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Questions for Discussion

. How have the widespread use and acceptability of polls changed the charac-
ter of public opinion? What are the consequences of such changes for demo-
cratic government?

. Why might governments engage in polling?

. How has the rise of polling affected interest-group politics? Which groups
and elements in society have gained or lost?

Is “Popular Rule” Possible?
Larry M. Bartels

Many believe an essential component of modern democracy is the ability of
elected representatives to convert public preferences into public policy. An as-
sumption underlying this premise is that such preferences exist and that tools
such as public opinion polls can help discover such information.

In this provocalive piece, Larry Bartels argues that the notion of “popular rule” is
at odds with what researchers have found concerning the electorate's aftitudes and
preferences. Evidence suggests that although citizens may have meaningful beliefs
and values, survey-gathered information often identifies vague and fluid atlitudes
rather than clear, meaningful public preferences on issues of public policy. A major
problem is that survey questions are susceptible to “framing effects”—situations in
which different ways of posing a policy issue produce distinctly different pubtic re-
sponses. The way a question is worded, the order of the question in the survey, and
the context In which the survey is administered may all cause great variation In citi-

Larry M.

Zen res
to disce

mostly
turking
The ub
tics ane
probler
policy.

to do s¢
My a
mental
on pub
sary to

starkly

the pas
researc]
liefs,
comple
theory.
tion diz
Tversk:
ioral as
politics
mental

Kahner
in whic

differer

Larry M.
rector of
Intarnatic

Larry M. E
view 21,
voww.broo



pinion

1ceton
York:

120,

Larry M. Bartels 143

Zen responses on policy matters. As a Gonsequence, inferences from polis claiming
to discern the policy preferences of ihe public must be viewed with extreme caution,

he celebrated political philosopher H. L. Mencken once characterized

democracy as “the theory that the common people know what they

want, and deserve to get it good and hard.” Democratic theorists have
mostly focused on the latter issue, without taking seriously the complexities
lurking beneath the notion that “the common people know what they want.”
The ubiquity of opinion polls probing every conceivable aspect of modern poli-
tics and government both reflects and reinforces the notion that the primary
problem of modern demacracy is to translate definite public preferences into
policy. Leaders may ignore the dictates of public opinion, but they are assumed
to do so only with good reason-—and at their electoral peril.

My aim here is to suggest that this conventional view of democracy is funda-
mentally unrealistic. Whether it would be desirable to have a democracy based
on public opinion is beside the point, because public opinion of the sort neces-
sary to make it possible simply does not exist. The very idea of “popular rule” is
starkly inconsistent with the understanding of political psychology provided by
the past half-century of research by psychologists and political scientists. That
research offers no reason to doubt that citizens have meaningful values and be-
liefs, but ample reason to doubt that those values and beliefs are sufficiently
compiete and coherent to serve as a satisfactory starting point for democratic
theory. In other words, citizens have attitudes bur not preferences—a distine-
tion directly inspired by the work of psychologists Daniel Kahneman and Amos
Tversky. My argument extends [certain research,] which challenges the behav-
ioral assumptions underlying conventional economic theory, to the realm of
politics and emphasizes particularly the challenge it poses to the most funda-
mental assumptions of democratic theory.

“Framing Effects”

Kahneman and Tversky have called attention to “framing effects”"— situations
in which different ways of posing, or “framing,” a policy issue produce distinctly
different public responses. Framing effects are hard to accommodate within a
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theory built on the assumption that citizens have definite preferences to be
elicited; but they are easy to reconcile with the view that any given question
may tap a variety of more or less relevant attitudes. The problem for democratic
theory is that the fluidity and contingency of attitudes make it impossible to
discern meaningful public preferences on issues of public policy, because seem-
ingly arbitrary variations in choice format or context may produce contradic-
tory expressions of popular will.

Survey researchers have been generating examples of framing effects for sev-
eral decades in experimental work on question wording and question ordering.
But only recently have they begun to think of them as manifestations of more
general psychological phenomena—especially of the fundamental context-
dependency of attitudes. The normative implications of question-wording and
question-ordering effects for our understanding of democracy remain virtually
unexplored.

Framing effects can be demonstrated most simply by noting the impact on sur-
vey responses of prompting respondents to consider some particular aspect of an
issue that might otherwise have been overlooked. In a classic 1950 study by Her-
bert Hyman and Paul Sheatsley, half of a national sample was asked, “Do you
think the United States should let Communist newspaper reporters from other
countries come in here and send back to their papers the news as they see it?” To
that question, 36 percent said yes. The other half of the sample was asked the
same question, but only after being asked whether “a Communist country like
Russia should let American newspaper reporters come in and send back to Amer-
ica the news as they see it.” In this second group, 90 percent agreed that Ameri-
can reporters should be allowed in Russia, and 73 percent—twice the shate in the
first half-sample—said that communist reporters should be allowed to work in the
United States. Clearly, asking first about American reporters in Russia prompted
respondents in the second group to apply a norm of reciprocity that blunted
{though it did not entirely supplant) strong anti-communist attitudes. . . .

What’s in a Name?

Even more perplexing issues arise when the original question is not merely
elaborated but altered. Some of the most striking framing effects on record
come from question-wording experiments conducted as part of the 1984, 1985,
and 1986 General Social Surveys. Respondents were asked whether “we” are
spending “too much, too little, or about the right amount” on each of a variety
of government programs. Separate random subsamples evaluated essentiaily
similar sets of programs, but with more or less subtle differences in how each
was denoted. Some of these subtle differences produced large differences in ap-
parent public opinion. Most spectacularly, while only 20-25 percent of the re-
spondents each year said that too little was being spent on “welfare,” 63-65
petcent said that too little was being spent on “assistance to the poor.”
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“Welfare” clearly has deeply unpopular connotations for significant segments
of the American public and evokes rather different mental images than does
“assistance to the poor.” But these different images are attached to the same set
of programs and policies; any effort to make subtle distinctions of substance be-
tween “welfare” and “assistance to the poor” seems fruitlessly tendentious. Nev-
ertheless, one frame suggests that a substantial majority of the public supports
spending more on those programs, while the other—equally legitimate on its
face—suggests that the same programs are deeply unpopular. What should a
democratic theorist make of this perplexing situation? How might either ques-
tion—or either outcome—be judged more appropriate than the other?

Sometimes even more arbitrary choices of question wording can produce
large differences in opinion. Most people, for example, would presumably ac-
knowledge that “forbidding” an action is substantively equivalent to “"not al-
lowing” it. But as Howard Schuman and Stanley Presser have noted, in three
separate split-sample experiments in the mid-1970s, between 44 percent and 48
percent of the American public would “not allow” a communist to give a
speech, while only about half that share would “forbid” him or her to do so.
Substantively identical questions produce markedly different results. Which re-
sult reflects the public’s “true” opinion? I can suggest no sensible way to answer
that question.

I interpret these framing effects as evidence for the thesis that citizens have

attitudes rather than preferences. The contrasting patterns of responses docu-
mented in a variety of opinion surveys and experiments reflect real attitudes.
The attitudes are neither meaningless nor whimsical nor—at least in any
common-language sense—irrational. But neither are they the solid bedrock of
comprehensive, logically consistent preferences that most liberal political theo-
rists have taken as a starting point for democratic theory.

No Issue Is Immune

How ubiquitous are these framing effects? Are the examples cited here simply
carefully selected anomalies, or are they the tips of icebergs? There is good rea-
son to be wary of overgeneralization, given the wide variety of political issues
and choice contexts in any functioning democracy, as well as the striking varia-
tion in information, motivation, and cognitive capacity in any mass public. But
if these framing effects reflect fundamental aspects of the psychology of atti-
tudes, they should appear with some frequency even in situations that seem
ripe for the assumption that citizens have complete and consistent preferences
over policy outcomes. This point may be dramatized by drawing examples from
two issue areas often seen as prime exceptions to the generally disorganized and
fluid character of American public opinion—abortion and affirmative action.
The vagaries of survey responses evident even in these realms of unusual
salience and concreteness reinforce the notion that public opinion s
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inherently sensitive to arbitrary aspects of how political issues are framed and
political objects denoted.

Some of the complexities running beneath the surface of public opinion
even on abortion are suggested by Paul Freedman and Ken Goldstein’s analysis
of responses to two questions on the topic in American National Election
Study surveys. In response to a general question about abortion in the 1996 sur-
vey, about 40 percent of respondents said that “by law, a woman should always
be able to obtain an abortion as a matter of personal choice.” However, in re-
sponse to a different abortion question posed in 1997, 39 percent of these same
1996 pro-choice respondents favored “a proposed law to ban certain types of
late-term abortions, sometimes called partial birth abortions.” {(Of the remain-
ing pro-choice respondents, 49 percent opposed a ban on partial birth abor-
tions; 12 percent were undecided.) That is, a substantial fraction of those who
believed that abortions should “always” be permitted “as a matter of personal
choice” also believed that “partial birth abortions” should be banned. While it
might be possible to render these two positions logically consistent {for exam-
ple, by stipulating the availability of some practical alternative to partial birth
abortions in situations where they are now being chosen), it seems more
straightforward simply to acknowledge that when it comes to public opinion,
“always” never means always. . . .

Nor is it obvious how one could clarify public preferences regarding abortion
policy through more careful question writing. Some of the ambiguities inherent
in any such attempt at clarification are suggested by another analysis of data
from the 1997 National Election Study survey, this one by Virginia Sapiro. Half
the respondents were asked to rate “opponents of abortion” and “supporters of
abortion” on a 100-point “feeling thermometer™; the other half were asked to
rate “pro-life people” and “pro-choice people.”* It seems fruitless to deny that
these are, in essence, alternative ways of tapping exactly the same substantive
attitudes. Nevertheless, Sapiro found that they produced significantly different
results, with both “pro-life” and “pro-choice” people being rated much more fa-
vorably than abortion “opponents” or “supporters,” respectively. The differ-
ences appeared consistently among men and women, among more and less
politically informed respondents, and among those who were themselves oppo-
nents and supporters of abortion. While these differences testify to the success
of the thetorical strategies adopted by abortion partisans in labeling themselves
as “pro-choice” and “pro-life,” they do nothing to justify one’s faith in the real-
ity of public attitudes toward them independent of the particular words by
which they are denoted.

*A “feeling thermometer” is a device used to accaess a respondent’s feelings {affective orienta-
tion} toward groups, politica! figures, countries, etc. Respondents are given a ratings scale
ranging from O to 100 degrees in the form of a thermometer, where a rating of 0 degrees repre-
sents maximum “coldness” toward the cbject being assessed, 50 degrees represents a neutral
point, and 100 degrees represents maximum “warmth” toward the object,
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One might still object that questions in opinion surveys are a far cry from real
political decisions and that peculiar responses to survey questions even about
an issue as salient and fundamental as abortion have little genuine relevance
for democratic theory. That objection seems to me misguided in both its as-
pects. Although most consequential decisions in democracies are made by rep-
resentatives, and not directly by citizens in policy referenda, theories of
representation are almost invariably grounded in analogous choices of policies
by representatives, or of representatives by citizens, or both. As long as we
continue to evaluate democracy in terms of the correspondence between
citizens’ preferences and policy outcomes, all the same theoretical problems
will reappear when we attempt to specify what kind of representation is most
democratic. . . .

The practical reality of these conceptual problems is illustrated by a 1997 ref-
erendum on affirmative action programs in Houston. As reported on Novem-
ber 6 in the New York Times by Sam Howe Verhovek, “the future of affirmative
action may depend more than anything else on the language in which it is
framed.”
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The vote Tuesday came only after a tumutltucus debate in the City Council over the
wording of the measure. Rather than being asked whether they wanted to ban dis-
crimination and “preferential treatment,” to which voters said a clear “yes” in Califor-
nia fast year and to which polls showed Houston vaters would also say “yes,” residents

s of were instead asked whether they wished specifically to ban affirmative action in city

lto ' contracting and hiring.

hat The legal effect was the same under either wording, but to this revised question

dive ' they answered "no" by 55 percent to 45 percent. . . .

ent : Affirmative-action proponents around the nation hailed not just the resule of
Houston’s vote, but the phrasing of the referendum as a straight up-or-down call on

for- affirmarive action, and they said that is the way the question should be put ta voters

less elsewhere.

fo- Its opponents, meanwhile, who are already in court challenging the City Council’s

: broad rewording as illegal, denounced it as a heavy-handed way of obscuring the prin-

58 ciples that were really at stake.
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Who is to decide what principles are “really at stake” in such a policy choice?
If we accept, for the sake of argument, that a referendum using the original
wording “taken almost directly from the Civil Rights Act of 1964” would have
passed, as most observers seem to have helieved, would that result have been

Ha- more or less legitimate than the actual result? These questions are of a piece

ale ' with those raised by the research of psychologists and public opinion re-
IR . searchers. Political elites who pose referendum questions must frame complex,
tral difficult political issues in specific, concrete language. If citizens had definite,

preexisting preferences regarding the underlying issues, any reasonable choice
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of language might elicit those preferences equally well. But democracy with at-
titudes requires some more detailed, normatively compelling account of what
makes one frame more appropriate than another as a basis for democratic
choice. In the absence of such an account, political debate and policy choice
become a rhetorical free-for-all-—a practical art in which, at best, the ends jus-
tify the means. . . .

Micha
Popular Rule—Or Popular Veto?

The realization that attitude expressions are powerfully (and, in my view, in- ' Public ¢
trinsically and unavoidably) context-dependent should spur democratic theo- semina
rists to specify more clearly how political issues ought to be framed. Theoretical democr
work along these lines may be inspired and informed by relevant empirical re- lection,
search, but first and foremost it will require a more subtle specification of the in assig
moral grounds on which one political context or institution might be deemed should
superior to another. It will not be sufficient to evaluate contexts or institutions : there h
by reference to their success or failure in reflecting citizens’ preferences, since . quality 1
that is merely to beg the question. Traug
The most obvious alternative to theoretical progress along these lines is a the faliir
much-diluted version of democratic theory in which the ideal of “popular rule” . ' pensive
is replaced by what William Riker once characterized as “an intermittent, that the
sometimes random, even perverse, popular veto” on the machinations of politi- _ level, St
cal elites. If that sort of democracy is the best we can hope for, we had better ' cultto ¢
reconcile ourselves to the fact. On the other hand, if we insist on believing that ' “The prc
democracy can provide some attractive and consistent normative basis for eval- lic opinit
uating policy outcomes, we had better figure out more clearly what we are talk- not alwe
ing about. become
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1. In his conclusion, Bartels questions whether or not it would ever be possible ' fact that
to achieve the idealized notion of “popular rule” that some believe is essen- voting, v
tial for democracy. What do you think? minute t

. How might questions on a public opinion survey on the recent Iraq War be tions on
“framed” to show broad public support for the efforts of the Bush adminis- can 1?9 m
tration? To show opposition to the Bush administration’s efforts? sophistic




