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Praise for


Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box





‘A revelation … In an age of evidence-free political punditry, this book is a superb antidote and is eminently quotable.’


– The Times


 


‘The one book you need before the election … This is a wonderfully eclectic collection of academic research translated into normal English.’


– The Independent


 


‘A collection of essays on all kinds of fascinating trivia’


– The Guardian


 


‘Freakonomics for political junkies. The perfect book for anyone with even a passing interest in politics.’


– Daily Express


 


‘Well worth reading’


– New Statesman


 


‘As entertaining as it is thought-provoking’


– Independent on Sunday


 


‘How could I not flag up this gem? Sex, Lies and the Ballot Box goes where so psephology book has ventured before … This knits academic research with accessible and thought-provoking questions.’


– Mail on Sunday


 


‘Fascinating and quirky’


– The I


 


‘If you love elections you’ll be hooked from page one. If you never vote but want to know how your sex life reflects your politics, then start at the end and work backwards. Either way – it’s a complete riot. Smart, funny and illuminating in ways you could never dream of.’


– Emily Maitlis


 


‘This book is such an utterly brilliant idea it is ridiculous that no one has thought of it before … This is a wonderfully readable book. You can dip in and out of it, and every trip into its pages will be longer than you intended, and you will emerge miraculously better informed. I cannot recommend it highly enough.’


– John Rentoul
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Foreword


Daniel Finkelstein





Is there any point to this? Why are we bothering?


There can’t be anyone who has gone canvassing and hasn’t wondered this at least once – especially when no one answers the door. One evening I expressed surprise at how many people called Friedland there seemed to be in the constituency, and all of them out. This was how I first learned that Friedland made doorbells.


The feeling is quickly suppressed, of course, and for all sorts of sloppy reasons. If you don’t suppress the feeling then it is hard to carry on. And you are expected to carry on: it is a social necessity within parties, and a political one if you want to be a candidate. Anyway, you know a couple of people who did a lot of work and won, plus don’t the Liberal Democrats do it? You have to do something, and this is something, so you’d better do it.


Yet this sloppy reasoning is unnecessary. ‘Is there any point to this?’ is a testable proposition. Using either field experiments or, potentially, identifying large data sets and surveys, it would be possible to establish reasonably conclusively whether canvassing makes any difference.


Political scientists have known this for decades, of course – it’s true of this, and it’s true of many, many questions about political activity – yet the thought has only just begun to dawn among politicians and political commentators.


It has been routine, for instance, to comment on the budget’s political impact, or that of a leader’s conference speech, without considering all the studies that either have been done or could be done, on how people absorb political messages and the difference those messages make to voting behaviour.


During the recent American presidential election, for instance, I was quite shocked by the extent to which sophisticated analysts relied on hunch and hopes rather than on the copious amount of research that could, and should, have informed their judgements.


Politicians and political commentators should accept the greatest amount of the blame for the gap between what we know and what we should know. But a little bit of the blame should go to political scientists too. They have sometimes spoken just to each other and in a way too obscure for the general reader to understand.


I think we are seeing a revolution in understanding now, and this book is part of it. Political scientists are making a huge effort to be seen and comprehended. They are forcing their data and conclusions on those who shouldn’t be allowed simply to ignore them. At the same time, commentators are just beginning to appreciate the resource that is available to them.


To have asked researchers to make sharp, quick, accessible summaries of their work is a brilliant idea, and the authors in this book have done as they were asked. The essays are crisp and revealing and often counter-intuitive.


There is even an answer to the question ‘Is there any point to this?’ I won’t spoil it for you.

















Introduction


Philip Cowley and Robert Ford





There are, apparently, people who don’t find elections interesting. It’s not a view we understand or have ever shared. For as long as either of us can remember, we’ve found elections – and all of the hoopla that goes along with them – fascinating. You may well be someone like us: the sort of person who stays up into the small hours to watch election results come in or who can quote opinion poll figures from memory. If you are, then we hope you enjoy this book. It is written by people like you, and, at least in part, it is written for people like you.


But it is also written for another audience: those who don’t currently share our passion, and who might even think elections are a bit dull. If you are one of these people, then the book is also written for you, in the hope that we can change your mind.* People sometimes try to justify the study of elections and voting on the basis that they are an important part of democracy. True, but things can be important without being interesting. Elections are both important and interesting. The fundamental reason elections are interesting is because they involve people: those who stand; those who vote for them; those who don’t vote at all. Like most things involving people, explaining what they do and why they do it is not always straightforward. Sometimes it is depressing, sometimes it is uplifting, but it is always revealing. Elections offer an insight into who we are and how we behave as good as you will get from any psychologist’s couch.


It’s not always a flattering insight. The ideal voter of traditional liberal thought is a rational man or woman, who gathers all the evidence about the issues of the day and the plans of the parties, weighs it all up responsibly, cogitating at length, and then delivers a mature and informed judgement at the ballot box. The reality of elections isn’t much like this. Voters are influenced by emotion, by ignorance and by prejudice. They often have little awareness of what the parties are proposing and can be swayed by the most trivial or superficial matters. To take two examples from the following pages, these include how attractive the candidates are and the order in which they appear on the ballot paper (earlier is better, as reading all the way to the bottom takes effort).


All of this might cause headaches for liberal theorists of democracy; that’s their problem. To us it just makes the electoral process even more interesting. But don’t make the mistake – as some do – of thinking that voters are thick. One of the many titles considered but rejected for this volume was The Stupid Voter; we rejected it pretty swiftly, because even when voters are wrong, they’re not stupid. By contrast, they can often be calculating. Even ignorance can be rational: many voters reason, correctly, that learning the details of policy is not worth the effort as it won’t change their choice. And while some voters are wildly ill-informed and can make bizarre choices, this individual-level eccentricity tends to cancel out. In the aggregate, as a mass, voters are often rational and responsive. There is wisdom in crowds, something politicians ignore at their peril.


In electoral terms, we have – to quote Harold Macmillan – never had it so good. For one thing, there are just more of them than there used to be. In addition to Westminster and local elections, we now have devolved elections in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland, along with elections for the European Parliament and a scattering of mayoral contests. We even think the elections for Police and Crime Commissioners in England and Wales are interesting, although judging from the turnout we may be the only ones. Almost every year now brings some significant electoral battle. These various elections use a variety of different electoral systems. Plus we make more use of referendums than we used to, providing another insight into public opinion. Whatever your views on the outcome of the Scottish independence referendum, anyone who didn’t find the campaign interesting just wasn’t paying attention. This transformation of the UK into an electoral laboratory has been great news for psephologists, if not always for voters.


As Lyndon Johnson observed, the first lesson of politics is to be able to count. One of the great problems with much past coverage of politics is that it was written and read by people who had not learned LBJ’s lesson. The opening book in the ‘Nuffield’ election series – The British General Election of 1945 – gives a long list of ‘named’ elections: 1874, when the Liberals went down in a flood of gin and beer; the Midlothian election of 1880; the khaki election of 1900; the Chinese Slavery election of 1906; the People’s Budget election of 1910; the ‘Hang the Kaiser’ election of 1918; and the 1924 ‘Zinoviev letter’ election. People named these elections after high profile factors which featured heavily in the campaigns, and which then became the consensus explanation for the outcome. The great human urge for story telling often leads us astray when it comes to elections: the magnificent complexity and contradiction of a collective decision made by millions is reduced to a single issue or campaign argument.


Things have changed since the Nuffield studies began. Nowadays, more of the many things which matter in politics are counted, more of those following politics can count and more of them have better tools to help do the sums. We can now measure the work the parties do in their central offices and their constituency branches; we can track the ebb and flow of public opinion with greater precision and weigh it against the myriad economic and social forces which influence voters’ judgements. Many of the chapters in this book, for example, draw on data from the comprehensive British Election Study, which has now been running continuously since the election of 1964, making it the longest-running electoral study in Europe and allowing us to quantify and analyse the ups and downs of mass politics over a sweep of fifty years. There are now also far more ‘normal’ opinion polls than ever before, as the arrival of internet polling has massively pushed down the costs of data collection. This allows the commissioning of research that would not have been pragmatically possible before. Several of the chapters in this volume draw on experiments conducted with thousands of survey respondents. In the days of polling using clipboard and pencil, such an undertaking would have been unthinkable.


We no longer give elections single names because, armed with this wealth of data, we now know it is absurd to imagine that a single issue or controversy could have the power to decide the outcome. The siren call of storytelling still has the power to lead people astray, however. The 2005 election is sometimes still discussed as the ‘Iraq election’, reflecting the extent to which elite debate focused on the consequences and justifications of the 2003 war. But we know that, for most voters, Iraq came relatively low down the list of concerns. A generation earlier, Margaret Thatcher’s first re-election was deemed by some to be the result of the ‘Falklands Factor’, but there is also plenty of evidence showing that the Falklands War was much less significant than people thought at the time. As we write, many are singling out Ed Miliband’s weakness with the electorate, Conservative divides over the EU or Nick Clegg’s precipitous decline in the eyes of voters as the factor which will decide next year’s election. Those who have taken LBJ’s lesson to heart will know that the true story of 2015 – like all the previous elections – will be far more complicated and far more interesting than that.


No one who does it seriously thinks that measuring public opinion is without difficulties. Several of the chapters in this volume highlight some of the problems: different responses to almost identical questions; inconsistent attitudes; voters who support or oppose policies that do not exist; voters who think they voted when they didn’t (and think they didn’t when they did). There is an exchange in Yes, Minister between Humphrey and Bernard, after Bernard presents some unwelcome opinion poll data and is told to go away and do another poll producing the opposite response. Bernard protests that the public can’t be both for and against something. Sir Humphrey’s response: ‘Of course they can, Bernard.’ And Sir Humphrey was right. But, however tricky, attempting to measure public opinion is still better than the alternative, which is not to measure it at all and just assume you know it based on what you and those around you think.


In the run-up to the 2005 election, one of us was phoned up by a journalist from the New Statesman who wondered how the polls could possibly be showing a Labour lead, given that no one in their office was intending to vote Labour. This said more about the New Statesman than it did about the British public. None of us are blessed with friends and acquaintances that form a representative sample of the British public and we’re all prone to think that our views are somehow typical and normal. A good example from the following chapters is the tenth anniversary of the Iraq War when a spate of newspaper articles were produced – often written by twenty-somethings who had been on anti-war marches in their teens – claiming that the war had turned most young people off politics. This might be true for the writers and their peers. Yet, as one of the chapters in this book shows, they were no more representative of public opinion generally than the New Statesman staff. Young people are no more or less involved in politics now than they were before the Iraq War.


Another example of a common misconception, also from the following chapters, is that money determines British elections. Yet, as one of our contributors shows, there’s very little evidence to suggest it makes much of a difference. Another example is that elections are now fought and won on TV. Yet, as later chapters show, the grassroots campaign still matters and can often be decisive. If the parties knock on your door, it’s because they (unlike some media commentators) know it might make a difference. And if they don’t knock on your door, it’s because they are struggling to recruit people to do so – or because there are fewer marginal seats than before and you are unlucky (or lucky, depending on how you look at it) to live in a constituency that isn’t likely to change hands.


Knowing more about voters does not make it easier to predict what they will do. In fact, the opposite is true of British voters. We may know more about them, but one of the things that this has revealed is that they are becoming much more unpredictable. This highlights a real problem with golden ageism when discussing British elections. Yes, voters were more satisfied with politics and turned out in elections more in the ’50s, but they were often locked into tribal partisan allegiances, voting the way they did out of habit and knowing very little about the policies or parties they supported. This isn’t to say that today’s voter is all-knowing and wise – as will become clear in the rest of this book – but they are now more volatile, demanding and changeable. This makes life harder for political parties, who can no longer rely on herding their traditional voters to the polling booth, but it makes voters much more interesting to study and, perhaps, makes our democracy more responsive and accountable to boot.


A word on the (eventual) title: we give you lies (those some voters tell over whether they voted and the ways they fib to opinion pollsters about their views on political issues); we give you sex (both in the sense of gender, but also in the sense of the bedroom); and we give you plenty of ballot box. Our authors look at: the process of getting people to the ballot box; how and why they then vote; the way their votes are then translated into seats; and what happens to those who stand for their parties and to those who lead them.


This is not – absolutely, categorically not – an introductory textbook. There are plenty of these on the market; indeed, several of the contributors to this volume have written such books, so we’d get into trouble if we recommended any one of them. This is not a compendium or an atlas, but a series of thumbnail sketches, each introducing an aspect of elections and electoral behaviour. In what follows, we don’t claim to cover every topic, but the following fifty chapters incorporate: polling, political geography, gender, sex, race, grassroots campaigning, money, Scotland, candidates, electoral bias, tactical voting, the old media, the new media, leaders, the economy, Wales, tactical voting, young people, prejudice, money, knowledge, rationality, emotions, social pressure, Northern Ireland, attractiveness, party members, candidates, group norms, exit polls, and class. Plus cats. Just in case that’s not enough, there’s a bonus fifty-first chapter giving you even more sex.


Among the many thing covered in the following pages, our contributors explain why 35 per cent of the popular vote can give you a comfortable 66-seat majority in the House of Commons, but 36 per cent of the vote can also leave you twenty seats short of a majority.


They identify the most left-wing (Glasgow North East) and rightwing (Surrey Heath) constituencies in Britain.


They show how one party is both the biggest winner and the biggest loser from tactical voting.


They show the huge political importance of those you live with. Live in a house in which one person votes and you’re 90 per cent certain to vote yourself. Live with a non-voter and that figure falls to less than 10 per cent.


They show mums really do know best: they are a much bigger influence on the voting of their children than fathers.


They show how emotions matter and leaders matter (although not always as you might think) and how partisanship colours your views of everything, even pets.


They show that class matters less than it used to, gender doesn’t matter very much, but ethnicity matters a great deal. Why do ethnic minorities overwhelmingly vote Labour? It’s not because they share Labour’s values.


They show how party image extends even into the bedroom. The public have very different views of how a Labour supporter will behave between the sheets compared to a Conservative and, even more astonishingly, they show how some of these differences really do exist. Conservatives and Labour supporters do report very different sex lives and this isn’t just because different types of people support different parties; these partisan effects remain even after we take that into account. If you want to know which type of party supporter is most likely to use a vibrator (and to fantasise about vibrators), read on.


The chapters are written by members of the Political Studies Association’s specialist group on Elections, Public Opinion and Parties, known as EPOP, which has been running for over twenty years. It is a vibrant and productive group, one of the PSA’s most active. We’re happy to report that, despite the many demands of academic life, colleagues were extremely enthusiastic about the project when we pitched it to them. In most cases, the underpinning work reported here is much more complicated, but we have explicitly asked authors to present it in as accessible a way as possible. If you find yourself thinking ‘very interesting, but did they consider X’, the answer is almost certainly yes (and they probably considered Y and Z as well). These are 1,000-word essays, not monographs, each summarising years, in some cases decades, of research. Each chapter ends with a short account of further reading and there is a detailed bibliography in case any of the subject matter stirs you to dig deeper.


Anyone who’s ever dealt with academics will understand that coordinating fifty or so of them wasn’t always easy, but we’re grateful to all of them for their enthusiasm for the project (undimmed by repeated editorial requests) and the quality of their contributions. We are also grateful to all the staff at Biteback for their fantastic support. We hope you think the end result is worth it.







* The tricky thing, presumably, will be to get you reading it in the first place, given your attitude, but perhaps you’ve been lured in by the reference to sex, or perhaps you’ve been given it as an unwanted birthday present, or perhaps (hopefully, maybe?) someone’s recommended it. Either way, stick with us.
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‘The people have spoken, the bastards.’


DICK TUCK, AFTER LOSING A CALIFORNIA STATE SENATE RACE IN 1966























— CHAPTER 1 —


Slippery polls: why public opinion is so difficult to measure


Rob Johns





Imagine a fantasy world in which the British government wanted only to follow public opinion. With no agenda of its own, the Cabinet would sit down weekly to plan how to translate the latest polls directly into public policy. This government would find life very difficult; it would be prone to frequent U-turns and would rapidly become frustrated with its public masters. The problem is the slippery nature of opinion polls. Questions asked about the same issue on the same day can often carry different, even directly contradictory, messages about public preferences.


One common explanation for this, the case of deliberately leading questions, can be swiftly dismissed. Everyone knows that a question along the lines of ‘do you support Policy X or do you oppose this illconceived and dangerous idea?’ will reduce support for Policy X, and the major pollsters refuse to field such obviously biased questions. Such blatant bias is now largely confined to opt-in polls on tabloid newspaper websites.


The real difficulty for pollsters and those poring over their results is that even ostensibly neutral questions can be strikingly inconsistent. Consider one of the earliest question-wording experiments, a 1940 survey in which American respondents were randomly chosen to receive one of two questions about free speech. The results are in the table, which also shows what happened when the experiment was re-run three decades later. Americans in 1940 were a lot more comfortable in ‘not allowing’ (75 per cent) than in ‘forbidding’ (54 per cent) speeches against democracy. By 1974, the results were more befitting of the Land of the Free but the big difference between question wordings remained. The nature of that difference makes sense – forbidding something sounds harsher than merely not allowing it – but its scale is troubling. Are public preferences on issues as fundamental as free speech really so weak as to be dramatically shifted by a change in emphasis?


THE FORBID/ALLOW ASYMMETRY IN QUESTION-WORDING












	 

	ALLOW/NOT FORBID (%)

	NOT ALLOW/FORBID (%)










	1940 EXPERIMENT

	 

	 






	Group A: Do you think the US should allow public speeches against democracy?

	25

	75






	Group B: Do you think the US should forbid public speeches against democracy?

	46

	54






	1974 EXPERIMENT

	 

	 






	Group A: Allow public speeches against democracy?

	52

	48






	Group B: Forbid public speeches against democracy?

	71

	21















To answer that question, it is useful to sketch Paul (or Paula), the typical survey respondent. Politics is low on his agenda and, as a result, many of the questions asked by pollsters are on issues to which Paul has given little previous thought. As American researcher Philip Converse concluded, many people simply ‘do not have meaningful beliefs, even on issues that have formed the basis for intense political controversy among elites for substantial periods of time’. But Paul is an obliging type and can’t help feeling that, if a pollster is asking him about an issue, he really ought to have a view on it. So he will avoid saying ‘don’t know’ and oblige with an answer. (As Chapter 2 shows, respondents are often happy to answer even when pollsters ask about fictional policies.)


How, then, does Paul answer these questions? Not purely at random because, even with unfamiliar issues, there are links to more familiar and deeply held attitudes and values. For example, if Paul were asked about British military intervention in Syria, he might support action on humanitarian grounds or oppose action on the pragmatic basis that other recent interventions were not an unalloyed success. None of this requires Paul even to know where Syria is on the map. However, the other thing about Paul is that he is a little lazy, at least in cognitive terms. Rather than addressing the question from all relevant angles, balancing conflicting considerations to reach a judgement, he is prone to answer on the basis of whatever comes immediately to mind. If the previous night’s news contained graphic images of humanitarian crisis, Paul will probably support intervention; if instead there was a story about defence spending cuts, he is likely to oppose it. This ‘top-of-the-head’ nature of survey answers is what gives the question wording such power. Any small cue or steer in the question is, by definition, at the top of people’s heads when answering.


Attributions are one common cue. In the early 2000s the Conservative Party found that many of its new ideas were quite popular in opinion polls – unless the poll mentioned that they were Conservative policies, in which case that popularity ebbed. If a policy of intervention in Syria was attributed to David Cameron or his government, respondents might just respond according to their partisan sympathies (see Chapter 4 for how this applies even to cats).


Now imagine that the question about Syrian intervention ended with ‘even if this involved substantial British military casualties’. Paul and many others would be far less likely to support action. This doesn’t mean military casualties are really a decisive factor in public judgements; it means that the question elbows other considerations out of respondents’ minds. Or suppose that the Syrian intervention question itself was studiedly neutral but that it was preceded by a series of questions about British casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan. The effect would be much the same.


Another common steer comes in those questions based on declarative statements. For example, another survey experiment found majority agreement (60 per cent) with the statement: ‘Individuals are more to blame than social conditions for crime in this country.’ But the survey also found almost the same level of agreement (57 per cent) with the exact opposite statement: ‘Social conditions are more to blame than individuals for crime in this country.’ This is because the statements used in the question have persuasive power in themselves. It is easier for unsure (and lazy) respondents to agree with the assertion than consider the alternatives.


Along similar lines, consider the Scottish government’s original proposal for the 2014 referendum question: ‘Do you agree that Scotland should be an independent country?’ Or the GCSE Statistics paper which asked students to explain why the question ‘Do you agree that canteen food is value for money?’ is biased. In both cases the words ‘or disagree’ should be inserted to induce obliging-but-lazy respondents at least to consider that alternative.


Lastly, consider the choice between open and closed questions. Polls often ask ‘What do you think is the most important problem facing Britain today?’ In the ‘closed’ version, where respondents choose from a list, crime is a popular choice. Yet in an ‘open’ version, where respondents have to name an issue unprompted, crime is much less often mentioned. Maybe a list helps to remind people of their genuine concerns, but then is crime that troubling to someone who can’t remember it unaided?


All of this illustrates the persistent difficulty for our fantasy government. Even the most discerning consumer of opinion polls, who well understands why two surveys deliver different results, might still struggle to say which better reflects what the public really thinks. Some have even drawn the radical conclusion that ‘true’ attitudes simply don’t exist. This seems overstated, however. For one thing, people do have strong views on the big issues that they care about. It is when pollsters ask about more remote topics that opinions look so fickle. Second, even when respondents appear malleable, this is not simply swaying in the breeze; it is because something in the question leads them to consider the issue in a different way.


Public opinion thus has at least some anchoring in people’s most deeply held beliefs and values. Perhaps a preferable conclusion is that the truths are out there – but that there are many of them and they may be quite different. This, of course, provides exactly the leeway that real governments are after.


FURTHER READING




The quotation from Philip Converse is taken from his 1964 essay on ‘The nature of belief systems in mass publics’. A ‘one-stop shop’ for question-wording effects is the book Questions and Answers in Attitude Surveys by Howard Schuman and Stanley Presser (Sage, 1996). For informed commentary on UK opinion polling, with frequent reminders of the pitfalls discussed in this chapter, consult Anthony Wells’s blog UK Polling Report.




















— CHAPTER 2 —


Why one in ten Britons support the Monetary Control Bill (even though it doesn’t exist): public opinion and nonattitudes


Patrick Sturgis





In nearly every survey there are some people who tell pollsters that they do not have an opinion on an issue. But the number willing to volunteer ignorance in this way often appears rather smaller than it should be, given that many people know and care very little about politics. How, then, do voters decide where they stand on unfamiliar areas of public policy when asked about them in polls?


As noted in Chapter 1, a radical answer to this question was proposed in the ’60s by American political scientist, Philip Converse. Converse suggested that, on many issues, a substantial minority of the public has no opinion at all. Rather, they express what he referred to as ‘nonattitudes’. A nonattitude is an answer to an opinion question which has no underlying cognitive or emotional basis; people select from the available response options more or less at random, as if ‘mentally flipping a coin’.


If true, the implications for democratic politics, as well as for the polling industry, would be problematic.


It is difficult to assess how big a problem nonattitudes really are, however, because from their outwardly observable characteristics at least, attitudes and nonattitudes are identical. An expedient solution to the problem of identifying the prevalence of nonattitudes is to ask people their opinions on issues which sound real but do not actually exist. People who are willing to provide an opinion on a plausible-sounding but fictitious policy issue are, we may assume, also likely to offer similarly empty opinions on real issues which they know little or nothing about.


The idea of identifying nonattitudes in this way stretches back at least as far as the ’40s, when pollster Sam Gill speculated that up to 70 per cent of Americans would provide an opinion on the (non-existent) Metallic Metals Act. However, serious academic consideration of public opinion about fictitious issues did not start until the ’80s, when George Bishop and colleagues at the University of Cincinnati found that a third of Americans either favoured or opposed the fictitious Public Affairs Act. Bishop found that this figure dropped substantially when respondents were offered an explicit ‘don’t know’ option. However, 10 per cent of respondents still selected a substantive answer, even when given a clear opportunity to express their lack of familiarity. Similar findings were reported in the US at around the same time by Howard Schuman and Stanley Presser, who also found that a third of respondents to their survey expressed positions on issues which, though real, were so obscure that few ordinary citizens would ever have heard of them.


And, despite the British generally considering themselves to be intellectually superior to their American cousins, recent research found significant proportions of the British public were also willing to express views on fictitious policy issues. It isn’t possible to make direct comparisons between the British and the American research, because the questions posed and response alternatives offered were rather different. However, the British study found that 15 per cent of the British public either supported or opposed the non-existent ‘Monetary Control Bill’, while 11 per cent expressed a position on the equally fictitious ‘Agricultural Trade Bill’.


So, non-trivial numbers of citizens are willing to offer opinions on issues which do not exist. Are they really selecting a response option at random as Converse suggested? Probably not. Research has shown that responses to these fictitious issues are related to existing partisan tendencies. For example, in the British research, Conservative supporters were twice as likely to express an opinion on the Agricultural Trade Bill, compared to people who did not identify with a political party. This suggests that respondents do not choose their answers to fictitious issues at random but, rather, seek to determine what the issue is about and how it relates to their political predispositions, through clues in the wording of the question. In this instance, ‘agricultural trade’ sounds like legislation promoting free trade, so Conservative supporters interpret it as something which they should, on the face of it at least, favour.


Another sign that these opinions are not just random expressions of ignorance comes from the somewhat counter-intuitive finding that people who reported being very interested in politics were more likely (23 per cent) to provide an opinion on the fictitious bills than those who expressed no interest at all (11 per cent). The British research also found that men were 50 per cent more likely to express a view on the Agricultural Trade Bill than women. So, responding to fictitious issues seems to result, at least in part, from considering yourself to be the sort of person who should have a view on matters of public interest. Many voters know little or nothing about more obscure parts of the political agenda but voters who initially proclaim their general interest in politics may be too embarrassed to admit ignorance when subsequently asked their position on specific issues.


Despite the seemingly flippant nature of the exercise, then, research on fictitious issues tells us at least two interesting things about how people respond to questions relating to real policy issues in polls and surveys. First, people do not choose a response option at random from the tops of their heads but are, instead, actively seeking to understand what the question is about. They then provide their best guess at what their position is, based on their political orientation and the limited information available to them about the issue. This helps explain why the ‘framing’ of a survey question can matter so much to the shape of public opinion elicited; the exact terms used to describe an issue can strongly affect how voters understand what it is about and, therefore, how they feel about it. Be that as it may, fictitious issues research also tells us that a great many answers to genuine policy questions in surveys are likely to be based on little more than informed guessing, following a brief moment of reflection. This may not come as a surprise to many observers of contemporary politics. However, it serves as a cautionary reminder to all those who proffer opinion poll evidence in order to show they have public backing for a particular policy position; the mandate they are citing is probably weaker than it appears.


FURTHER READING




Bishop’s study on the US is ‘Pseudo-Opinions on Public Affairs’ by George Bishop et al. (Public Opinion Quarterly, 1980). The British study can be found in Patrick Sturgis and Patten Smith ‘Fictitious Issues Revisited: Political Interest, Knowledge and the Generation of Nonattitudes’ (Political Studies, 2010). Other relevant studies are Howard Schuman and Stanley Presser’s ‘Public Opinion and Public Ignorance: The Fine Line between Attitudes and Nonattitudes’ (American Journal of Sociology, 1980) and George Bishop’s The Illusion of Public Opinion: Fact and Artifact in American Public Opinion Polls (Rowman & Littlefield, 2005).
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