
Narcissus was captivated by his reflection in a pool; Americans 
today seem obsessed with their reflections in the polls. Opinion 
surveys have been conducted on a "scientific" basis for more 
than 40 years. They are widely used by academics, corporations, 
politicians. Yet contradictions and imponderables remain. 
What effect do polls have on political life? When should they be 
trusted? How useful are they? "The people's voice is odd," Alex- 
ander Pope once wrote. Here Public Opinion editors David 
Gergen and William Schambra look at polling's past and pres- 
ent; and analyst Everett Carl1 Ladd, Jr. offers his views on what 
Americans are thinking-and how their thinking has changed. 

by David Gergen and William Schambra 

America, so it seems, is under siege. Armies of men and 
women, equipped with clipboards and pencils, sweep across the 
land, prying and probing into people's minds. The results are 
served up in hundreds of public opinion surveys for newspapers, 
TV networks, corporate managers, cabinet officers, and White 
House staffers. 

Consider just a few of the questions that have been put to 
people in recent months: 

Â DO you believe in Unidentified ~ l ~ i n ~  Objects? George 
Gallup recently asked. (Fifty-seven percent now say yes, com- 
pared to only 46 percent 12 years ago.) 

7 What food do you like best? That question came from 
Burns Roper, who found 61 percent naming American food, only 
9 percent selecting French. 

TI Which is stronger, Louis Harris wanted to know, the 
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United States or the Soviet Union? (For the first time in history, 
a plurality of Americans say the Russians are second to none.) 

T Will you wind up in heaven or hell? The Iowa Poll found 
that nearly all Iowans believe they will be saved, but one-third 
of them describe a neighbor as a "sure bet" for hell.+ 

The only question pollsters rarely seem to ask is: What do 
you think of polls? Proctor and Gamble did ask once. It found 
that people had less confidence in pollsters than in the military 
or organized labor but knore than in the President or Congress. 
Hardly a ringing vote of confidence, but even George Gallup, the 
dean of the profession, would argue that some skepticism is 
justified. Too often poll results are distorted or misinterpreted. 
In 1972, for example, an early Boston Globe survey showed Ed- 
mund Muskie leading George McGovern in the New Hampshire 
Democratic presidential primary, 65 to 18 percent. Although 
preprimary polls are notoriously unreliable, some reporters 
seized upon the 65 percent figure as Muskie's benchmark. When 
the Maine Senator defeated McGovern by a tidy 46 to 37 per- 
cent, McGovern, not Muskie, was declared the real "winner." 

Birth of the Polls 

Although such tales-and there are many of them-may re- 
flect more on the use of polls than on the polls themselves, the 
surveys, too, have their limits. The numbers are never exact. 
Slight differences in the wording of questions may dramatically 
affect the outcome. The forces that shape public opinion- 
Presidents, the media, political parties, "feelings"-have yet to 
be sorted out with much precision. 

Nonetheless, the polls deserve to be studied with care. There 

"The Gallup poll on UFOs was taken March 3-6, 1978. The food s u ~ ~ e y  is from Repel- 
Repom,  78-9, September 23-30, 1978. For sun~eys  on the relative strengths of the U.S .  and 
thc U.S.S.R., see Harris surveys taken in Deceniber 1976 and July and November 1978. The 
Iou~a  Poll \\,as taken in August 1977. 
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are many reputable surveys; when read properly, they can tell 
us much. Even misinterpreted polls deserve our attention i f  
their findings are widely heeded. In short, the polls, like televi- 
sion, have taken too f i l m  a grip on our perceptions to be ignored. 

America's current interest in polls has deep historical roots. 
Driven by the practical needs of politicians in search of voters, 
newspapers in search of readers, and businessmen in search of 
customers, Americans have been taking surveys for more than 
150 years. The first political poll was published in 1824, after the 
Harrisb~~rg Pennsylvanian surveyed the citizens of Wilmington, 
Delaware, "without Discrimination of Parties," on their prefer- 
ence for President. It showed Andrew Jackson was the two-to- 
one favorite over John Quincy Adams. The Raleigh (North 
Carolina) Star later showed Jackson with a seven-to-one lead. 
Old Hickory lost the election, however, and would probably 
have scoffed a t  the "bandwagon" theory-the controversial no- 
tion that high poll ratings attract additional support to a candi- 
date. (Few pollsters today take the idea seriously.) 

Politicians soon began to canvass potential voters in order 
to plan their campaign strategies. Political canvasses sought 
only party identification, not attitudes, but they were consid- 
ered so valuable that, in 1896, the Republican National Com- 
mittee spent $3.5 million for the most thorough voter survey 
ever undertaken. Long after 1896, Republicans enjoyed safe 
majorities, and such polls no longer seemed necessary; Demo- 
crats were usually too poor to afford them. 

Newspaper editors, meanwhile, smelled a good story. Dur- 
ing the 1880s and ' ~ O S ,  they had begun taking "straw polls," 
sampling whoever was handy in street cars, trains, and local 
taverns. In 1883, General Charles H. Taylor, editor of the Boston 
Globe, devised an election-night reporting system to project 
statewide winners and losers based on voting returns from 
selected precincts-just as television networks do now. Soon the 
Globe was joined in the straw-polling business by the New York 
Herald Tribune, the St. Louis Rep~~blic, and the Los Angeles Times. 
Straw polling reached its peak in the 1920s and the '30s. 

A New Breed 

The most famous straw poll in history was taken in 1936 by 
a popular weekly magazine, Literaq Digest. The Digest mailed 
out I0 million sample presidential ballots (along with magazine 
subscription blanks) to Americans who owned telephones or 
automobiles-in short, to a relatively affluent minority. But 
they failed to recognize this inherent upper-class (and Republi- 
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can) bias. When the Digest's projected winner, Republican Alf 
Landon, came in on Election Day well behind Democrat 
Franklin Roosevelt and 19 points below the poll's projected re- 
sult, straw polling was finished as a serious undertaking. 

But better days for polling lay ahead. 
In 1935, three of the fathers of modern techniques-George 

Gallup, Archibald Crossley, and Elmo Roper-independently 
began taking new kinds of surveys based on the "scientific" find- 
ings of psychologists, statisticians, and market researchers. Gal- 
lup's organization was a direct outgrowth of his doctoral thesis 
on sampling techniques. (He was also the personal pollster for 
his mother-in-law in 1932; that fall she became the first woman 
elected Secretary of State in Iowa history.) 

In the hands of this new breed, random sampling and 
sophisticated data analysis became standard practice. The 
pollsters did suffer one further disaster-the projection by Gal- 
lup and others of a victory by Dewey over Truman in the 1948 
presidential election-but for the most part, the industry has 
been marked by steady growth. In recent years, growth has been 
spectacular. According to a Census Bureau official, American 
firms and research organizations spent $4 billion on opinion 
polls for political, commercial, or scholarly purposes in 1978. 

Today there are more than a half-dozen well-established, 
commercial U S .  firms that take public opinion polls. Among the 
most respected are Gallup, Harris, Yankelovich, Sindlinger, the 
Opinion Research Corporation, Roper, and Cambridge Research 
Reports. There are also two independent survey units at univer- 
sities (the National Opinion Research Center, or NORC, a t  the 
University of Chicago and the Survey Research Center a t  the 
University of Michigan). In recent years, the three commercial 
networks, along with the New York Times (in conjunction with 
CBS News), the Washington Post (initially with the Associated 
Press), and the Los Angeles Times, have also begun national poll- 
ing, even between election years, and have either formed their 
own polling staffs or hired university professors as consultants. 

All of these represent only the public side of the industry. 
There are also many companies, such as Audits and Surveys 

in New York City, that work strictly for commercial clients- 
advertisers, manufacturers, and marketing specialists. Indeed, 
the real profits in the opinion industry are in commercial poll- 
ing. Most of the major pollsters make little or nothing on their 
public polls but gross high sums for exclusive surveys-on 
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Even federal census-takers had trouble getting answers, as shown in this 
1880 woodcut. During the Gilded Age, politicians and newspaper pub- 
lishers began taking "straw-poll" suweys of their own-generally consist- 
ing of unsophisticated "man-in-the-street'' intewiews. Today, the refusal 
rate for pollsters' intewiews is high and growing. 

toothpaste, detergent, new movies-conducted under private 
contract. In addition, they earn considerable sums by providing 
private (or proprietary) reports to commercial clients on a sub- 
scription basis. For example, Cambridge Research Reports, 
headed by President Carter's chief polling adviser, Patrick Cad- 
dell, sells a series of four private surveys a year at a cost of 
$20,000 per subscriber. 

There are a dozen or so reputable state polls-Mervin Field 
of California and the Iowa Po11 are among the best-and scores 
of small commercial firms, not to mention the half-dozen major 
political pollsters whose services are considered de rigeur for any 
serious candidate for high office.* 

The federal government has also become a major sponsor of 
surveys in recent years. Franklin Roosevelt was the first Presi- 
dent to recognize their potential utility. In 1939, he signed on 
Hadley Cantril, a Princeton psychologist, to monitor public 
opinion on the war in Europe. Roosevelt's concern was how to 
prepare Americans for a war they did not want. 

Under pressure from conservative Congressmen, most of the 
government's polling activities were halted after V-J Day, and 
occupants of the White House thereafter showed little interest in 

'Prospective candidates for the 1980 presidential nominations have already begun lining 
up pollsters: Ronald Reagan is consulting with Richard Wirthlin, John Connally with Lance 
Torrance, George Bush with Robert Teeter, and President Carter with Patrick Caddell. 



PUBLIC OPINION 

their revival until the arrival of John F. Kennedy. Louis Harris 
had served as a personal pollster for Kennedy in the 1960 cam- 
paign, and JFK carried his interest in polls into the Oval Office. 
Lyndon Johnson was a noted devotee, frequently fishing news- 
paper clippings of current poll results from his back pocket to 
remind visiting diplomats and White House reporters of what 
the "people" thought of him. (He discontinued the practice 
when his popularity ratings fell below the 50 percent mark.) 

Today, polling is flourishing in Washington again. Over the 
past two years, scores of major surveys have been commissioned 
by federal agencies (though the congressional watchdog, the 
General Accounting Office, has recently questioned whether of- 
ficials fully understand the results). The polling industry has 
also spread to other nations: Both Gallup and Harris have inter- 
national affiliates (Gallup has 26, from Finland and Spain to 
India and Brazil), and indigenous firms have also sprung up. 
Political use of polls has stirred such intense controversy in 
France that the National Assembly acted in 1977 to ban publica- 
tion of voting surveys during the week before election day. Au- 
thoritarian regimes in several Third World countries have 
begun to commission private polls in order to stay in touch 
with-or manipulate-"the public pulse." No doubt Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi wishes there had been a George Gal- 
lup in Iran. 

What to Look For 

Professional pollsters are not immune to controversies 
within their own ranks. How accurate are the polls? How can 
they be improved? Many of these debates on methods are com- 
prehensible only to statisticians and psychologists. That doesn't 
necessarily mean, however, that laymen can't tell a good survey 
from a bad one. Here are some things to look for. 

Method ofsampling. A few newspapers, like the Chicago Sun 
Times and the New York Daily News, continue to take straw polls 
before elections. All claim a long record of success. It was a Sun 
Times straw ballot that supposedly alerted Senator Charles 
Percy to his re-election troubles in Illinois and spurred him into 
an extraordinary (and successful) campaign effort in 1978. Seri- 
ous researchers believe, nonetheless, that straw ballots lack 
credibility, and no professional pollster uses them today. Not 
without reason: In one recent election, an Illinois straw poll was 
right on the overall outcome of the election but wrong on every 
district in the state. 

The most reliable method is "random sampling." Working 
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with census tracts and computers, survey firms randomly select 
the districts that are to be canvassed, the homes within the 
districts, and even the adults within the homes. No one is chosen 
because of any personal characteristic (e.g., race, sex, age, or 
religion); geography is the only variable. Every major commer- 
cial firm and university research unit now uses random sam- 
pling. 

Beware of Breakdowns 

Sample Size. Most national polls include the opinions of ap- 
proximately 1500 people. Working with the laws of probability, 
statisticians have determined that. 95 percent of the time, a 
random survey of 1500 persons will' produce results that have a 
margin of error of plus or minus 3 percent. In other words, a 
survey of 1500 people showing that 55 percent favor passage of 
the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) means that if the same poll 
were repeated 20 times, it would in 19 instances show support 
for ERA between 52 and 58 percent: in the 20th instance. the 
level of support would probably be above or below that range. 

Dictates of economy as well as probability have led to the 
choice of a 1500-person sample for most national and state polls. 
To increase the size raises the cost without a corresponding de- 
crease in the margin of error; decreasing the size of the sample 
lowers the cost but raises the margin of error to intolerable 
levels. A random sample of 400 respondents, for example, has a 
margin of error of plus or minus 6 percent, so great that many 
observers would dismiss the poll results as meaningless. 

For the same reason, the reader of national polls should be 
wary of opinion breakdowns by region, age, race, and so on. A 
random national poll of 1500 adults, for instance, will include 
only about 175 blacks; reports on their attitudes will be subject 
to a margin of error of 8 to 10 percent. (To correct for that 
deficiency, some polls sample a much larger total in order to 
produce more reliable numbers on subgroups.) 

Type of Interview. The polling profession is divided on inter- 
viewing. Most professionals once thought that in-person inter- 
views were more reliable-in part because they avoided the bias 
inherent in questioning only those households rich enough to 
afford a telephone. (Ten percent of U.S. white households and 15 
percent of nonwhite households still do not have telephones.) In 
recent years, the costs of person-to-person interviewing have 
skyrocketed; so has the refusal rate for doorstep interviews (it 
often exceeds 20 percent). Almost to a man, the pollsters have 
crossed over to telephone interviews. 
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T h e  Pollster. One of the most delicate questions in the poll- 
ing profession is whom to trust. Deservedly or not, George Gal- 
lup has long been respected within the profession as the 
straightest pollster of the lot. While some of his critics claim 
that his surveys reflect an overly optimistic view of the public 
mood, the majority of survey professionals place considerable 
faith in his results. Louis Harris also commands respect; his 
questions are among the most imaginative in the profession. But 
to some, his polls are tainted by past alliances with John F. 
Kennedy and the liberal wing of the Democratic Party. Harris 
also tends to be pessimistic about the currents of American opin- 
ion, frequently focusing on what he sees as rising alienation. 

Do People Lie? 

The team of Yankelovich, Skelly, and White is enormously 
influential, and Daniel Yankelovich himself, a professor of psy- 
chology at Columbia University, is regarded as one of the most 
discerning men in the profession. Another leading figure, Albert 
Sindlinger, has attracted critics for his economic theories on 
monetary supply and household incomes, but many politicians, 
such as Richard Nixon, John Connally, and (reportedly) Thomas 
P. O'Neill have paid close attention to his overnight political 
telephone surveys. 

Outside the commercial firms, the two major university re- 
search units-NORC at Chicago and the Survey Research Center 
at Michigan-have sterling reputations. Their shortcoming, if 
one can call it that, is that some of their data only becomes 
available several months after it is gathered. 

Interpreting the  Polls. Even if one has a random poll of 1500 
respondents conducted by a responsible organization, determin- 
ing the significance of that particular survey can be tricky. One 
critical factor is the way a question is asked. In an important 
1975 essay, "The Wavering Polls," sociologist Seymour Martin 
Lipset points out that, in 1953, two surveys taken by NORC 
showed a 37 percent variation in assessments of the Korean 
conflict. In August, NORC asked: "As things stand now, do you 
feel the war in Korea has been worth fighting, or not?" Only 27 
percent said yes. But a month later, when NORC asked whether 
"the United States was right or wrong" to have sent in troops, 64 
percent said the policy was right. The second question, in effect, 
tested "patriotism," not attitudes on a specific topic. 

More recently, anyone who has followed the fortunes of 
President Carter has seen that his popularity at any given mo- 
ment may vary by as much as 20 points, with Gallup nearly 
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always showing the highest ratings and NBCIAP the lowest. The 
range reflects both differences in question wording and how 
people's attitudes are categorized by the survey firm. Harris, for 
instance, asks people if the President is doing an "excellent, 
pretty good, only fair, or a poor job," and then counts "only fair" 
as a negative response. Critics have argued that "fair" may be 
high praise from, say, a taciturn New Englander. 

In 1978, the Washington Post, in consultation with Gary 
Orren, a political scientist, tested Carter's popularity more ex- 
tensively. The newspaper found that a large number of people 
had mixed feelings; they neither fully approved nor fully disap- 
proved but, depending on the way a question was worded, could 
be counted in one colun~n or the other. 

Such mixed feelings create a second, nontechnical kind of 
problem in interpreting the polls: When people answer a ques- 
tion, do they really know what they are talking about? Or do 
they simply throw out an answer-perhaps the answer they 
think is expected of them-in order to appear well informed or 
just to get rid of the interviewer? 

No one knows. Yet the history of polling fairly brims with 
incidents that give one pause. Roper found in 1964 that many 
people would not admit to an interviewer that they planned to 
vote for presidential candidate Barry Goldwater; Goldwater did 
four percentage points better when people were given secret 
ballots. Aeain in 1964. the Survev Research Center discovered 
that 64 percent of adults polled remembered voting for John F. 
Kennedy in 1960 (when Kennedy gleaned only 50 percent of the 
vote). In  the post-Watergate era, a similar phenomenon attends 
people who cast their ballot for Nixon but disavow it today. 
Indeed, if people had actually voted the way they now claim to 
have voted, George McGovern might have won. He certainly 
would have carried California. 

Views of Katmandu 

Our own experience suggests that when people answer 
questions dealing with personal experience, their views tend to 
be well considered, lending the poll results more credence. Thus, 
when 54 percent of respondents told Louis Harris in 1969 that 
drinking was a very serious problem in the United States, and 
when that number increased to 76 percent in 1977, the change 
was a signal that something significant was happening in 
people's drinking habits-or, at least, in their views of drinking. 

In sharp contrast, polls that ask people what the United 
States ought to do in a far-flung corner of the globe, such as 
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Afghanistan, deserve little serious attention. A large number 
probably think Afghanistan is in Africa. While the public's in- 
stincts have generally proved to be sound over the years, the 
information base of the average American should not be overes- 
timated. In 1964,62 percent of Americans surveyed thought the 
Soviet Union was a member of NATO. And as recently as last 
February, 77 percent of those surveyed in a New York TimesICBS 
News poll could not identify the two nations involved in the 
Strategic Arms Limitation Talks. (Nevertheless, 63 percent fa- 
vored a new SALT treaty .) 

Questions in a Vacuum 

Daniel Yankelovich cautions that because of the malleabil- 
ity of public opinion on foreign policy, it is far more important 
for Washington policy makers to understand the general senti- 
ments that guide the public than to heed their views on specific 
problems. For example, Americans today are firmly opposed to 
engaging in "another Vietnam" but, at the same time, are also 
opposed to Russian adventurism. White House planners would 
be well advised to take both attitudes into account. 

A further caveat is that surveys must be seen in context. A 
nationwide Roper poll in 1978 reported that in the event main- 
land China invaded Taiwan, only 16 percent would favor the use 
of American troops. Considered in isolation, it would be easy to 
interpret this result to mean that the publ'ic's commitment to 
the U.S. defense treaty with Taiwan is tenuous at best. 

If the ooll is read in the context of other surveys, however, ., , 

one quickly realizes that most people do not want to send U.S. 
troops anywhere in defense of sworn allies. A Gallup survey of 
Aoril 1975 found that onlv if Canada were invaded would a 
majority (57 percent) back troop commitments; a bare 37 per- 
cent said they would support sending troops to England and 27 
oercent to West Germanv. 

Having said this, we have probably left the impression that 
Americans are now unwilling to defend their allies. Again: look 
a t  the context. Any question on troop commitment is hypotheti- 
cal. Once a real crisis arises, attitudes can change quickly. On 
the eve of the 1970 U.S. entry into Cambodia, for example, the 
Harris Poll found that only 7 percent favored sending U.S. forces 
into that country, while 59 percent were opposed. But after Pres- 
ident Nixon actually sent in the troops, 50 percent told Harris 
that Nixon was right, and only 43 percent expressed doubts. The 
interplay between the President and public opinion is enor- 
mous: he can shape it, but, of course, it may break him. 
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Somewhere between the polls asking about personal expe- 
riences and polls asking about attitudes toward Katmandu are 
those dealing with domestic issues such as inflation, taxation, 
unemployment, hospital costs, and the like. These, too, merit 
caution. When surveys gauging "consumer confidence" show a 
sharp, downward plunge over a period of months, they should 
send an immediate signal to Congress and the White House that 
a recession may lie ahead. But a survey showing that the public, 
85 percent to 15 percent, favors a constitutional amendment to 
balance the budget should be treated with care. Peowle are " 
probably not demanding the suggested solution-one they may 
not have thought much about; instead, they are demanding that 
their leaders do something, anything, to control inflation. 

It may seem after all these caveats that survey research 
can't give us a solid indication of what people are thinking. And 
American politicians and newsmen have developed an appetite 
for polls that should probably be curbed. Poll-worship short- 
circuits those institutions-the President, Congress, and Su- 
preme Court-that were established precisely because public 
opinion on many issues is ill formed or difficult to discern. 
Seymour Martin Lipset argued for this sober view of polling 
when he counseled "humility, caution, and recognition of con+ 
plexity" for all those involved in survey work. If the public, and 
its leaders, recognize these constraints, he wrote, we might re- 
store the role of judgment and active leadership in decision- 
making, "rather than the pattern of leaders following followers, 
which is currently so prevalent." 

There is still an important place for polling in American 
affairs. In a democracv, it is vital for the elected leadership to 

d ,  

recognize long-term, deep-seated trends in public opinion. Are 
people pessimistic or optimistic about the future? Are people 
confident or worried about our status as a world power? Are 
people satisfied or dissatisfied with their financial situation? 

Surveys on topics such as these won't, and shouldn't, tell 
our leaders how many ICBMs they should concede to Moscow in 
the next round of SALT. But these polls will keep us tuned in to 
the general level of health-or disease-in the body politic and 
give us some sense of what Americans will support. 

The Wil.sun Q u a r ~ e f l S p r i i z g  1979 

7 2 



PUBLIC OPINION 

by Everett Carl1 L d ,  Jr. 

Public opinion is highly volatile and complex. Fissures open 
u p ~ o n l y  to close months later. Most people adopt "liberal" 
wositions on some issues, "conservative" ones on others: Ed- 
b u n d  Burke may have been right when he called public opinion 
a coquette. 

On a national level, unpredictable leftlright divisions are 
tantalizing: Americans seem immune to neat pigeonholing by 
political scientists. For example, a 1978 New York TimesICBS 
News survey found that those who described themselves as "lib- 
erals" were far more likely than self-described "conservatives" 
to support sending U.S. troops and equipment to halt Soviet 
advances in Africa. 

As we edge toward the 1980 presidential election, cam- 
paigns are being mounted from the left, right, and center. Rival 
organizers for Kennedy and Carter, Brown, Reagan, Connally, 
and others are publicly confident that their candidate's fingers 
rest accurately on the public pulse. They can't all be right. 

Neither can all nonpartisan opinion researchers. But we can 
afford to be more aloof. Unlike politicians, we need not be oc- 
cupied with appeasing every shift of opinion for electoral gain. 
We are thus freer to ponder long-term currents-the tides of 
public opinion, not just the transient swirls and eddies. 

It is a cliche these days to say that Americans are moving 
away from "liberal" values and perspectives and toward a more 
"conservative" stance. Passage of California's Proposition 13 by 
a whopping two-to-one margin last year and the subsequent 
nationwide "tax revolt" are frequently cited as evidence. Lewis 
Uhler. a wolitical conservative who heads the National Tax Lim- , . 
itation Committee, argues that the new popular resistance to big 
government portends a challenge to the free-spending tenden- 
cies in vogue since the  New Deal days.  Senator  George 
McGovern (D.-S.D.) worries that liberalism is now America's 
"lost vision." 

Those who believe Americans are moving rightward can 
point to more than a "tax revolt." During the Vietnam era, U.S. 
colleges were awash in protest demonstrations; today, career- 
conscious and seemingly docile students concentrate on making 
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the grade. Opinion surveys show widespread concern over the 
perceived deterioration of the family. A 1978 Yankelovich study 
finds two-thirds of all Americans endorsing "more emphasis on 
religious beliefs." 

Up with Government 

The public is also taking a much tougher stance on crime- 
and punishment: Seven out of 10 Americans, the highest propor- 
tion in a quarter century, support the death penalty for con- 
victed murderers. Almost 9 out of 10 think the courts are too 
lenient. It is not hard to see why many politicians, pollsters, and 
newsmen assume that Americans are "moving right." 

The only problem with the assumption is that it is funda- 
mentally wrong. 

Let's look at what I see as the more important trends. 
Big Government. Despite a clamoring for tax cuts and a 

heavy dose of anti-Washington rhetoric, there is still no sign that 
the U .S .  public wants to cut back substantially on the post- 
Depression spending habits of the federal government. In many 
instances, polls show just the opposite. In 1964, 64 percent of 
Americans surveyed agreed that "the government in Washing- 
ton ought to help people get doctors and hospital care at low 
cost." By 1978, 85 percent wanted the federal government to 
assume this responsibility. 

Over and over again, when asked if they want to cut back on 
spending for public services, the public today says no.?' People in 
all social classes, from all regions of the country, and of all 
political persuasions now endorse heavy outlays for most social 
services (such as schools, hospitals, police, environmental pro- 
tection). Ninety-one percent of those who describe themselves as 
"working class" and 90 percent of those who say they are "upper 
class" maintain that we are spending either too little or the right 
amount "to improve the educational system." Ninety-four per- 
cent of professionals and 95 percent of unskilled workers take a 

> O n e  exception: some 61 perceni of those polled felt government was spending loo much on 
'welfare," which seems to be regarded as a dole for people i i i ~ ~ ~ f l l i n g  to work. 
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PUBLIC- OPINION 

WHAT'S RIGHT? WHO'S LEFT? 

The problem of using standard labels like liberal or  conseivative is 
that liberalisn~/conservatism is not a simple, one-dimensional con- 
tinuum. In fact, there is a series of distinct dimensions, and an  in- 
dividual may occupy quite different positions, relative to the general 
public, on each of them-"liberal," say, on domestic economic pol- 
icy, "centrist" in foreign affairs, "conservative" on some cultural 
and lifestyle issues. It is perfectly p o s s i b l e ~ o n e  is tempted to say 
l ike ly~fo r  a person to be moving in opposite directions a t  the same 
time. 

For example, a 1976 Washington Post survey of leaders of the 
women's movement predictably found them well to the left on most 
social issues. Yet a deep respect for individual merit often pulled 
them perceptibly rightward. Thus 64 percent "strongly" disagreed 
that government should limit the amount of money a person is al- 
lowed to earn. 

Similarly, U.S. professors feel strongly that there should be some 
sort of income "floor" for the disadvantaged; most tend to support 
preferential hiring for minorities. But 85 percent reject, in principle, 
government efforts to achieve equality of results instead of equality 
of opportunity. 

In short, terms like liberal and conservative are ideological catego- 
ries, but large numbers of people do not hold views that are as 
coherently packaged as  the term ideology implies. 

similar stand on upgrading the nation's health care. And 73 
percent of grade-school-trained Americans and 81 percent of 
U.S. college graduates want to maintain or  increase expendi- 
tures "to improve the condition of blacks." 

Civil Liberties. Americans now frequently appear more tol- 
erant than they did in the past. If a person wanted to make a 
speech in your community "against churches and religion," 
people were asked, "should he be allowed to speak or not?" In 
1954, 37 percent of the public favored letting such a person 
speak; by 1977, the proportion had risen to 62 percent. 

Should someone who favors "government ownership of all 
railroads and all big industries" be allowed to teach in a college 
01- university? Only 33 percent said yes in 1954; two decades 
later, the figure was 57 percent. 

Civil Rights. Despite some angry clashes over busing-in 
Boston, Cleveland, and elsewhere-Americans have become 
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more supportive of the rights of minorities. In 1968, 63 percent 
of the U.S. public agreed that "blacks have a right to live wher- 
ever they can afford to, just like white people." Ten years later, 
93 percent endorsed the right of black Americans to live any- 
where they chose. Only 42 percent of the public stated in 1958 
that they would vote for a qualified black for President if he 
were nominated by their party; by 1978, the proportion had 
exactly doubled. 

Almost everyone now agrees (94 percent in a recent New 
York TimesICBS News poll) that barring someone from a job 
solely because of race is "wrong." And on the sensitive issue of 
interracial marriage, the proportion of those who disapproved 
fell from 72 percent in 1963 to the current 54 percent. In all of 
these areas, moreover, the attitude of Southern whites has in- 
creasingly come to mirror the opinion of the nation at large. 

Granted, massive school busing to achieve a "racial bal- 
ance" is unpopular-among growing numbers of blacks as well 
as whites. So is preferential hiring. Neither has ever been en- 
dorsed by a majority of whites, and many blacks appear to have 
withdrawn their support. That black and white Americans have 
grave doubts about some of the means used to attain the end of 
civil rights should not be construed as a reaction against the 
basic principle of egalitarianism itself. Compensatory education 
programs and laws curbing job discrimination receive virtually 
unanimous approval. 

Slippage on ERA 

Rights of Women. Just over half of Americans surveyed in 
1970 favored "most of the efforts to strengthen and change 
women's status in society today." By 1978, with such efforts 
increasing, well over two-thirds of the populace (72 percent) 
indicated their approval. Less than a third of the electorate was 
prepared to vote for a qualified woman for President in 1937; 
that figure has climbed to 81 percent. What about a married 
woman, not in financial need, going out and getting a job? Only 
a fifth of the public supported the idea in 1938, but almost 
three-quarters do four decades later. 

Admittedly, support for the specific legal affirmations em- 
bodied in the proposed Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) has 
slipped-from 74 percent in 1974 to 58 percent in 1978. This 
decline in support must be seen in context. First, backing for the 
amendment remains widespread and strong. Second, there is 
evidence that the earliest surveys on ERA were picking up un- 
considered positive responses to the words "equal rights," much 

The LV;l.son QuarterlyISpriq 1979 

76 



StJPTORTFORPOBUcSPENDING:am 
'fiQO'm'ttEOB I 100 

NATIONAL avsrtVfatri noes 
Improving and protecting the nation's 
health 
Improving and protecting the environment 
hh-ing the problemsof the big cities 
Improving the coodilions of blacks 

. *Wdtee - 
e d e p a r t m e o t  

M h o s p i t a l a  
Public schools 



PUBLIC OPINION 

the way people will automatically endorse "party reform" or 
"honesty in government." Some real slippage in ERA approval 
has occurred, as often happens when public debate matures over 
time. But much of the statistical drop can be attributed to the 
unrealistically high initial ratings-a phenomenon that also 
comes into play in political primary polls. 

Underlying Trends 

Personal Life. There is markedly less opposition to premari- 
tal sex, legalized abortion, and the use of marijuana than there 
was a decade ago. Thirteen percent of the public in 1969 ap- 
proved legalization of marijuana; 31 percent approved nine 
years later. Less than one-sixth of the adult population in 1969 
accepted legalized abortion for a married woman who simply 
wanted no more children; now, 4 out of 10 adults do. 

In sum, the trends of four decades belie the current view of a 
generalized "shift to the right." Certainly Americans are upset 
about welfare, busing, government inefficiency, and criminal 
justice. They are concerned about taxes and inflation. Yet these 
attitudes are best interpreted as notes of caution or dismay, not 
as a sweeping indictment of the interventionist state. (Most sup- 
porters of Proposition 13, for example, believed that large 
cutbacks in revenue would not result in reductions of the gov- 
ernment services they were accustomed to.) The underlying 
trends of the 1960s and '70s are clear enough. And they are not 
conservative, in any sense of that much abused term. 

The sin~plest way to conceive of trends in national opinion 
is as vectors-forces with a certain magnitude and a certain 
direction. Vectors are not necessarily simple; most result from 
the combination of smaller vectors of different magnitudes and 
varying directions. Looking at  the various elements can be as 
revealing as examining the composite. 

Whatever the "averages" might suggest, groups within the 
populace take distinct and differing stands on many of the issues 
coming before them. Blacks are more liberal on many social 
issues than whites, for example, and old people more conserva- 
tive than young. Jews are further to the left than Protestants. 
Leaving race and religion out of the picture, there are differ- 
ences between college graduates and those with only high- 
school diplomas. These differences in the breakdown of opinion 
vary in importance. However, some of them persist, appear 
across a wide range of questions, and have roots deep in the 
American social structure. "Class conflict" is of central im- 
portance, even in the United States where it has been relatively 
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muted. And a basic change has occurred in this area since the 
New Deal days. 

During the Roosevelt years and indeed up through the 
1950s, the central class conflict in this country was between the 
middle class and the working class. This confrontation was al- 
ways somewhat fuzzy and only partly reflected in Democratic or 
Republican party affiliation, but it was tangible nonetheless. 

On a broad array of economic and social questions, groups 
identified by one or more facets of middle-to-upper-middle-class 
status (higher incomes, jobs as managers or professionals, a 
college education) differed sharply, in a generally conservative 
direction, from the working class-that is, from blue-collar 
workers, those with lower incomes, or those with only a grade- 
school or high-school education. The college-trained segment of 
the population, for example, gave consistently less backing to 
New Deal social programs than did people with high-school and 
grade-school educations. High-school graduates provided more 
support for government ownership of utilities (telephones and 
electric power), for extension of the vote to 18-year-olds, and 
even for the idea that husbands should pay their wives a weekly 
wage for housework. 

Today, much of this has changed. The primary class conflict 
is no longer between the lower income group and the middle 
class but rather pits a lower-middle against an upper-middle 
class. What we have is a "new conservatism" and a "new 
liberalism." And in a reversal of the New Deal relationship, it is 
now the higher status group that is the more "liberal." 

Today's Class Lines 

Neither of these groups, I should add, is "conservative" in 
the Ronald Reagan sense. Both take the liberal "political econ- 
omy" of the New Deal for granted, and they are not prepared to 
dismantle it. But still, these two new groupings occupy mar- 
kedly different places in contemporary society. 

Current differences between higher- and  lower-status 
groups are sharpest on the broad array of social, cultural, and 
"lifestyle" questions. Thus, 70 percent of Americans with five or  
more yearsof college training believe that a pregnant woman 
should be able to get a legal abortion simply because she wants 
to; only 45 percent of high-school graduates and 33 percent of 
those without secondary school diplomas agree. Adultery is de- 
scribed as "always wrong" by less than half of those with five or 
more years of college, but 8 1 percent of persons with less than a 
high-school education express disapproval. 
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This contrast goes further. In the New Deal era, higher 
status groups were more resistant to public spending. No longer. 
The National Opinion Research Center has examined public at- 
titudes on a range of federal spending programs: improving the 
condition of black Americans, welfare, space exploration, en- 
vironmental matters, health, urban problems, education, crime, 
drug addiction, defense, and the like. For almost all of these, 
college-educated Americans favor increased public spending to 
a greater degree than do their less-educated counterparts. The 
less well educated showed more support for greater outlays in 
only three areas: to halt the rising crime rate; to fight drug 
addiction; and to provide for national defense. In all other in- 
dexes, the class and opinion patterns have been turned on their 
heads. 

The Educational Divide 

Interestingly enough, traditional "bourgeois" values today 
find greater support from among the working class than from 
the ranks of college-educated professionals, even as the country 
has become more liberal. The high-school-trained segments of 
the population place more stress than do the college-trained on 
the importance of hard work, on "duty before pleasure," on 
frugality and the avoidance of debt, and on the material attain- 
ments that the bourgeoisie has historically associated with 
"success ." 

Conversely, the college-trained, when compared to the 
high-school- and grade-school-educated, urge less emphasis on 
money, more on "self-fulfillment," less on making "sacrifices" 
for one's children. 

Is it valid to look at this class divide primarily in terms of 
education? In fact, one often reaches the same conclusions if one 
looks at occupation or income. Yet, in the 1970s, education, not 
income or occupation, is the key variable. Differences separating 
the basic occupational categories (professional, managerial, 
white-collar, blue-collar) are more modest than those that edu- 
cation alone produces. More striking, when education is held 
constant-that is, when only people with college degrees or only 
the high-school-educated are considered-the occupation- 
related differences disappear completely: professionals, man- 
agers, office and retail clerks, and blue-collar people who are 
college graduates show virtually identical distributions on the 
entire range of issues we have been discussing. By way of con- 
trast, if occupation is held constant, education-linked variations 
are sharp within each occupational category. 
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OPINION DIFFERENCES BY EDUCATION 
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In sum, then, the primary class conflict is no longer between 
the lower and middle classes, defined by differences in the 
sources and amounts of income, but between the lower-middle 
and upper-middle classes, classes that are shaped largely by 
education. 

A New Xntelligentsia 

What lies behind these new class lines? 
Two key developments set the stage. First, the upper-middle 

class in the United States has shed much of its identification 
with the business world. Increasingly, large segments of the 
broad, new upper-middle class think of themselves primarily as 
professionals-business administrators, engineers, accountants, 
lawyers, and so on-a11 responding to intellectual values rather 
than the ~ r o f i t  orientation traditionallv associated with busi- 
ness. Along with their counterparts in the growing public sector, 
these upper-middle-class professionals have become the core of 
a new "intelligentsia."" 

Louis Harris has found confirmation of one aspect of this 
argument. Noting that, in the contemporary United States, "at 
the key executive level, more people [are] employed in pro- 
fessional than in line-executive capacities,'' he puts special em- 
phasis on the fact that "the one quality that divided most 
professionals from line executives in business organizations was 
that the professionals felt much more beholden to their outside 
discipline-whether it be systems engineering, teaching, scien- 
tific research, or other ~rofessional ties-than to the  articular 
company or iAstitutionAthey worked for." 

The critical factor in creating the intelligentsia has been the 
extraordinary expansion of higher education in the post- World 
War I1 period. The number of students enrolled in degree-credit 
programs in the country's colleges and universities-now about 
10 million-is seven times greater than what it was on the eve of 
World War 11. College students now make up nearly 5 percent of 
the total population of the country, compared to just over 1 
percent in 1940. Some 16 percent of all Americans 2 1 years or 
older-about 21 million people-have completed a t  least four 
years of formal college training. 

As the American uwwer-middle class has been transformed 
A A 

into an intelligentsia, there has been a second and equally im- 
portant development: A new bourgeoisie has appeared on the 

*I use "intelligentsia" to include not only intellectuals-people in\wIved in thc crcation of 
newJ ideas, new knowledge, ne\v cultural form+but also that far larger commi~ni ty  whose 
training gives them some facility in handling abstract ideas o r  whose \vork requires them to 
manipulate ideas ]rather than things. 
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scene in an interesting kind of replacement phenomenon. The 
working class of the depression decade included people who 
were, disproportionately, "have-nots," and it formed opinions 
accordingly. Today, skilled n~anual  workers and those in related 
blue-collar occupations havc moved decisively into a "have," 
rather than a "have-not," economic position. In a wonderfully 
American semantic contradiction, a large sement of the working 
class has become middle class, with cherished values and sub- 
stantial economic interests to Drotect. 

A complex set of precipitating events is involved here. The 
United States saw a tremendous spread of economic well-being 
in the first three decades after World War 11, when the median 
income for a11 American families jumped from $5,665 to $1 1,120 
(in 1972 dollars). Individual families, even with inflation, gained 
more purchasing power in this brief span than in all preceding 
periods of American history combined. A lot of people have 
moved a long way. 

Public opinion possesses a certain inertia; it is slow to get 
started in a particular direction, and once on the move it is hard 
to stop. The trends I have identified-toward greater liberalism 
i n  general,  with the bet ter  educated Americans a t  the  
forefront-are inertial trends. They will not be deflected easily. 
What do they tell us about our society? 

I believe they reflect the development in the United States 
of what Daniel Bell has called a postindustrial society marked by 
affluence, the critical importance of the "knowledge" and com- 
munications industries, and the rise of new kinds of jobs (such as 
"services"), lifestyles, social classes, and centers of power. 

What I have called the intelligentsia-its outer boundaries 
would be the tens of millions of Americans who have been to 
college-is in many respects the advance guard of this new soci- 
ety. The content of most serious magazines, newspapers, and 
network television news broadcasts is shaped by them. The re- 
sult is a kind of two-step transfer of ideas and information from 
the intelligentsia via the media to the nation at large. 

Opinion polls bear this notion out, and I suspect they will 
for many years to come. 



Fifty-seven years ago, Walter Lipp- 
mann wrote that the pictures inside 
the heads of human beings, "the pic- 
tures of themselves, of others, of their 
needs, purposes, and relationships'' 
are their "public opinions.'' Those 
pictures "which are acted upon by 
groups of people, or by individuals 
also acting in the name of groups, are 
Public Opinion with capital letters.'' 

These definitions, from Public 
Opinion (Harcourt, 1922, cloth; Free 
Press, 1965, paper) are as precise as 
any we are likely to get. Writing long 
before the advent of TV news, 
Lippmann emphasizes the barriers 
to informed opinion, notably the 
"comparatively meager time avail- 
able [to citizens] in each day for pay- 
ing attention to public affairs'' and 
"the distortion arising because 
events have to be compressed into 
very short messages.'' His conclu- 
sion, that "public opinions'' must be 
organized not by the press but for the 
press "if they are to be sound,'' is one 
on which political scientists, sociolo- 
gists, and for-hire pollsters have been 
attempting to act ever since. 

Much of the best work on the art of 
determining public opinion and the 
factors that influence it has been 
published only in obscure special- 
ized journals. Some articles are 
available in anthologies, including 
Bernard Berelson and Morris 
Janowitz's Reader in Public Opinion 
and Communication (Free Press, 
1950; 2nd ed., 1966). This widely 
used compendium opens with a brief 
history of the concept of vox populi 
from Roman times (Machiavelli in 
The Prince observed that "Not with- 
out reason is the voice of the people 
compared to the voice of God"). 

Fairly heavy going for the general 
reader but still the most important 
intellectual assessment of its subject 
is V. 0 .  Key's Public Opinion and 
American Democracy (Knopf, 196 1 ) .  
Key's recognition that interest in as- 
sessing public opinion was diminish- 
ing among political scientists, while 
gaining ground with sociologists, led 
him to analyze two decades' worth of 
copious findings in an attempt to 
place the new knowledge produced 
by surveys and polls in a political 
context. He asserts that all the re- 
search of the 1940s and '50s seemed 
to confirm the existence of a category 
of well-educated "influentials" in 
American society. This group is to 
blame, he writes, "if a democracy 
tends toward indecision, decay, and 
disaster"; the masses "do not corrupt 
themselves.'' 

Professional pollsters have never 
been shy about publishing. George 
Gallup and Saul Forbes Rae in The 
Pulse of Democracy (Simon & 
Schuster, 1940; Greenwood reprint, 
1968) contrast the Literary Digest's 
disastrous "gigantic sampling'' of 
voter intentions in the 1936 presi- 
dential election with the predictive 
accuracy of the "scientific" state- 
by-state polling done by Gallup's 
American Institute of Public Opinion 
(average deviation 6.1 percent), the 
Crossley organization for the Hearst 
newspapers (average deviation 5.8 
percent), and Fortune magazine's 
"amazingly accurate" popular vote 
totals. 

Charles W. Roll, Jr. and Albert H. 
Cantril, co-authors of Polls: Their 
Use and Misuse in Politics (Basic 
Books, 1972), warn of the dangers in- 
herent in the use of surveys by politi- 
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cians who pander to the people's 
prejudices and exploit their many 
legitimate fears. But they argue that 
national leaders must accurately 
gauge public opinion before making 
decisions if there is to be any chance 
of successful implementation. 

Cantril worked in Lyndon 
Johnson's White House. His father, 
psychologist Hadley Cantril, estab- 
lished the Office of Public Opinion 
Research at Princeton in 1940. One of 
the elder Cantril's many books, The 
Human Dimension: Experiences in 
Policy Research (Rutgers, 19671, is 
an engaging account of his own and 
others' polling efforts for the 
Franklin Roosevelt, Eisenhower, and 
Kennedy administrations. He in- 
cludes Lloyd Free's early study of the 
Cuban people's support for Fidel 
Castro, ignored a t  the time; it 
showed 86 percent of the urban 
population expressing enthusiasm 
for his regime. After the ill-fated Bay 
of Pigs invasion attempt in 1961, Ar- 
thur Schlesinger, Jr., then Special 
Assistant to JFK, wrote to Free that 
he only wished "a copy had come to 
my attention earlier.'' 

In War, Presidents, and Public 
Opinion (Wiley, 1973, cloth & paper), 
John E. Mueller finds that the Ko- 
rean and Vietnam wars each inspired 
support and opposition from the 
same sectors of the population with 
one "striking exception1'-the 
"Jewish subgroup" that solidly sup- 
ported the Korean War but opposed 
the war in Vietnam. 

The possible effect of TV campaign 
"horse-race'' coverage is a matter of 
argument in the United States today. 

In Polls, Television, and the New 
Politics (Chandler, 1970, paper only), 
Harold A. Mendelsohn and Irving 
Crespi look carefully at the function 
of polls in presidential elections 
1952-68. They dispute the theory 
that voters tend to favor candidates 
who look like winners on Election 
Day. 

Leo Bogart, in Silent Politics: Polls 
and the Awareness of Public Opinion 
(Wiley, 1972, cloth; Orbis, 1977, 
paper), finds much disturbing in 
both the techniques employed by 
opinion research specialists (e.g., 
weighted questions) and the uses to 
which data is put. Every major elec- 
tion in recent years has brought forth 
inquests on the political effects of 
polls, he reports, and even minor 
politicians have called for direct 
restrictions on the pollsters. In 1968, 
the mayor of Rockledge, Fla., a 
Romney supporter, incensed that his 
candidate had withdrawn from the 
New Hampshire primary on the 
basis of a poll "before the people had 
a chance to vote for or against him," 
persuaded his city council to draft an 
ordinance forbidding national poll- 
sters to quiz Rockledge residents 
about their politics. 

On the plus side, Bogart concludes 
that the best o~ in ion  research forces 
pundits and politicians to recognize 
that the opinions of the apathetic 
and disengaged cannot be equated 
with those of an informed citizenry 
aware of its stake in the issues and its 
own accountability. This, he writes, 
"makes polls a factor in the political 
process rather than merely an ac- 
count of it." 

EDITOR'S NOTE: Many titles were recommended by Wilson Center Fellows Gladys and 
Kurt Lang, who are studying media coverage and public opinion during Watergate. 


