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Abstract

How can we best gauge the political opinions of the citizenry? Since their
emergence in the 1930s, opinion polls—or surveys—have become the domi-
nant way to assess the public will. But even given the long history of polling,
there is no agreement among political scientists on how to best measure
public opinion through polls. This article is a call for political scientists to
be more self-conscious about the choices we make when we attempt to mea-
sure public opinion with surveys in two realms. I first take up the question
of whom to interview, discussing the major challenges survey researchers
face when sampling respondents from the population of interest. I then dis-
cuss the level of specificity with which we can properly collect information
about the political preferences of individuals. I focus on the types of question
wording and item aggregation strategies researchers can use to accurately
measure public opinion.
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INTRODUCTION

How can we best gauge the political opinions of the citizenry? The question is a critical one for
any democratic society. To make the compromises and trade-offs essential to the functioning
of a political system, we need information about both the direction and intensity of the public
will. Throughout history a variety of techniques have been employed, ranging from monitoring
mass protests and public speeches to evaluating letters published in newspapers and the partisan
press (for a review, see Herbst 1993). But since their emergence in the 1930s, opinion polls—or
surveys—have become the dominant way for politicians, media organizations, interest groups, and
academic researchers to assess the public will.

In one of the most quoted statements in the field of public opinion, Key (1961, p. 8) noted
that “to speak with precision of public opinion is a task not unlike coming to grips with the
Holy Ghost.” But even if we have not come to grips with the larger meaning of public opinion,
researchers and practitioners proceed as if we have. As Converse (1987) argued more than 25 years
ago, in effect polls have become public opinion. The development of opinion polls over the last
75 years has changed how politicians relate to the mass public. Surveys have enabled politicians
and the media to quickly and efficiently tap public sentiment. Indeed, Sidney Verba concluded
in his presidential address to the 1995 American Political Science Association Meeting, “Surveys
produce just what democracy is supposed to produce—equal representation of all citizens” (1996,
p. 3; see also Geer 1996).

Polls are not without their flaws. Beginning with Blumer (1954), and continuing through
Ginsberg (1986) and Herbst (1993), academics have raised a number of thoughtful critiques of the
polling enterprise. However, these critics have not slowed the polling bandwagon. Nor should
they. Surveys remain a critical method to gauge the political views of the mass public. They provide
a more nuanced picture of the political cognition of individuals than do the blunt instruments of
electoral returns. Moreover, even at a time when the “big data” revolution has opened up new ways
to examine mass politics, surveys allow us to examine in detail the preferences and motivations of
the public, using tools that we as researchers design to directly address our theoretic concepts of
interest.

Within such a context, it is important to cast a critical eye on the polling enterprise. The fact that
the field has come to a consensus does not mean that measuring public opinion is a straightforward
endeavor. Even given the long history of polling, there is no agreement among political scientists
on how to best measure public opinion through polls. This article is a call for political scientists
to be more self-conscious about the choices we make when we attempt to measure public opinion
with surveys.

There are two basic choices we make when conducting a poll: which people to interview
and what questions to ask them. These choices seem simple, but neither is straightforward. The
strategies one chooses can greatly affect the answers one gets. Thus, the voice of the people, as
reflected in polls, is profoundly shaped by the decisions we make as researchers.

In this article, I examine the process of measuring public opinion with surveys through these
two paths. I first take up the question of whom to interview. This question relates to sampling our
respondents from the population of interest. The way in which we draw our samples influences
the nature of the “public” we can generalize to. I discuss trends in survey sampling methods, with
a special focus on the difficulties currently faced by the polling industry.1 These difficulties do not
necessarily signal the end of polling as we have come to know it, but the technological developments

1My discussion in this article largely focuses on polling in the United States. However, the issues and concerns raised here are
equally important to consider when measuring public opinion throughout the world. I illustrate this importance with some
examples throughout the article.
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of the modern era have altered the process of polling and have important implications for how we
assess the information contained in surveys. Survey researchers are working on new methods to
sample public opinion, but the costs and benefits of these methods are still contested and unclear.
The first half of this article therefore does not offer clear guidance for how best to move forward,
but it does provide an overview of the current state of the field and poses questions for scholars
and practitioners to consider.

The second question—and one that has received much less attention in a big-picture sense—
relates to the level of specificity with which we can accurately collect information about the
political preferences of individuals. I focus on the particulars of the survey itself, namely, the kinds
of questions researchers and practitioners ask their respondents. A great deal has been written
about question wording effects in surveys—how the questions one asks and the order in which
they are asked affect the answers one gets. Space constraints preclude a detailed discussion of
this literature here, and Groves et al. (2009) have provided an excellent review. What I have in
mind is a different and more fundamental question: At what level of abstraction can surveys gather
meaningful information about the public’s politically relevant wants, needs, and desires? As a
practical matter, there is often a mismatch between the level of specificity in the attitudes that
we would like people to have and in the attitudes they actually possess. That is, as policy makers
and researchers, we would like people to be as discerning as we are when expressing support or
opposition to different policies and programs; but, in reality, the public is far less discriminating.
In light of this fact, is opinion best represented on a specific issue-by-issue basis, or is it instead
better exemplified by a more general quantity, measured either through broad survey questions
or the respondents’ central tendency on opinions toward a broad variety of issues? My answer to
this question is the focus of the second half of this article.

WHOM TO INTERVIEW

I begin this section with a discussion of sampling. When conducting a poll, it is important to select
a representative set of individuals to canvass. Conducting a census of the entire US population
is both prohibitively expensive and unnecessary. Instead, survey researchers select a sample from
the population of interest (here residents of the United States).

From a technical point of view, the correct way to draw such a sample is through a process
of simple random sampling (SRS). Simple random samples have two important properties: Each
individual is chosen for inclusion in the sample by chance, and each member of the population has
an equal chance of being included in the sample. Under these conditions, every possible sample
of a given size has the same chance of selection. Each resident of the United States therefore
has an equal chance to be included in a poll. But this technically correct procedure is impossible
to achieve in practice, or at least impossibly expensive. Researchers have therefore always fallen
short of this ideal. Instead, practitioners have employed other methods that ensure representative
samples.

For most of the twentieth century, these procedures included face-to-face multi-stage designs
and telephone interviewing by random-digit dialing (for an overview, see Lohr 2010). These
methods, though not SRS, can be conducted in ways that allow researchers to approximate SRS.
Statistical methods have been developed to account for the design components of modern survey
sampling, such as clustering and stratification (Kish 1965, Lohr 2010).

In addition, researchers and practitioners have developed methods to account for imbalances
that arise between the processes of drawing a sample and collecting a sample. Not all respon-
dents who are selected to be in a poll agree to be interviewed. I discuss the implications of this
nonresponse later in this article, but for now what is important is that researchers have worked out
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ways to correct for this problem. In most cases, we only have limited information about the popu-
lation (relative to the sample) in the form of information taken from the US Census. In these cases,
weighting adjustments are typically applied to reduce the bias that nonresponse can cause in survey
estimates (Lohr 2010). For example, if there are more old respondents in a survey sample than
in the population, old respondents are given less weight and young respondents are given more,
so that the distribution of age in the adjusted sample matches the population distribution. One
approach commonly used to weight samples is raking. Raking matches cell counts to the marginal
distributions of the variables used in the weighting scheme. Other techniques, such as regression
weighting and propensity score weighting, take advantage of more detailed information. Lohr
(2010) provides a useful overview of these different weighting methods (see also Lumley 2010).

The Changing Landscape of Polling

If I were writing this article 20 years ago—or even 15—this section would end here. Face-to-
face and telephone sampling techniques were well worked out, and survey researchers could
be confident that the group of respondents to their polls adequately represented the full US
population. The question of whom to interview was asked and answered. However, beginning in
the 1990s and especially since the turn of the century, a number of developments have thrown
the polling industry into disarray. The representativeness of opinion polls is predicated on the
ability of researchers to actually communicate with the respondents they select through their
sampling procedure. This has become more and more difficult over time. Potential respondents are
becoming harder to contact and, once researchers are able to contact a subset of such individuals,
those potential respondents are less likely to agree to participate in polls.

Telephone interviewing. By the mid-1970s, over 90% of US households had a telephone
(Lavrakas et al. 2007). Thus, the sample frame of telephone numbers provided good coverage
of the target population of US residents. Moreover, contact rates were high—survey researchers
could make contact with almost all individuals who were in the sample of potential respondents.
In turn, cooperation rates were also high—the vast majority of these respondents would agree to
answer the pollster’s questions.

Beginning in the late 1990s, nonresponse to opinion polls began to rise at alarming rates.
Both contact rates and cooperation rates fell precipitously. The best source of overtime data on
this question is the Pew Center for the Study of the People and the Press, which has released
detailed figures on its ability to reach potential respondents for almost 20 years. This information
is presented in Figure 1. In 1997, Pew was able to contact 90% of its potential respondents, and
43% of those individuals agreed to answer the survey, yielding an overall response rate of 36%. By
2012, the contact rate dropped to 62% and the cooperation rate fell to 14%, yielding a response
rate of only 9%. Today, more than nine-tenths of potential respondents fail to make it into the
sample of one of the best-run survey operations in the United States. Surely the response rate of
organizations less skilled than Pew is even lower.2

Other technological changes have disrupted the survey research industry as well. An increasing
number of Americans have abandoned landline telephones in favor of cell phones. Since 2003,
the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) has

2Of course, low response rates in and of themselves do not necessarily lead to biased survey results. If the people who participate
in surveys are similar to those who do not, opinion polls can remain representative of the mass public. But if nonrespondents
are systematically different from respondents, the resulting measures of public opinion could be severely biased.
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Figure 1
Decline in response rates to Pew surveys, 1997–2012 (Pew Res. Cent. 2012).

measured the prevalence of cell-only households in the United States. Over that time, the per-
centage of adults living in households with only wireless telephone service rose from 3% to 48%
(Blumberg & Luke 2016). This sea change in communication technology has upended traditional
phone polls. Cell-phone interviews are more expensive than landline interviews because surveyors
are prohibited by law (the 1991 Telephone Consumer Protection Act, 47 U.S.C. 227) from using
the autodialers that made telephone interviewing inexpensive. But there are more serious prob-
lems than the cost of doing business. Whereas early studies had indicated that the biases induced
through the failure to contact cell-only households could be corrected by weighting a landline-
only sample to reflect population characteristics on key variables such as age and race (Brick et al.
2006, Keeter 2006), by 2008 this solution appeared to have stopped working. Keeter et al. (2008)
found that weighting landline samples to reflect the known characteristics of the population could
not account for the different vote preferences of individuals who have only a cell phone. Indi-
viduals who had only cell phones were fundamentally different from individuals with landlines
(conditioning on the kinds of demographic measures, such as age and race, that are available to
survey researchers). Thus, probability samples of landline respondents excluded a distinct portion
of the population from the sampling frame. Put another way, the opinions of cell-only individuals
represent missing data for which we cannot easily compensate. Researchers in other disciplines
have come to similar conclusions (see sidebar titled Cell Phone Coverage and Surveys).

CELL PHONE COVERAGE AND SURVEYS

The National Center for Health Statistics at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) compared
National Health Interview Survey (NHIS) data from landline-only samples to those from “dual frame” samples
that included both cell-only and landline households. They found that weighting a landline-only sample to match
census demographics produced biased estimates of population characteristics and health behaviors (Blumberg &
Luke 2009). The CDC has even raised concerns about its largest ongoing telephone interview health survey, the
Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System. Researchers from the CDC conducted a parallel cell-only survey in
2008 and found large differences across a range of self-reported attitudes and behaviors between the combined
sample and the landline-only sample, even after weighting (Hu et al. 2011).
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As a result, major media and academic organizations have all moved to interviewing on both
landlines and cell phones. However, to date, there is no widely accepted set of cell-phone surveying
“best practices” (Lavrakas et al. 2010) and no consensus about how best to combine cell-phone and
landline respondents into a single sample using “dual-frame” approaches (Lavrakas et al. 2010; for
further discussion, see Brick et al. 2006, Kennedy 2007, Guterbock et al. 2011, Levine & Harter
2015). Cell phones are tied to individuals, whereas landlines are attached to households. Blending
samples with these two types of points of contact is no easy feat. For instance, many individuals are
reachable by both cell phone and landline. People who appear in both frames will have a higher
probability of inclusion.

Perhaps, in time, cell-phone penetration will be broad enough to match the coverage of landline
phones in the early 1990s. However, until that day, the path forward is unclear. The rise of cell
phones clearly threatens the representativeness of surveys, but there are no obvious remedies for
this problem.

Online interviewing. Polling through the internet has also been on the rise since the turn of the
century. Increasing internet penetration among households has made it possible to reach a broad
segment of the US population, at least in theory. And the ability to conduct self-administered
surveys over the web has opened up a world of new possibilities for academics and practitioners
alike. As Brick (2011) aptly notes, the low cost of administering surveys on the internet is attractive.
However, there are reasons to be cautious about a jump to the internet. Unlike phone surveys and
face-to-face interviews, the practice of internet surveying, so far, lacks the statistical theory and
common understandings regarding data collection practices that would allow internet sampling
to approximate SRS.

It is extremely difficult to define a target population that we would like to represent with our
sample. Hillygus (2016) rightly points out that there exists no list of all internet users we can draw
upon analogous to the list of telephone numbers. As a result, research over the internet is often
conducted using nonprobability samples (although, of course, just as non-online polls are not
inherently probability samples, online polls do not necessarily have to be nonprobability samples).
For instance, some companies draw samples from online panels of volunteers. These samples are
then adjusted to approximate the population in various ways, including quota sampling to match
Census demographics, model-based propensity matching, and postsurvey adjustment via some
weighting technique (Baker et al. 2010). But the key point remains that no matter what mechanism
is employed, these samples from internet panels cannot be considered akin to random samples.
A task force of the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR)—the leading
organization for survey research scholars and practitioners—concluded that “there is currently
no generally accepted theoretic basis from which to claim that survey results using samples from
nonprobability online panels are projectable to the general population” (Baker et al. 2010, p. 758).
Despite some promising work in this area (Gelman et al. 2016), in the six years since the AAPOR
report was published, no consensus on this point has been reached.3

Address-based sampling. Another form of sampling that has been more widely used in recent
years is address-based sampling (ABS). ABS is the process of sampling from a frame of address
lists obtained from the US Postal Service. These computerized delivery sequence files ensure

3Some researchers have attempted to use social media platforms, such as Twitter, to measure public opinion. Although early
efforts seem promising (O’Connor et al. 2010), a great many questions remain (Murphy et al. 2014).
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high coverage of the universe of households—approaching 100% in some areas. Vendors have
used these lists to construct frames and samples of potential respondents, updating these lists
continuously to reflect changes in the delivery addresses.4 These methods clearly hold great
promise for survey researchers. Surveyors can make initial contact with a probability sample
through the mail and then direct respondents to an internet survey, for example. That said, fulfilling
the promise of ABS is an ongoing process. As the AAPOR report notes, although contemporaneous
coverage of ABS frames has been researched extensively, coverage is not a static property. In
addition, Brick (2011) makes the excellent point that the administrative records used to construct
frames for ABS were not designed for that purpose and, as a result, are not of the quality needed
for sampling purposes. Thus, although ABS is extremely promising, much work needs to be done
to ensure it is an effective method of recruiting respondents.

Declining cooperation. All of this discussion does not account for the threat posed by decreas-
ing cooperation rates. Once a surveyor reaches potential respondents, they need to agree to be
interviewed. As the Pew data presented above convincingly demonstrate, securing respondents’
cooperation has become harder over the last 20 years. Some explanations attribute the decline
in cooperation rates to increasing concerns about privacy and confidentiality and increased dis-
trust of pollsters; from 1998 to 2006, the percentage of Americans saying they “would generally
trust pollsters to tell the truth” fell from 55% to 34% (Kim et al. 2011). Others attribute the
decline to lifestyle changes, as people feel they are busier and have less time to participate in
surveys (Tourangeau 2004, Galea & Tracy 2007). Regardless of the cause, it has made the job of
surveying the public even harder. Some pollsters have increased the use of monetary incentives
(Tourangeau 2004, Groves 2006) and advance contact letters (De Leeuw et al. 2007) to increase
cooperation rates. But the problem of nonresponse bias created by decreasing cooperation rates
is not easily solved.

What Does the Future Hold?

The message from this review of the literature is clear: The question of whom to interview might
be simple, but the answer is decidedly not. The procedures to select respondents that have served
the profession well for decades need to be adapted to serve the needs of a new world. At the same
time, significant questions remain about the utility of new technologies and methods. The modern
polling landscape is the Wild West, in need of a sheriff to bring order.

Although the way forward is unclear, polls are not going anywhere; they remain a critical part
of the political system. In concluding his survey of the history of survey research for Public Opinion
Quarterly’s seventy-fifth anniversary issue, Robert Groves (2011, p. 870) rightly notes, “Survey
research is not dying; it is changing.” As the industry struggles to figure out how to collect samples
of respondents in today’s world, some basic facts need to be recognized and carefully considered
when determining how best to construct a sample to assess the will of the people. The following
series of suggestions provides what I hope is a productive starting point in thinking about how
best to accurately sample mass opinion.

First, it may be useful to think of the problems currently plaguing surveys as missing-data prob-
lems. The central challenge of selecting respondents to interview is to minimize the differences
between the people we ask our questions and the people we miss. For instance, the fundamental

4In addition, researchers interested in surveying potential voters can use voter files to contact respondents (Barber et al. 2014).
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problem with continuing to use landlines to sample survey respondents is that the vast majority of
people who should be in our sample are not in our sample—either because we cannot reach them
or because they refuse to answer our questions once we contact them. From this perspective, the
proper way to fix the problem is to consider how the people we can reach differ from the people we
cannot reach—and account for those differences through weighting. We can adjust our samples,
but in order to arrive at an accurate picture of the public will, we must measure the differences
between respondents and nonrespondents to particular surveys. If we do not, our estimates of the
will of the mass public will be wrong—as the failure of weighting to correct for cell-only bias after
2004 demonstrates. This concern is especially important because the auxiliary variables used for
weighting are often chosen arbitrarily on the basis of their availability in both surveys and data
sets measuring the characteristics of the general population—such as age, and gender—regardless
of whether they will actually reduce the bias in our estimates. The fact that the United States has
a relatively sparse collection of publicly available population-level demographic data (Massey &
Tourangeau 2013) indicates that the weighting problem will not go away anytime soon.

Second, probability and nonprobability samples are fundamentally different, and a variety of
factors need to be considered when comparing methods of gathering responses. It is important
to continue to recognize these differences, even in an era when probability response rates are
collapsing to the low single digits. As Brick (2011, p. 876) notes, “[A] common refrain is that a
probability sample with a low response rate or coverage rate is no ‘better’ than a nonprobability
or volunteer sample.” But this point of view may not be accurate. That a poll has a low response
rate—even a vanishingly low response rate—does not mean that it is fundamentally flawed. In fact,
it may be better than a nonprobability sample that looks more like the population on quantities
we can measure. Probability samples are built on a strong inferential foundation because no
matter how low the response rate, all the sampled units are actively recruited and encouraged
to participate in the survey. This is not true for nonprobability samples. Put another way, there
is a difference between me coming to you as a researcher and asking you to participate in my
survey and you coming to me as a respondent and asking to be a part of my study. The fact that
online panels may contain “professional” respondents who seek to take multiple surveys for the
cash and other incentives offered (Hillygus et al. 2014) underscores this problem. Unless we can
measure exactly the differences that lead to the self-selection behavior in nonprobability samples,
we cannot account for these differences. That said, declining response rates are clearly troubling,
and the relative merits of probability and nonprobability sampling should be subject to continuing
debate—but it must be a debate informed by the limitations of both traditional forms of sampling
and newer forms of sampling.

Finally, we need to think hard about the question of whom to interview—and we must not
stop thinking about it simply because we have found what we take to be an acceptable solution in
the present day. What is true today might not be true tomorrow, and it is always important to be
vigilant when evaluating methods of sampling. The lessons of the 1936 Literary Digest debacle
are illustrative here. In that case, the mail-back methodology that had accurately predicted every
presidential election from 1920 through 1932 suddenly and spectacularly failed (see Squire 1988
for details). It is unclear if we are entering a similar predicament today. For instance, the polls
leading up to the 2015 UK general election predicted a dead heat between the Conservative
Party and the Labour Party. In the end, however, the Conservatives routed Labour by more than
six percentage points. The British Election Study, which occurred right after the election and
employed a random sample, correctly estimated the vote outcome, leading some to suspect that
the failed prediction was driven by errors stemming from the nonrandom subject pools used by the
majority of election pollsters (Clark 2015). Similar experiences in other large-scale, high-salience
electoral contexts will lead to further questions about the utility of particular polling methods.
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WHAT TO ASK

Once we have decided whom to interview in a poll, we must then decide what questions to ask
them. This too is a difficult puzzle. As mentioned, a great deal has been written about question
wording and ordering effects in opinion surveys (for a review, see Tourangeau et al. 2000). This
literature has contributed to the development and growth of the survey enterprise in critical ways.
However, in the remainder of this article, I consider a more fundamental question that touches
on broader concerns: What kind of information can we meaningfully gather with political survey
questions? The answer to this question turns on our assumptions and theories about the meaning
of survey responses.

As a starting point, let us acknowledge two things we as political scientists know to be true
about the mass public in the American political system. First, most of the people, most of the
time, do not pay attention to politics.5 As Converse (1990) aptly notes, the mean level of political
information among the mass public is vanishingly low. But, second, once in a survey interview,
citizens are compliant. Ask them a question and they will give you an answer—perhaps not if the
question is incomprehensible or obscure, but if the question seems reasonable, most people will
try to give a reasonable answer.6

These two simple observations together have important implications for making sense of the
information we collect in opinion polls. When choosing the questions we ask, we need to be
cognizant of the fact that almost anyone will answer that question, even if they have little basis
for their answer. Under such circumstances, how should we think of survey responses? For some
scholars, the tendency of individuals to answer any survey question relegates public opinion polls
to the trash bin—a string of meaningless nonattitudes (Moore 2008). But the fact that survey
questions do not necessarily elicit a stable and deliberate stance on a given issue does not mean
that answers to survey questions are worthless. Considering more fully the survey response process
yields a more charitable view of opinion polls.

To do so, I begin at the level of the individual. What does an answer to a survey question
reveal about a person’s political views? The notion that surveys reveal preferences over political
choices and policies generated through some sort of “file drawer” model—a fixed stance on a given
issue that people call from memory when prompted by the interviewer—has long been discarded
by psychologists and political scientists. Instead, survey responses are best seen as constructed
preferences (Zaller 1992, Tourangeau et al. 2000; for a review, see Berinsky 2004).

The best description of this view in political science is Zaller’s “Receive-Accept-Sample” (RAS)
model, which builds on survey response models in psychology (see, e.g., Tourangeau & Rasinski
1988). Zaller (1992, p. 49) argues that individuals answer survey questions off the top of their head
by “averaging across the considerations that are immediately salient to them” due to their personal
characteristics and political experiences at the time of the survey interview. Survey responses
therefore are a summary judgment over the mass of considerations—reasons for favoring one
side of a controversy rather than another—that happen to be on their mind when they answer
a particular question. The flow of information encountered about politics in daily life, and even
the wording of particular poll questions, can bring about systematic changes in the kinds of
considerations that are on people’s minds. Because different considerations may be salient at
different points in time, the response obtained from the same person may change from interview
to interview. From Zaller’s point of view, answers to survey questions are “opinion statements”

5This is a pessimists’ reformulation of an astute observation, made most recently by Stimson (2015 [2004], p. 14), that “some
people some of the time pay attention to government.”
6For the logic behind this decision, see Schwarz (1996). For my interpretation, see Berinsky (2004).
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that reflect a sample of respondents’ underlying politically relevant considerations—the types of
concerns and perspectives people bring to bear when considering issues in the realm of politics.
These opinion statements may not meet the standards to which politicians would hold themselves
with regard to their own opinions, but that does not mean such statements are meaningless. To
use Bartels’ (2003) terminology, people have attitudes, not preferences.

But even if the politically relevant thoughts of the average citizen rarely rise to the standard of
preferences, these statements can have great meaning. They can provide a valuable window into
the political thinking of ordinary Americans because even if they are somewhat inchoate, they can
represent a sample of the considerations that resonate with the individual—the politically relevant
wants, needs, and desires of those citizens.

There is, however, another side to this coin, and a word of caution is in order. Just because
we can ask a survey question does not mean that we should take each and every survey response
seriously. In the judgment of some scholars, asking questions about highly specific issues and
policies can be a recipe for disaster. Bishop (2008) contends that responses to survey questions do
not represent actual opinions about the specific policy issues being probed by pollsters, but are an
“illusion” based on public ignorance of politics and aided by vague polling questions and variations
in question form, wording, and context. Thus, for Bishop, measuring and aggregating survey
responses is a meaningless exercise. He concludes that “public opinion polling today ‘creates’
public opinion that does not exist in the way intended by the pollsters’ questions and as interpreted
by the journalistic community and the policymaking powers that be” (Bishop 2008, p. 150).

Bishop’s words ring true. But taken to their logical extreme, they paint an inaccurate view
of public opinion. Recognizing that particular responses to specific questions may be somewhat
disconnected from their intended meaning does not mean abandoning the polling enterprise. Even
Bishop (2008, p. 157) concedes that “respondents certainly do draw upon their general attitudes,
interests and values”—the same kinds of cognitive concepts that Zaller terms predispositions—
when answering survey questions. Survey questions may, as Bishop argues, force most people to
“make up” answers on the spot, but these made-up answers are still meaningful because they reflect
individuals’ politically relevant considerations—their underlying distribution of preferences over
the policies of government. Under most circumstances, Zaller’s “attitude statements” do have
meaning and political relevance.

Researchers and practitioners, then, should not necessarily take answers to specific questions
at face value—heeding Bishop’s warnings—but nor should they altogether reject measures of the
public will as expressed in surveys. Instead, they should measure opinion at a medium level of
specificity. The key is to find a balance where survey responses are general enough to reflect the
respondent’s distribution of considerations but are not so general as to lack relation to political
controversies. Collected together, these individual survey responses can provide a window into
public opinion. Such an approach fits well with both the needs of politicians and the realities of
public engagement with the political world. As Stimson puts it (1999 [1991], p. 13):

Politicians must deal with issues at a high level of specificity . . . . Public opinion is by necessity general,
unfocused. . . . [A] rational economizing collector of opinions would use that information to gain
leverage on the evolution of public views at a very high level of generality, the level at which it is
meaningful for a public mainly inattentive to public affairs.

In the next section, I discuss how to collect such information with specific examples, but for
now, what is important is delineating the purpose of polls in a democratic system—to facilitate
communication between masses and elites. Properly posed survey questions can do just this.
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How to Target the Proper Level of Specificity

The argument in the previous section is that, at the individual level, survey responses are mean-
ingful when the measurement instrument is calibrated at a moderate level of specificity: not so
general as to be empty of content and not so specific that they risk falling into the trap described
by Bishop, creating opinions where none exist. When such responses are collected together and
aggregated across individuals, they can provide a clear measure of public opinion writ large. Thus,
by my view, public opinion properly exists at a mezzo level, but where to locate that mezzo level is
an open question. There are, after all, various ways to arrive at this end—and various means have
been advanced by different scholars.

One approach is to ask individuals questions at a general level, for example, by measuring
preferences over broad trade-offs between increasing spending and increasing the scope of gov-
ernment involvement in the public sphere. This approach focuses on the particular properties of
individual questions. A second approach is to employ a series of survey questions about specific
issues—for instance, to ask detailed policy questions about specific government programs—and
construct a composite measure from that list of items. This approach considers the relationship of
individual questions to each other. These two strategies are, I argue, complementary approaches
that consider differential degrees of abstraction in survey questions. The first approach considers
the specificity of questions. The second approach is akin to what Druckman & Jacobs (2006)
term “lumping” together survey items (rather than “splitting” question responses) and considers
aggregation across survey questions. I discuss both in turn.

Single-question approaches. When considering single-issue-based survey items, some ques-
tions may be more useful than others for measuring public opinion. Consider the following ques-
tion, asked by the American National Elections Study (ANES) for more than 40 years and used
widely in studies of public opinion (Brians & Wattenberg 1996, Jacoby 2000, Newman 2003,
Berinsky 2004, Enns & Kellstedt 2008, Prior 2014):

Some people think the government should provide fewer services even in areas such as health and
education in order to reduce spending. Other people feel it is important for the government to provide
many more services even if it means an increase in spending. Where would you place yourself on this
scale, or haven’t you thought much about this?

Such a question is phrased at a relatively general level of assessment and taps general support for
government involvement in society. Even someone who pays only the most casual attention to
politics could answer this question and—in doing so—meaningfully draw upon a base of politically
relevant considerations.

Moving down the ladder of generality in a related realm, consider the following item, used by
Hacker & Pierson (2005) to assess attitudes toward tax policy in a more specific way:

Which of these would you prefer—a large tax cut plan that provides an across-the-board tax cut for
everyone, or a smaller tax cut plan that provides targeted tax cuts mainly for lower and middle-income
people?

This question taps a more specific concern about the role of government, relating to the par-
ticulars of tax policy, but it still proceeds at a somewhat general level. Citizens who pay only
moderately close attention to tax policy might be able to formulate a reasonable answer to the
survey item.
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Moving further down (and from the realm of academic research to the larger political world),
in the wake of the implementation of the 2010 Affordable Care Act, the Washington Post/Kaiser
poll asked an even more specific question in the summer of 2012:

Which of these two descriptions comes closer to your view of what Medicare should look like in the
future? OPTION A: Medicare should continue as it is today, with the government guaranteeing all
seniors the same set of health insurance benefits. OR, OPTION B: Medicare should be changed to a
system in which the government guarantees each senior a fixed amount of money to help them purchase
coverage either from traditional Medicare or from a list of private health plans.

This question, though seemingly reasonable to someone steeped in politics, almost certainly
has little relevance to the casual observer of that world, especially someone who has no direct
experience with Medicare. It is full of jargon, but that is not the central problem. The question
references particular government programs. Moreover, it contrasts those programs with private
health plans on various cost dimensions, with no discussion of the types of benefits under either
plan. Such questions tap into the specifics of government programs and might flummox the most
devout political junkie. Thus, even some respondents who tried to answer the question might
construct an answer that would not reflect what the question seems designed to measure—namely
their considerations regarding government management of seniors’ health care. Such an answer
could be little more than statistical noise.

These three questions, chosen to represent different points on the continuum of specificity
concerning the direct involvement of government in the lives of ordinary citizens, serve as a window
into the possibility of measuring mezzo-level opinion with a single item. As the items become more
specific, referencing the particulars of policy options and demanding greater expertise on the part
of the respondents, they move into a realm in which they may not properly tap public sentiment.
But if a researcher desires to measure public opinion with a single question, framing questions at
a broader level of generality may make it possible to accurately gauge public sentiment.

Such an approach has been adopted by several scholars. In my own work on social welfare policy
(Berinsky 2002, 2004), I examined items that measured these concerns at a broad level—including
the ANES measure on the trade-off between services and spending detailed above. Jacoby (2000)
adopted an analogous strategy in his study of framing and social welfare policy. Similarly, in the
domain of war, Mueller (1973, p. 43) makes the case for the primacy of general questions, arguing
that a question that asks if it was a “mistake” to go to war “asks for the respondent’s general opinion
on the wisdom of the war venture itself, and thus seems to be a sound measure of a sort of general
support for the war.”

Aggregation approach. Single-item measurement approaches tap only one dimension of the
process of measuring public opinion. A second way to gauge general public sentiment is to be
a “lumper” rather than a “splitter” (Druckman & Jacobs 2006) and consider the answers that
respondents give across a number of survey questions. Such a strategy involves aggregating multiple
items into a single measure at the individual level and then aggregating across individuals to get a
measure of public opinion. This approach is more common, and it has become especially so over
the last 20 years.

There are several ways to justify combining the answers individuals give to multiple survey
questions into a single measure of preference. The most common justification is a measurement-
error approach. Achen (1975) argued that any survey question measures the respondent’s political
preferences with measurement error (see also Erikson 1978, 1979). Subsequently, scholars have
used this insight to argue that any single survey question can be considered an indicator of the
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AGGREGATING OPINIONS

A “test” mindset drives the measurement strategy employed in much of the current wave of representation literature
(e.g., Clinton et al. 2004). Bafumi & Herron (2010) make the strongest case for such an approach, arguing that the
best way to study the congruence between legislators and their constituencies is to examine congruence in the ideal
points of representatives and the mass public—ideal points constructed using item-response techniques. This same
logic drives Stimson’s path-breaking work on aggregate policy mood. His discussion of the movement over time
of preferences toward spending across a variety of policy areas in various treatments (Stimson 1999 [1991], 2015
[2004]) provides the clearest incidence of the logic of aggregation. For Stimson, each question asking respondents
to evaluate a policy is a question “testing” an underlying preference for spending. By examining the results of these
tests in the aggregate, we can learn about the underlying shape of mass preferences toward government involvement
in society more generally.

underlying general attitudes, interests, and values of the respondents. But each single question is
imperfect and measures the respondents’ attitudes with error. Thus, aggregating across several
survey items reduces the noise in the measures of public opinion and produces better estimates
of respondents’ underlying issue preferences. Ansolabehere et al. (2008) employ this approach
by asking respondents multiple survey questions on each issue and creating an average, or score,
on that issue area. They show that this averaging approach creates individual responses that are
highly stable over time (see sidebar titled Aggregating Opinions). To return to Zaller’s (1992)
language, each answer reveals a snapshot of the considerations at the top of a respondent’s head
at the time they answered the question. By aggregating across several questions, researchers can
combine several of these snapshots together, separating signal from noise.

This measurement-error approach to measuring public opinion has spawned a great deal of
work in recent years. But like the single-item approach to gauging public sentiment, this strategy
comes in several varieties, proceeding in different ways. Paralleling my discussion in the last section,
the most important distinction is the level of abstraction in the final measures of public opinion
advanced by different scholars. Table 1 provides an overview of three levels.

The first level considers public opinion as a broad measure, aggregated across a wide spec-
trum of issues—a “mood,” to use Stimson’s (1999 [1991]) term. Stimson argues that to properly
measure opinion, we need to aggregate survey responses across both individuals and across issues.
Setting aside the issue of aggregating across individuals to form constituencies (a question taken
up indirectly in the first part of this article with the discussion of sampling), Stimson makes a

Table 1 Levels of abstraction in the measurement of public opinion

Level of
abstraction Dimensions of opinion Examples

High Single dimension—“policy
mood”

Durr (1993), Ellis & Faricy (2013), Enns & Koch (2013), Jessee (2009), Luttig
(2013), Stimson (1999 [1991], 2015 [2004]), Erikson et al. (2002), Tausanovitch &
Warshaw (2013), Ura (2014), Wlezien (1995)

Medium Two dimensions—
economic and social

Ansolabehere et al. (2008), Carmines et al. (2012), Ellis & Stimson (2012), Jost et al.
(2009), Kelly & Chambliss (1966), Klar (2014), Knoke (1979), Layman & Carsey
(2002), Moskowitz & Jenkins (2004), Treier & Hillygus (2009)

Low Multiple dimensions—
policy-specific
measures

Atkinson et al. (2011), Brulle et al. (2012), Enns (2014), Kellstedt (2000), Mulligan
et al. (2013), Nicholson-Crotty et al. (2009), Shapiro & Bloch-Elkon (2006),
Wilcox & Norranger (2001)
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critical contribution in arguing that aggregating across issue questions allows us to gauge public
opinion at its proper level of measurement—a high level of generality. Stimson is not interested
in the responses citizens give to particular issue questions in and of themselves. Instead, Stimson
views these items as mere indicators of an underlying construct that captures people’s general
political predilections—akin to Zaller’s considerations (as discussed above).

Consider, for instance, preferences over spending on specific programs, such as education or job
creation. We can ask respondents if the government should spend more, less, or the same on a series
of particular initiatives. Each of these questions relates to a different program, but what matters
for Stimson—what motivates mood—is the high-level preference for what government should do
generally: Should government be bigger or smaller? Each spending question is a single answer
to this question. Taken together, the average response to a series of questions provides a broader
and more well-grounded answer to that larger question. Just as individual survey respondents
are, to use Stimson’s language, “spokespeople for the herd” (1999 [1991], p. 2), individual survey
questions are mere indicators of underlying general sentiment toward government action.

The “public policy mood” that we extract from these items therefore taps the broad “welfare
state/size of government controversy that divides the parties” (Stimson 2015 [2004], p. 81). By
asking many specific questions, Stimson casts a wide net, extracting general sentiment about
policy through a series of specific tests. This far-reaching view gives us a broader window into the
distribution of the underlying predispositions of the American public.

Empirically, this notion of mood has a great deal of power. Individual issue questions may at
first glance appear to measure distinct indicators of policy sentiment, but in a series of updated
analyses of mood over the last 25 years, Stimson argues that almost all specific issues have been
subsumed by this single dimension. Compare, for example, Stimson’s discussion of abortion in
Public Opinion in America (1999 [1991]), which first laid out the concept of mood, to its treatment in
Tides of Consent (2015 [2004]). Whereas data through 1989 suggested that the abortion issue was “a
domain by itself,” once Stimson incorporated polling data collected through 2012, he concluded
that “abortion attitudes are beginning to align with the standard left-right debate that I have called
the welfare state” (2015 [2004], p. 50).

Scholars have long employed Stimson’s measure of mood to measure public opinion, either
whole cloth (Durr 1993, Erikson et al. 2002) or through a similar measure (Wlezien 1995, Enns
& Koch 2013), and it is still widely used in political science (Ellis & Faricy 2013, Luttig 2013, Ura
2014). What is important for present purposes, though, is Stimson’s insight that public opinion
can be best captured by a measure that aggregates broadly across a variety of seemingly distinct
policies. Such an approach has been adopted widely in the field, even among those scholars who do
not trace their intellectual lineage to Stimson’s work. In this vein, consider Jessee’s (2009) study
of spatial voting. Jessee asks respondents whether they would support or oppose 31 proposals
that were put to a vote in the US Senate. The topics range from minimum-wage increases to
a declaration “that marriage in the United States shall consist only of the union of a man and a
woman.” These bills therefore encompass both issues of economic policy and social policies. Jessee
finds that the preferences are best explained by a single-dimensional model and proceeds to treat
mass preferences as a one-dimensional construct, akin to Stimson’s mood measure (though Jessee
himself does not make such a connection). More generally, Jessee’s approach here is quite similar to
that of other scholars of representation who adopt item response theory (IRT) models to measure
public sentiment, such as Tausanovitch & Warshaw (2013), who use an IRT model to estimate
single-dimension state- and local-level public opinion, which they label “policy preferences.”7

7This approach extends beyond the United States. A similar philosophical approach has even been extended to a dimensional
measurement of the public’s preferences in China (Pan & Xu 2015).
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Moving down levels of abstraction in Table 1, other scholars advocate aggregating public opin-
ion across different survey items but argue that combining items across different policy domains—
as Stimson does—goes too far. A common approach is to consider two broad bases of opinion,
rather than just one. Specifically, scholars distinguish between preferences over economic issues
and those over social issues (reviewed by Carmines & d’Amico 2015). Even Stimson—the primary
proponent of the single-dimension approach described above—has moved to considering an ex-
plicitly multidimensional approach. Ellis & Stimson (2012) advance a two-dimensional model of
public opinion, which allows for both economic and cultural domains.8

A third approach moves even further down the scale of generality, generating issue-specific
“moods” in the vein of Stimson but at a lower level of aggregation [see, e.g., Kellstedt (2000)
on race; Nicholson-Crotty et al. (2009) and Enns (2014) on criminal justice policies; Wilcox &
Norranger (2001) on moral issues; Mulligan et al. (2013) on cultural policies; Shapiro & Bloch-
Elkon (2006) on foreign policy; and Brulle et al. (2012) on climate change policies]. Notably,
Stimson himself has begun with his collaborators (Atkinson et al. 2011) to create policy-specific
mood estimates. All of these authors still aggregate across questions to create a measure of public
opinion, but they do so in a more limited issue-area scope. Essentially, they argue that even two
policy domains—economic and social—do not parse public opinion finely enough to accurately
characterize the policy space of public opinion.9

A Way Forward

Even if we consider the goal to measure public opinion at a mezzo level—as I have argued we
should—there is no obvious prescription for how best to proceed. Each of the strategies described
here has its drawbacks. First, consider the single-question strategy. Although the use of general
questions should in theory force respondents to evaluate politics at a broader frame of reference,
in practice, such questions might induce noisy survey responses. Research in psychology has
shown that people sometimes answer general survey questions with a specific frame of reference
in mind—one that can differ both across people and across situations (Tourangeau et al. 2000).
For instance, when answering the most general “services and spending” question described above,
some individuals might consider their preferences over healthcare spending, others might think
of education reform, and still others might have something altogether different in mind. These
shifting frames could alter the types of considerations that come to mind when people answer
survey questions, thereby leading to fuzzier measures of public opinion.

The strategy of achieving generality by aggregating across questions for each individual re-
spondent comes with potential problems as well. Broockman (2016) criticizes the use of ideological
scales that compute the opinions of individuals by taking their average position on a variety of
items—whether a straight average or the weighted average implied by factor analysis or IRT
models. He argues that these scales are flawed measures of individual preferences because they
inappropriately aggregate items across policy domains. In essence, he rejects the Stimson single-
dimension approach in favor of the more specific approaches referenced in Table 1. Broockman
argues that these measures do not capture the true positions of voters but instead measure their
ideological consistency. Consider, for instance, a voter who takes a strong liberal position on one
issue and a strong conservative position on another. The average of these positions would classify

8However, by Ellis & Stimson’s (2012) account, these two dimensions are highly correlated. Thus, the change from the
original Stimson formulation is not as great as would appear at first blush.
9Of course, still other authors consider single-item measures of opinion on their own terms, even within a single domain; see,
e.g., Lax & Philips (2009) and, on a larger scale, Page & Shapiro (1992).
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that individual as an ideological moderate, but according to Broockman, that individual is best
seen as ideologically mixed. After all, on neither issue can he or she be properly classified as mod-
erate. As Broockman himself notes, this general idea is not new—psychologists and public opinion
scholars have long struggled with the conflation of opinion “extremity” and “intensity” (Krosnick
et al. 1993, Baron et al. 1996; for an early take, see Allport & Hartman 1925). But Broockman’s
work is important for calling this longstanding concern to the attention of a new generation of
scholars.

This is not, however, the final word on the matter. Broockman (2016) identifies an important
limitation of some existing work, but if we take his argument to its logical conclusion, we may
attempt to measure opinion at a level at which it does not exist. Broockman adopts a particular
measurement strategy—respondents choose among very specific responses to very detailed ques-
tions. For example, on health care, he asks respondents which of seven detailed policy options
they most prefer. One of these policy options references Britain’s government-sponsored health-
care system, and another mentions tort reform among other specific changes. Respondents may
provide answers to these kinds of questions, but only because we, as researchers, have asked them
to do so in the context of the survey interview. At a theoretical level, asking people to answer the
kinds of questions Broockman poses—and taking those answers seriously in a world in which we
know people pay little attention to politics but are happy to answer our survey questions—goes
too far down the levels of abstraction at which we can meaningfully measure individual opinions.
Put another way, adopting Broockman’s approach may introduce its own pathologies; we may
attribute genuine preferences where only thin whims exist, ending up with the illusion that Bishop
(2008) rightly criticizes.

With these warnings in mind, there is a principled way to go about measuring opinion at
the mezzo level. At the individual level, adopting general survey questions gives us a window
into what individuals think about the political world. But we must be careful to pay attention to
the larger context in which they are answering those questions. Similarly, moving to the multi-
question measurement strategy, the use of issue scales can provide valuable information about
the distribution of considerations of individuals—the politically relevant needs and desires of the
mass public. But we would do well to heed Broockman’s (2016) warning to tread lightly when
we construct such scales. In particular, when we approach the scaling of attitudes, our theory
of what goes with what should be well tied to the particular empirical problems that we want
to address. Broockman is correct that aggregating measures of opinions on issues that do not
go together—items that tap empirically distinct issue domains—will lead us astray. The use of
any issue-specific measure needs to come with an explicit argument about why we should believe
that most respondents have at least partially thought-out attitudes, given the two observations I
introduced at the beginning of this discussion regarding how individuals answer survey questions.
Only then can any measure report attitudes that are well informed by respondents’ interactions
with the political world.

My advice is simple. We should ask general survey questions that demand little specific expertise
on the part of survey respondents, and we should combine these questions into measures of opinion
in theoretically meaningful ways. Of course, this is not a hard and fast rule. On some issues—those
in the public eye—it is possible to gather meaningful data on the public’s specific preferences. But
as a general guiding principle, measurement should always go hand in hand with an argument
about the validity of that measurement strategy.

Relying on theory is especially important because arguments about the meaningfulness of
measures of public opinion cannot and will not be settled by hypothesis tests. Different tests of
dimensionality may provide different interpretations of the same data (see Tabachnick & Fidell
1996, Kieffer 1999). For example, Stimson began in the 1980s by assuming that any different
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dimensions of opinion would be orthogonal to one another. By this method, the first dimension
was strong and clear, but the second dimension was a residual grouping of sorts, “a mishmash
of stray issues that appear to have nothing in common with one another” (Stimson 2012, p. 26).
However, by relaxing the assumption of orthogonality, a coherent second dimension emerges—
albeit one highly correlated with the first dimension. This result underscores the fact that statistical
analysis alone cannot uncover the proper way to measure opinion. Rather, adjudicating this kind
of dimensional analysis is a politically informed way to approach the measurement of opinion.
And that approach depends in large part on the decisions made by the researcher.

CONCLUSION

Polls are powerful tools for measuring popular sentiment. But we cannot simply ask any question of
any citizen and expect to get meaningful information back. In this review, I have discussed how two
critical decisions—whom to ask our questions, and what kinds of questions to ask—can profoundly
shape our reading of the public will. Researchers must strive to develop sampling methods that
can enable us to accurately represent the mass public at a time when changing communication
technologies have undermined the traditional methods of survey sampling. The way forward is
unclear, but it is a critical problem to address. At the same time, we cannot let this search for a
technical solution to our problems allow us to forget that our survey responses are only as good
as the questions we ask our respondents. There needs to be more systematic thinking about the
level at which it is appropriate to ask survey questions. If we are careful with our tools, polls can
serve democracy well.
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