregated else the messagé convéyed to leaders will be highly

¢

' ’ .
ide¢osyncratic. Survey techniques not rooted in attitude research
(e.g., budget pies) are onii partfﬁily successful in providing

politically relevant poiicy preferenée;data. In'light of_cﬁese

problems either we must expend considerable effort re-~toolinyg our

-
t d ~

instruments or the focus of our analysis must be changed.'

- . &
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also relevant for scholars concerned with government

"1976), it is clearly one of the most basic issues in public - »

"

Is, the government enacting policies desired by the people?
" v

This ié/an impoftant‘anq frequently asked question. For ghose

1
s

viewing democracy as popular control of public policy, this

!

opinion—-policy relationfhip is the fundamental que§tioe. It is
¢ .
accountahility. Likewise, analysts investigating
represenzational relationships such as those between citizen and
legisiator must also assess the degree of opinion-policy
agreemeqﬁ. Even practicing politicians 'must come to grips with
this coneistency issue in deci&ing what policy stands to take to
euﬁanée their chances of reelection. Though the opinion—polrcy

reIAC1onsh1p hab driwn the explicit attention of only a limited

number of scholars ke g., Devine, 1970; Monroe, 1979; We1ssberb,

op1n1on rebearch.

Scholars concerned with this opinion—policy relationship have
had t: resolve two major problems. The first; and most basic, is
the Eheoretical conneetion between.mass opinionnend government ' ) s
policy. Typical he;e are discussions involving the
differentiation of the public (elites, "issue publics" etc.), the

possible flows of influence between leaders and citizens, and the

.

/
role of intervening organizations and institutions in this ° ,

linRage. Yhe second problem\that has to. be "addressed is the

< \

measurement of public opinion. Of the two problems, this appearb .

v +
.

to be the easier to solve. Ascertaining what’the vublic wants is {

v

)
treated largely as a technical problem——the perceived obstacleb

concer® such things as sampling, question wording, scale




A ' \

construction, and the proper statistical techniques to be

»

_employed. It is assumed that we know what is to be measured so
energy should be therefore directed to largely technical questions

of how opinion is to be ascertained.

s

This paper will argue that the éurrencly'populagjkethod of
measuring public opinion is largely inappropriate fo;\collecting
data on thé relationship between popular preferences and public
policy. Existing methods of collecting opinion data are generally

incapaBle of telling us what the public really wants regardless of

]
LY
response rate, size of sampling error, or care exerclzed in .

.

question wording. Put bluntly, our contention is that we are
looking for the wrong kind of information when we ask respondent
questions like "Do you think the government should spend more (or

less) money on military defense?' At best, current polling

v

techniques yield crude approximations of the public policy desired

o

by citizens. What is needed is a fundamental resfocusing of our

opinion measurement efforts, not a technical perfection of the

.

existing approach. ’ . .

ﬁh Our discussion of ascertaining what the public wants from

\%gvernment will be divided into two parts. First, we shall critically

examine the existing approach to'ascertaining public opinion. Among

other things, we ;ﬁall show that displaying public thinking %ﬁ;an issug .
'is not identical to showing what. the public wants from g;vernmenc on

 that issue. Second, some alternative approaches to ascertaining
A . N

. “
public issue preferences will be considered. This will entail

fs& suggestions oh boch@what is to be measured and how this might be ?pne

* using convenclonéléﬁaﬁple‘Burveys. L |
-2 - N L] |
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v
The Conventional Approach to Measuring Public Opinion

3

When most researchers set out to ascertain what citizens want f{rom

their government they use an approhch that has its theoretical ahd
methodological roots in what might be called "attitudeﬂresearch." (See
Chisman, 1976, Chs 2-3 for‘a furcther analy%is of "attitude research.")
This "attitude research" approach is not the same thing as "survey
research' though to political scientisgs the two are almost
1nseparable. "Attitude research'" represents an integrated view of what
people think, how this thinking can be measured and how millions of
separate thoughts can be combined into ;ollegtive portraits of 'p Pblic
thinking." "Attitx;dg rqse‘ar'ch" is a viewpvint, not a collew oﬁl"..
measures and techniques. Like the official redigion in a successfull
theocracy, this attitude research approach to public opinion is so
d;eply ingrained that most adherents are oblivious to even the idea
of an alternative.

This atfitude paradigm contains several elements that are
important for our analysis: S v

1. Citizens possess——br can readily‘possess--numergus genuine
;ttitudes on a wide variety of political topics, issues; or proposals.
The capacity oé citizens to hold a large number of ''real" atcit?ﬁes
follods directly from the operational définicions of attitudes and
their proper measurement. That 1is, citizen thinking cannot be directly
observed or;measured. But, responses generated by an external stimulus
(i.e., a queﬁcion) can be recorded. The character of the underlying
mental state generatihg the response has nothing to do with che'validicy

or reliability of the response. All that matters for the creation of

valid and reliable attitude data is that the overt responsé\
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systematically corresponds to some (unmeasured, undefined)%udd;;iying \
mental phenomenon. Given amPle opportunigy to improve one’s questions
and a willingness of peOple'Eo react, a researcher can readily show
that citizens possess valid, reliable attitudes on almost every subject f
imaginable. Attitudes are "feal“ because. they yield meaSurements‘tHat
are valid and reliable. It is inconceivable from the perspective of
the attitude measurement paradigm that citizens have nothing of any
importance to say. As far as each citizen is concerned: "I think,
therefore, I have political attitudes." . "
: !

2. . Attitudes are properly measured one at a time. To determine
what a person thought, a researcher would ask numerous questions each
dealing with a éingle issue fopic._ Of course, the responses may be
grouped into elaborate structures and configurations, but such
inter—relationships occur after the single attitude has been measured.
Typically, a respondent is asked questions like "Do you favor increased
defense spending?" or ''Should more aid be given to the poor?" Only
rarely are attitudes about two or more topics examined simultaneously.

("Contamination'" is a serious sin in the attitude measurement

approach.)

4
g

3. Attitudes are viewed as being arrayed along some dimension and
th: purpose of a measurement is to determine the particular point on
the continuum that best reflects a person’s thinking. The dimension
can be in terms of aéreement level with a statement—-Defense spending@
should .be increased--Strongly agree, Agree, No Opinion, gtc. It
could be in terms of one alternative’ in an array--Defense spending

should be cut, not changed, increased?, Perhaps even a sevei’ point

scale. In any case, however, measurement is directgd to finding the

t
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t@ one position that best reflects what a person feels or wants gliven a

series of choices on some dimension. Dlscrepancies between a person’ s

precise, position ang¢ what the measuring instrument yields exist,. of

.

course, but these discrepancies are viewed either as measurement errors

or a price to be paid for simplifying highly complex issues. ‘
4, The primary purpose of attitude measurement résegrch is to

. describe in a comprehensive fashion public opinion at the individwal’
- level. This involves both the accurate sampling éf the general
population and the asking of as many questions.as possible. G;od
polling can be likened to taking a series of dgﬁailed snapshots ol a
° group witlmnobody left out. Answers to, Say,\ido questions gives a

better plcture than, say, responses to 10 questions.

From the perspective of an opinion pollster thesg four
assumptions--people do have real, reédily measurable opinions, each
attitude is to be measured singly, measurement is directed to>
uncovering a person’s most preferred posicioné and ‘the more

questions the better theg picture of public opinion--are self-evident.

[

I1f, however, we were to put ourselves in the position of a pﬁblic

official looking to the public for guidance, a study incorporaéing

these assumptions would usually yield troublesome or even % ce fevant

results. It is not that these assumptions lead to meaningless data;

rather, the resulfant information is often Inappropriate or

incomplete.’

Consider the question of what constitutes a valid, reliable

~ attitude. It is quite likely that much valid, reliable opinion poll

data are invalid with respect to government action. For example. a

citizen may desire a policy that is impossible to implement (e.g-,

.
-
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eliminacs all pollution). 0Or, the preference ma& be hopélessly vague
or ambiguous (e.g., leaders should represent the people not the
"special ;nterests"). Even a seemingly valid‘pre[erence may be
irrelevant if it is based on incorrect premises (e.g., reduce taxes for
poor people by increasing the size of the standard deduction). A
vaiid, reliable citizen preference (from the perspective of the
attitude measurement paradigm) can also be politically hopeless even if

.ic‘wgs dqable in principle ané based on correct ﬁactual premises (e.g..

reduce the threat of nucleér war by iﬂstitut{ng UN supervised worlid

disarmament). In short, valid, reliable citizen attitudés need not

make any .political sense:

The practice of treating attitudes as separate cntitics to be

d one at a time is also at odds with the types of clpices

confronted public officials. To public officials, the paf%hit of

one policy is inevitably linked to the parsuit of other policies.
While two issue domains may be conceptually distinct, they may be

ifttimately intertwined in terms’of their accomplishment. The conflict

. between lower consumer prices and protecting U.S. industry from cheap

[

</

“imports is an obvious illustration. Moréover, poIiéies that are nof

inherently contradicto}y may in fact be mutually exclusive given

political bargaining and coalition building. For cxample, a very’

liberal legislator might be able to marshall a majocity for‘ong or éwo
: . .

liberal proposals, but it is very unlikely that votle traaing could be

successful for several very liberal proposals. Thus, while the usual

public opinion polls allow citizens that luxury of not having to worry

about contradictions, trade-offs, and bargaining, public officlals do

have these worries in their decisioas.
S .




Regarding tpe third assumption of the attitude¢ measurement
paradigm~-measurement is supposed to, locate an individual’s single wost
prefegéd position on some dimension--this too is iJ;elevant to the
types of choices faced by public officials. Rarely, for all sorts of
fairly obvious reasons, do individual officials and governments in
general exbect to gain their most prefe{éd‘alternative a significant
p?rtion of the time. An official viewing his or her options is likely
to think in terms of best possible outcome, minimally satisfactory
outcome or even least objectionable outcome. While a respondent in a
typical mass survey essentially makes black or white choices, public
officials usually operate in a world of numerous.shades of gray.

A

Moreover, while the goal in the attitude measurement approach is Lo

-

create uni-dimenional scales, issues faced by public officials are
frequently multi-dimensional. Indeed, by habit and inclination most

professional politicians readily see more than one issue in what

publicly is merely a single issue.
"

Finally, while repohses on a wide range of issues from ‘a
- 3

representative ‘'sample may be the finalcobjective from the attitude
measurement perspective, such information hardly begins to inform a
decision-maker concerned with public opinion. Given the time

consuming na%rre of chahging policies, the likely long term

persistence of opinions is an important (and rarely ascertained) pisce

of information. Obviously, just how one recacts Lo a public demand for

increased defense spending can greatly depend on the perceived

’

ficklehess of this.demand (and 'standard measures of question

rellability hardly tap such long term endurance). In addition,

'
-

typical survey items rarely provide ‘the level of detail on just what

10




3 ' b
the public wants or how it is to be accomplished. For example, a

typical survey question showing public support for greater government
assistance for the poor can be interpreted to mean a call for almost
any type of action—-eliminaciﬁg all'a;sigtance programs so as to
encourage greater self-reliance to guaranteed incomes of $50,000 per
year all “hélp the poor." Clearly, then, a public official given the
results of a typical poll covering even 100 public issues is provided
latcle (if any) intelligent éuidance in giviJg people what they want

on any one issue-
] .

What should opinion polls measure?
[} /
Our argument thus far is that the common public opinion poll Ls

hY

rooted in an attitude measurement approach and this approach readily
3 . ;
leads to the collection of data that are largely irrelevant to the
q * .
political prpcess. As a result, in most siCuationé survey data do not

(1) provide realistic messages to leaders regarding, what the public
wants ;nd (2) permit a judgment on whether public prefere;ces and '
government action at:.in agreement. What we shall suggest: here are
some of the things that shouid be ascertained by surveys if such daéa
are to be politically relevant. Some of the problems in obtaining
relevant datq will alsq be considered. ' As we éhall see, deCermining
what the public "reélly wants from government! is far more diff%cult-

and complex than assessing public attitudes towards hundred of

9 T
s

.

political objectives.

.

Asceytaining Intelligable Opinion
233 g gab.
|
Perhaps the first objective in a poll designed to determine what
' . [

the public wants is to have some way of deciding When the public has

’

T &
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nothing relevant or intelligent to say. Recall that the ‘attitude

measurement approach can almost always generate reliable and valid

responses on nearl?'any politicélltopic imaginable (for an analysis of
. ' <

what people are w1111ng to offer, interviewers, see Bishop et. al,
1980 and Schuman and Prgsser, 1981 &h.-5). Yet, the idea of the mass
public being. able to participatenintefligentiyJin the debate over any
government poY{ is clearly nonsense. At present.lgetecting that the
gublic "speaks" bberish on an issue is dgf;iculc. Contradictory
response patterns, low rates of passing in[orm§tfona1 or interestL

3 filter questions) and high "Don’t know! reséoﬁse rates are only little
mor¥ than rough appréximations: ‘ ‘

re

Suppose analysis did start with the question '"Does the public have

anything intelligent to say?" rather that "What does, the pﬁ%lic say?"

how does one proceed? If we begin with the assumption that the purposé¢

—of the poll is to measure what currently exists, an elaborate series of
filter questidns would seem the appropriate mechanisms for separating

.

sensible from nongensical opinion. Such queétions would sort people

to analyze policy consequentes, understanding the relévant li@iCS on
. . . \ .

decision-makers and the like, Qr, if one began with the assumption

that most ciCLZens could offer sensible opinxons if given a chance,

v.
“each survey question would be accompanied by a Crdbh educational course

+
3

[

on the topic. This might include a rev{ew of pertxnenc facts, -
argumenCS‘offered by expercé, and'eétimacions of possible «consequences
of a given poliéy.

Though both strategies w0uld/ eld "becter mass opinion, such

iﬁprovemencé have their.costs. Exc for the simplist issues, the use

’

out on the basis of such characteristics as information level, clpacity’

»
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. measurement approach; respondents in surveys, unlike public of[icial&,

of a rngtOus set of hurdles to separace sensible f tom- unsen31b1e.

- . . .

oplnion would probably eliminace mosc respondencs. "Public oplﬁnon,-

s
>

u51ng chis approach mighc cons1sc of the" opinion of a quqrcer oriiless

. \A »

‘of the COCal adulc popuij}ion. Prov1din5 a crash c0urse on an, rbsue

‘ &
would surely ifncrease the nﬁmber.of people with inCelixgable‘opinions;
< -, K

-
~ N w
- . - . t

ks .

but chis eﬁucat1onal service would place heavy burdens -an boch

.‘, [y
\

inCerviewers and polling organizatiéns. The precise content of such» Gl

s

1nstanc education could also be a croublesome issue 81nce reasonable

EN

people can differ over such chings‘ms'che p0581b1e 1mpa¢c of g pollcy,

ics real cosc or ics” feas'b111Cy Berng balanced’and ob3ect1vc would

not be easy. . e e . ) ST L <

.

Require_ respondents ;o ‘make erade -offs _and sec pr10r1t1es. A

second objeccive ia creacing a politically relevanc measure of public

3 ., 1 “

opinion is "to force redpcndents to decide on. crade—offs and order .

priorities. As we suggested in our discussion of the aﬁ1Cude.

can usually make choices as if everything could be done at once.
Obviously, if mass preferences and'governmenc decisions are to be
compared, similar sets of constraints must apply to both. Respondents
must, for example, decide whether government efforts to reduce
unemployment will‘come.before efforts to redhce inflation and at

what levels will these priorities be changed.

In some ways the introduction of priority and trade-off decisions

A

Qich surveys is-quite simple. Questions like "Which is the most
pressing natiomal problem?" or "What should come first-safe cars or

cheap cars?" are easy to ask. Yet, as was true in-ascertaining a more

-~

intellagable public opinion, several problems remain to be resolved.

.
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One such problem concerns the capacity of citizens to*ﬁqlect'priorities
or make trade-offs involving important policies giden virtually no
attention in current political debates. For example, the federal

¥
government “s financial and regulatory involvement in education is a

significant pol{cy that is almost unconsciously acgépted by citizens.
Few people have given serio;s aétentioh to what might happen if this
involvement were sharply curt?iled. Indéed, even exPeqts would‘be‘ \Z
hard pressed to'predict the consequences of a majo;'poliey change. wa
then do we ask citiéens about giving up the benefits of federal moncy

in exchaiige for greater local control? Can people even begin to

comprehend ‘the meaning of such a shift? Simi¥ar difficulties can

2

. easily emerge when asking citizens about after?ng the method of

selecting public officials, major changes.in methods of taxation or

“ ¥
-~ .

. . . , )
revamping the principles upon which U.S. foreign policy is based.

Low salience but very 1mportant policies are especially dxfflcult

to handle when respondenCS are givens relatlvely unrstructured -
. ’ ‘ «
opportunities to set government priorities., It is hard to imagine

people te111ng government to stick with its on—going, pon—pub11c14ed
well- established functlons racher than re—allocate resources into morge

topical, better publiﬁized areas. ‘For example, in the 1970s few

~

citizens would have placed, say, maintaining a stable finandial system

.
"

-7 \ :
ahead of reducing pollution on'their agenda of pollcy priorities. Yet,

it seems probable that most citizens would "really" prefer a stable

! . -
financial’ system over cleaner air if they were somehow forced to,
imagine the consequences of, say, numerous bank failures, a réturn to
) N
unregulated bank note currency and so on. Letting citizens set

 priprities via surveys can easily produce a government soley concerned

14
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with a steady stream of new well-publicized but relatively small
problems. Major policies now taken for granted would be to be

ignored.

Establish cowts to be tolerated. Public officials know full

well that there 1s no free lunch in enacting program. New policies
must be paid lor noL only in m;ney, but in negative outcomes in other
areas, as well. New four lane expressway means higher taxes, the
confiscatién of private property, a greater likelihood of noise and air
pollﬁtion, pbgsible damage to wildlife areas, and perhaps the weakening
of established neighborhoods. Such costs, while apparent to officials
who. must make decisions, arxe rarely presented t; respondenis on
su{veys. Respondents can typically selectdd policies as if rhey were
free, a procedure that can easily create the impression that the
prlic is clam?%ring for all sorts of new programs.
As was true in ask{ng citizens to make trade-offs ana order their' ’
E> priorities, a soiﬁcioé to this problem seems relatively simple and s
straight-forward. One could imagine questions such as "Should the
government spend $2.billion to imptove our highways?' or "Would you be
‘willing to h;ve your Ca;es increaseJ 20 doilars a year to get better
highways?" Or open-énded{ less structured questions could allow p
respondents to put their own:accebCable price tags on policies. ., These
. types of questions, however, only appear to yiéid rgalistic information
of what citizens are wfll}ng to pay for certain policles.

One obvious problem concerns asking people to deal with huge
nupbers well-béyond their comprehension. Even experienced members of
Co gres& acknowledge the difficulty of understanding a billion dollars,

let ‘alone budgetary icems that run into the tens of b1llions.

v
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Slmplificacion‘éfforts tygidallx also yield choices well beyond the
graip of most people (fo; example, should the Navy build Lwo new sdper

aircraft carriers or should we have ten new fully cquipped hospitals).

¢ .

Perhaps the only way around this problem is to &ranslate all monetary

costs into sums that make sense fo people--$1.98, $20,

L v,

te.

A second, "and somewhat relatdd, problem concerns getting survey

»

respondents to distinguish between an acceptable total cost for a
TN :

given policy ?ersus Qn acceptable marginal cost. Consider the
‘following two questions: " "Would you be willin; to jave $10 of your tax
monhey g;‘t; f;ed hungry‘§ch061 chgldren?” and "WgEld you be willing to

pay $10 more.in taxes in order to feed hungry gkhool children?" The

“first question assumes a fixed amount of tax payment and calls for
. 5 ’ . 4

“"allocation within that amount. Endorsements of worthy endeavors such
- as helping the needy are easy to make given that the tax money must be
given to the government anyway. In the second case, however, the

respondent is being asked to add an additional $10 to his or her tax .

purden. Forced with an even largér tax bill, enthusiasm for helping

-

the aeedy.may quickly cool.
froblems bé?ome more severe when we move away from purecly monécary
costs. Whiie policy-makers are likely to recognize the non-monétary
costs of a given policy, such costs are commonly unknown to typicél
_citizen%% For‘exémplé, how many beoplc are likely tofthink tﬁrOugh the

—

full costs of using more U.S. mined coal rather than imported oll? .

Moreover, even if such costs are spelled out by the interviewer, they

o

may be difficult to comprehend (e.g., the costs of respitory ailments !

created by burning coal near cities). And, needless to say, reasonable
. e . °

people~—interviewer and interviewee alike--%an disagree over the costs

3 ' ~

, .
[
N 1
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v of policies. As a rksult, support for proposed policiés may rest on.

quite different estimates of what thgse actions are going to cost. lHow

’

does a public official respond to a call for action if such a cali, in

the official’s estimation, is based .upon unrealistically low cost

)

! f . . N
estimates? What if this call is based on the mistaken belief on the

part of each citizen that they personally can escape the costs of a
\ .

policy while reaping the benefits?

Distinguish, Among Degrees of Policy Acceptability. The ultipate
. . ‘ o
goal of the existing "attitude' approach to public opinion measurement

is to ascertain fhe respondent most pteferréd positions on an issue.

~

5 o
To be sure, problems of question design and time limits on interviews

prevent complete success\.buo the goal remains that oq determinings what -
a person wants most. As previously noted, one’s "most preferred

»#position”" is Qnly part of a discussion of ﬁolitical alternatives among
public officials. Equally relevant to officials are prcfercnces that
can be given names such.as ''reasonably acceptable,' 'barely acceptable"-’
"equally good and bad" “unacc;ptable" or “catastrophic." Since publ}c
of ficials frequently must work for lgss than optimal outcomes, it is
only fair that ordinary citizens consider choices in té}ms of ranges of

W acceptability. ) . .
Several possible solutions exist. Rvspoﬁdents Zan simply be asked

to sort policy choices into categories such as "most preferred" or
"unacceptable under any condition." Or, the technique of pair;d

A}
comparison can be-empdoyed to uncover a hierarchy.of preferences (all

possible pairs of alternatives would be judged two at a time in terms

of "accept" or "reject"). A related methodology is the Q sort (both

paired comparison and the Q sort are described in Kerlinger 1973,
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506-7, Ch. 34) A more complex solutiqn is to ask respondénts

how they might react if a particiular pol{cy was put on the ‘ .
public agenda. Responses could range from "riot" or "immigrate' tc

"send financial support to advocate.' Degrees of acceptabilxcy might ;D
even be put into purely menetary iermsv—how much of your disposable

income would you be ling to spend to enact (or block) a particular

) ®
policy? , .
L] 3
Though in principle distinguishing among degrees of policy

3
LAY

acceptability is not difficult, in practice several problems must Se
resolved. One such problem concerns whether people Ean make real o
distinctions among numerous non-optimal alternatives. Especially

where an issue has.not been carefully considered, diverse alternatives

can easily be lumPed together so attempts by thé reseondent to separate
one sub-optimal preference from another Qill be unsuccessful ("They’re

\

all bad!"). 1In addition, a person’s categoriation of options into, .

say ‘'preferred," "acceptable' or oppospd may vary according, to
‘ . » I .4

)

judgments on what is politically possibie. Consider the preferdnces of ‘ ; —
a'ver anti-black public off;cial and a member of the Ku Klux Klan. '
Thg'former, understénding what is possible, may view the option "make
affirmative action purely voluntary” as an "acceptable" race relations
policy. The Klansman, thever, lacking an understanding of what could
be done sees anything less than enfoLccd re—segreéation as
unacceptable. Both may in fact share he identical preferences.
Finally, as ‘'several psycpologists have noted Qgee, for example,
Sherif and Hovland, 1961), judgments regarding ééceptability of a

particular position can greatly be affected by character of«the options

presented {the so called "assimilation-contrast eﬁfect"). ' |

o -
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Consider, for instance, a range of alternatives from l-<o lo,gich 3
being a person’s most preferred choiée. Given a choice among, say, l.
2, 3, 4,5, 1 and 5 may be labeled as "unaccepgable." But if the
options 9 and 10 were added, options 1 and 5 may "move" towards
acceptagility. In other words, an unacceptable option can suddenly
look a lot better when considered in the context of a tru1§ anul
alternative. GCenerating valid respénses ig further complicated by the
li@ely absenge of agreement among researchers reggrding which

partiéular policy alternatives should be included-2including several

#

. extreme options could easily make almost any presently discussed policy

'

"acceptgble" to most respondents.

~

CE??FE“?WC9E§Eﬂ§9§"°ﬂuﬁhat the_public-yantsz Thus far we have
considered what types of information had to be gathered from
L) .
individuals. A useful and politically relevant technique must also®

aggregate this imdividual ‘level data into some overall congsensus.
Unless this ‘were done, public opinion‘would be sogidiosynciatic that
satisfying it would be impossible. Consider the problems faced b§ a

public offiéial who is told that while there is much {ngsf&igible,

[IDIERS - 1

do—ae}e opinion,'enormous differences exlst over prioriciesZ

(g

trade—offs, %hac,ﬁbople are willing to pay and what options are deemed

*

. to be accep;able outcomes. In this situation, no cﬁﬁéé'of action

lcouLd please:é na jority. Reaching a judgement regarding policy-opinion

condistency would be nearly impossible. -The public must speak and

Y

&
speak well, but the messages must also add up to a clear preference.

Among decision-makers the problem of creating a consensus is
usually solved by "politiking'"~-—pressures, arguments, side—payments,

threats of force, manipulation, and the like. Recent congressional

.

v
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enormous differences of jopinion cén be aggregated. Individual

however, the means
. 'l

” 'l
' ol

actions on Presldenc Reagan’s proposaf budget well illustrates how

citizens offering theif opinions independently of each other, do uot
face these pressures, hdgwever. Tﬁeir responsibility is to say whqt
they want from government , not provide what they believe to be a
consensus acceptable to/themselves and numerous other citizens whaom they
have never uet.

Obviously, it is the responsibility of the researcher to create a
consensus out of all the diversity. Using the common attitude
measurement approach thxs‘consenSus is acheived quite easily
Ré$ondents can be offered dichotomous choices or responses from several
questions are combined iQCo scales and scale position can be collapsed
to yield an apparent consensus. Indeed,.recent years has seea an
explosion'of sophisticated scati'cica;/céchniques desigq“to%reducc S
large data structures to more manageable proportions (e.é.. factor
analysis, small®space analysis, etc.). N

‘ .

Once we move ?ay from this si\npd.e dpllectidn of accu:ude data, -

2 <, '

to creaCe this consensus are less clear. How might
you ?cogbine” the responses of Lhe following two 1;d1v1dua1§:
Individual A favors spending an additional $10 billion on natibnal
defense, sees this as the nation’s first priority, is willing to accepé
some specified level of inflation and deficit spending as a

consequence and would accept a $5 billion increasc as winimally
acceptable. Individual B likewise favors $10 billion wore for defense
but only q’ (1) spending for social services is also increased by $10

billion, (2) these increases are funded by increased taxes on large

incomes, and (3) the money is spent disproportionately in areas of

<
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high black unemployment. Moreover, individuals B is willing to accept
a zero increagse as politically acceptable. Compared to.summing
- responses across scale items, aggregation here is like adding apples

» - AN
and oranges. .

v

Efforts to acheive p

o —— — - — 8

Almost all the polling presently conducted is baséd on what we
have called thé "attitude research" approach. That is, respondents are
given staéements or questions about a particular chgsue and they pick
f one of several possible alc;rnatlve options. This response, so long
as it is judged reliable and valid in terms of an unobserved
orientation, is considered a datum indicating what people want from

_government. Our contention has been that this approach typically"

. yields data irrelevant to assessing a public opinion~-public policy
i {

' -~

relationship. We shall now briefly review some noa&tgaﬁiiional
! i appro§éhes to survey research that may qffer help in creating
politically relevant measures of public opinion.
One survey technique that hol@s some promise for géneracing
politically relevant data is the so called "budggc pie" technique.
Several researchers have experimented with this technique and in sowme
instances the Cechéiques offers respondents a much more politically
realistic set of circumstances than the typical poll question.
Basically, a respbndenc is given a finite set of resources (ggaphically
. portrayed as a pie) and asked co%llocace this f;xed pie among
diffe;qpt programs. The réspondenc is cﬁt& forced c; limit demands and

(implicitly) make trade-offs. For exanpe, McIver and Ostrom (1976) in

their 1972 survey of the St. Louis metropolitan area present 2 “pie"

marked O through 100% and ask respondents to allocate

-

¥




police(expendltures or their jurisdiction among patrolling; detective work and

L8 . ’
~ admidistration. Similarly, May (1982) using telephone interviews of

Walnut Creek, éalifornia residents has them allocate a fixed budget
j across five city.supplied services (e.g., police, streets. recteation,
. etc.).

A mo}e complex version of th}s budget pie tqcﬁniquetis offered by
Beardsley, §oy¢¢ackﬁand Reynolds (1974). 1Ia onc version respondents
are given a game bdard with 1% slots, each representing a governemnt
progrém‘(e.g., national defense, public eJucation). Along with a brief
y i desc;iption of each slot, gxtéting government, expendituré levels\are

+ indicated. Respoﬁdents are given 100 chips, each representing a penny
of an average tax dollar and are asked to allocat; thcse‘chips.among '
the expenditure categories.‘ In a second Qersion respondents are given

- ' [}

the option of aading or substracting 50 chips thus ‘increasing (or :
v ;

. decrcasing) both overall expenditures and tax bills. Beardsley el.

» ' 4 !

by Hoinville '(1971) that deals with

Y M Ll

al. also describe a study

. priorties and trade-offs in selecting housing. Here respondents could
. Y

-
t. N

. . . 2 .
allocate finite resources among amenities such as a qu%fc neighborhood,

L
safety or travel time to work. To ¥nsure that resources would not be

"

allocated solely to the most attractive amenities, minimal resource

[y

‘ allocations were also required.
\? Though this "cut a budget pie" has some ﬁfear advantages over the -t
more traditional "Do you want more (or less) money spent on X?" it is
not without some problems. First,'it is questionable whether the
[ ! \ .
3\“4 h
technique can handlé 3>large number of fairly specific issue 9?iCes.

When dealing with something comparatively simple, e.g., factors in

buying a house as in the Hpinville study described above, allocating

™
)

) ‘)
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cesources among 15 or so areas can pretty well exhaust the universe of ’
. . N ]

policy choices. However, when seEtlng priorities and making

trade-offs on national issues, there ate hundreds’ if not thousands- of

i

)
' ' .
' policy areas to consider. Perhaps the on&y realistic alternative is
to have %esponde ts make choices within a general issue “domain,

Instead of the general cateéories used by researcher like Beards ley -
)
et. al.--national defense vs. health vs. housing and community {\

development--choices may be made within a category (i.e~, more missiles

VS, a,larger,standing army). Needlegs to éhy, while more realistic and

. — R~ brf‘

yielding more precise‘information, this strategy side-steps crucial
choices across different po{;cy domains (e.g. guns v(. butter).

A related problem concerns the capAciLy of many citizens, -
especially those of liﬁited education, to make\i:en tﬂe most clementary

resource ‘allocations. McIver and Ostrom report, for example, that

only ahout half of the respondents in low SES neighﬂprﬁoods could

-~

'successfully complete a budget pie involving a mere three budget ms -

’ .
(p. 91). Evidence on the difficulty of their type of task also comes

from a study conducted by Aldrich et. al. (1982). Here respondents

were explicitly asked to choose between inflation and unemployment. A

( large number were either unable or unwilling to make this difficulc

‘ 2 . . -

choice. 1In short, attempts to consjrain respondents by requiring

/.

explicit tradeZoffs may non-randomk# exclude large numbers of citizens

from the public in public opinion surveys.

Finally, the budget pie exercise appear to be a time consuming and
H .

relatively difficult to administer instrument. This .was even true for

the very simple version employed by McIver and Ostrom. A more

sophisticated version such as the game used by Beardsley et. al.

-
1

Q : ) . ;3:}




would probably require one or two hours to set up and administer.
Given the limited range of issue areas that can be covered by this
technique at any one time, these administrative problems are not

trivial.
/

A second non-traditional approach to opinion measurement holding

some promise for generating more politically relevant data d4dre

2

measures that allow respondents to select ‘ranges of responses. Perhaps

the most developed of \these is the onevgfed by Sherif (sce,” for {
— ‘ * N

exanple, Sherif, SheFif and Nebergall, 1965). In this approach an

" N - ]
attitude id defined in terms of a person’s stands.on some object,

L3

o)

, /
issue, person, groups, institutions. Stands are further

2

categorized in terms of-zone of acceptance, indifference, and

< &’ .

rejection. ‘Fhe inclusion ofgranges in this concebtiOp of attitude

v meanqs that people who, sai, hare a prefered pos%cion on an issue may
nevértheless disagree on whit are unacceptable alternatives.

The operational implementations of this measurement apprbacﬁ is
fairly straight forward. For a given issue a range of statement®
going from one extreme to the other are prepared. On the abortio ‘
issue. for exaéble, there may be a dozen statements r;nging from "No
restrictions whatsoever" to "Not permitted under any circumstances."
\ No assumptions are made regarding the intervals between each

statement., Reponaents are instructed to read through all the

statements and then sort them into the “accept," "reject" and

"indiffereat" categories.

A somewhat simplier aﬂproach to measuring preferences in terms

of tranges is offered by Aldrich et. al, (1982). Basicdﬁl&,

respondents were presented with the familiar CPS seven point scale

»
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E ’ \ . L
but respondents were allowed to select a ‘range of»ﬁﬁéﬁéswthey accepted

- {

(indifference vs. rejection was not considered). Overall, about

half the respondents made use of a range of points at least once

on questions dealing with relations with Russia and government aid
¢ ) . ‘ * A

to minorities. .
3 . \ N

. e
. * As with the cut a budget pie appcdach,/the gafin in relevant

. .
~

_political data is not cost free. The té‘hnique.deqeldped by Sﬁc;ﬁ[

g .
.

- in péfticular has several drawbacks. in térms of the typical public .

. opinion poll. Like the budget pie technique, this téchniqueﬂmay bé

beyond the capacity of poorly educated c1t1Zens. _ We say may .

because the technlque seems to have been used exclus1vely amOnb

college populat®ions or members of organizatlons. It would not.bc

surprising to find that many people have difficulty in dorting a

dozen or so statements on a single topic. Both techniques are also
. . 4

. . v : ’
more time consuming and difficult to administer. Recall that a

respondent must read sevéral statements first andsfhen given ample

v

time to make changeé.,

s

Perhaps uhe biggest drawback is the problem of aggregating

LY

ﬂ‘these type of data. Aldrich er. al., "solve" this‘problem y
considering only the accepc" porcion pf the scale, giving position

numerical valuds not Substantive labels, and using mean scores in d

statistical calculation (i. e.y 2-3 becomes 2 5). While permitting .

\

quick aggregation, such a solution detracts from the pprpose of
Vhllowing pebple to select more than are alternative. kSherif et.
\
i

e * \ |
al. and others using-this appraoch simply show $requenpy

. distribution for each issue position. This is perfectly fine for

i

showing h%w the public feels on an issue, buc‘a more codpelx anlaysis
~~ | :
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.. is awkward with this wealth of percenéage daca.'
These, then, are some of the techniques fhat &ay bring @s ; few
steps closer to obtaining'pdlitically relevant data on what the
public wants from government. It should be clear that we remain a long
way from having satisfactory measures. For rese%fcheré interested-
- ,ﬁ in p%rsqiné becter,.mare relevant mdasures of public preferences,
two areas in particular require future acteﬁtion. First, as we have
already indicated, while techniques such as budget pies or range
type scales‘paybe a étep in the right direction, they are not withoaT
their limitations. Considerable tinkering rema{ns to be done.
Whether these drawbacks can be resolved is very much an open
question. It is entirely pos§ible th?c some problems, e.8.,
comprehensibility to poorly educated respondents, are beyond

realistic solutions.

Second, efforts must be made to measure certain _aspects of public
thinking usually ignored by the dominant "act{tudevresearch"
approach. For example, little work has been done to define the
limitsv§€ public capacity to deal Qith certain types of issues.
Research on attitudes vs. non—attitudes, attit;de stability or
atlithde structure does not address the question of whether citizen
can grasp the complexities and consequences Lo the policy choices faced
by officials. This research is crucial if we are to avoid asking
citizens for preferences on topics Qhey cannot grasp. ‘We also know
litcle about qhaﬁ costs (monetary and non—monetiry) people are
willing to pa& for policies. It i; entirely possible that citizen

preferences depend greatly on pérceived costs and that making people

aware of these costs cap substantially alter policy demands.

. ? v ! -
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What d;r afalysis Eas argued is that there is a significant
gap between the information derived from standard opinion polls and
the type of data required to make accurate assessments of the
policy-opinion relationship. A question like: "Shoulq the
government Spend.m;re (or less) on national defense?" yields®
little——if any--ihdication of what pebple want. This is true even

’ if responses meit all the gtandard validity and réliability
criteria. A politi;ally relevant measure .would sﬂow' (1) whether

’E;:' people grasp what they are sdying; (2) will respondents be willing

- to make the trade-offs and priority re-orderings that accompany

-

[ 4
h their preferences; (3) wHether people will pay the necessary costs;

and (4) what people are willing to. accept as sacsifaétory‘ouggomes.
Unless this (and otheé\ additional information is known, we can
find ourselves in a situation where public officials are held

ac’%uncable for meeting a public demand that is 1mposs1b1e to meet

I - e—— N —

or is meetable in so many different ways that our asséssmenc of
\ '
consistency is meaningless.
@ , r

We are not claiming that existing opinion data tells us

nbching about popular preferences. Especially where a situation is.-
\fairly clear-cut, the cogientional poll question can yield some
rélevanc inﬁbrmation. For exémple, a long history of surveys
y*}?gewing overwhelming public opposition to mandatory school busing
~__ to. achieve récial integration does cénvey some real 1nfo;macion to
public officials. But, once we ‘move towards issu€s such as choices

among economic policies, changes in gerrnment soclal services

policy, tax reform, the pfesent of foreign policy objectives and

-

. ’

N\
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the like, the information conveyed by traditional polls is of very .

limited value.
The inadequacy of existinf measures can lead the researchér to
several lines of inquiry; If one‘as;ﬁmes that politically

-

relevant measures are: both possible and desirable, the next step is

.

tp\develop these measures. Rather than continue our methodoloé;cal
debates over such problems as queséion word{ng, use of DK ‘
alternatives, acquiescence, response set, question-order ef fects,
form of question administration and so on, we could re-focus.Our
energies on such problems as how do we get ordinary citizen to
understand the multitude of costs asséciaCed wi;h a given policy
(Option. In effect our methodological efforts would be daéected at
determining "what do citizens really want from government' not
"what do citizens think politically" (the focus of "attitude

research').

A second line of inquiry begins'by assuming that the

" methodology necessary to reveal politically relevant mass preferences

cannot be developed. This belief may derive from a lack of confidence

v

in survey research technology or a very uncharitable view of the quality
of citizen political thought. If this\is so,‘how does a researcher
deal with concepts such as accountability or government
responsiveness? Are these notions to be abandoned? Arg they .to be
limited to a fe; issue areas where poll data can be meanlngful? Or, .on
c?e other hand, do we substitute election and referendum dacé for
opinion poll data} . N -

A third line of inquiry might be described as analyzing the /

politics of bad data. Let us assume that pollsters realize that the,
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usual messages conveyed by-poll‘reéulc§ are highly flawed. This
présentation is not necessarily a conscious fraud--po&lstérs honestly
believe that they are performing a useful bublic'service with the best
available techniques. If the data are known to’be flawed, howiyét; the
question now becomes: zmhy does this eédeavor.continue with lictle or
no effort co’get more rqlevaﬁt data? What motivates pollsters to ask’
repéaCedly questions about ipc;easing‘or decreasing éovernmenc programs
when it is reasonaGIy certain that many people do not understand the
program and show little appreqiation of the program’s costs and
benefits? Are pollsters simple-mindeQ? Are they guilty of
exaggerating the wisdom of public thinking? More interesting is the
possi&lity that such attention to public opinion, cven if. poorly
(direccgé% serves to reassure people that the public’s opinion is belng
given serious atténtion despite government actions to the contrary. ’

" In conclusion, assessing the relationship between what: people want
and governmen® policy requires considerable re-thinking. Until- now
researchers have been content to make-do with data poogly sd1Ce5'to ,

- . .

telling us what citizeans really wanted. Exfscing techniques only ~

appearp to yield politically relevant data. Once an analyst begins

o

asking questions about what the dat§ rédlly,show about what peoplé
want, the need for drastic changes in daéa collection become obvious.
Such changes do not involve the perfecting of exi;ting techniques. Our
contention 1is tbac public-opinion researchers have for yﬁ?rs operatéd
with :‘; inappropriate view of mass political thinking. The goals
should nqt.be to measure politica%ﬁatticudgs. The goal should be to
measure political preferences-in a way that makes them relevant to the
décisions faced‘by'public officials. Only then can’we make valid

assertions regarding the responsiveness of government to its citizens.

~
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