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7.1 Introduction

Both the measurement and scholarly study of
public opinion have a long history. Almost
two centuries have passed since the publication
of the first public opinion poll: the Harrisburg
Pennsylvanian newspaper’s coverage of voters’
opinions in the 1824 presidential race between
John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson
(Madonna & Young, 2002). Over eight
decades have elapsed since the journal Public
Opinion Quarterly, devoted to research on
public opinion, was founded. Today, polls are
used to measure public opinion on sociopoliti-
cal issues in more than 90% of all countries
(Frankovic et al., 2017). In any democracy,
public opinion plays a central role, and under-
standing how these opinions are formed and
how they shape people and politicians’ actions
is of vital importance.
But what is public opinion? Susan Herbst

(1993) called it ‘one of the most widely used
yet least understood constructs’ (p. 438).
Accordingly, a review of research on public
opinion must begin by considering what
exactly public opinion entails. This can be
challenging, given that different participants
in the political process may define public opin-
ion in different ways (Herbst, 1998). For
example, a person may define public opinion
as an aggregate of individual opinions, as it is
measured in polls. But public opinion could
also be defined as the majority opinion on a
topic, or as the general societal consensus on
an issue (Herbst, 1993). Others argue that

public opinion does not exist at all, but is
merely a projection of the political elite or the
media leveraged for self-interested purposes
(Lippmann, 1922).

When defining public opinion, identifying
the kinds of opinions that may be held among
the public as public opinion is critical. After
all, studies of public opinion do not concern
themselves with any attitude or belief held
among the public. It is not a matter of public
opinion whether people believe that the sky is
blue. Instead, the study of public opinion is
restricted to studying issues that are matters
of public debate, or where there is uncertainty
regarding public consensus on an issue.
Notably, there may be a lack of public consen-
sus on issues where there is in fact consensus
among other sub-groups in society (e.g.,
among scientists), such as when it comes to
opinions about climate change or the hazards
of vaccination. The hallmark of public opinion
is that, among the general public, there is
uncertainty regarding the consensus on
the issue.
But being a matter of public debate is not

the only criterion for issues of public opinion,
as there are issues on which there may be
public disagreement, but where the issue does
not hold serious enough societal consequences
to be deemed a matter of public opinion. For
instance, it is not a matter of public opinion
whether people prefer chocolate to vanilla ice
cream. Instead, the study of public opinion is
restricted to issues that hold significance for
society. For example, whether people like a
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presidential candidate’s outfit might not be
a matter of public opinion, unless people
expected that the candidate’s manner of dress
influenced matters of importance in society,
such as the potential future president’s ability
to impress foreign diplomats or to be taken
seriously by other politicians.
Accordingly, we define public opinion as

opinions on matters of public debate that have
significant implications for society. Defined in
this way, public opinion could entail both
opinions with a positive or negative valence,
or ‘attitudes’ as they are defined in the social
psychological literature (Eagly & Chaiken,
1993), and beliefs that link an object to a
particular attribute (e.g., capital punishment
deters crime). In the current review, we focus
primarily on valenced opinions or attitudes. In
past decades, studying how people form beliefs
on sociopolitical topics may have been less
relevant than studying attitudes. However, we
note that, in recent years, how people form
accurate or non-accurate non-valenced beliefs
has become a centrepiece of public debates.
For instance, it is a matter of public discussion
today whether people believe that the planet is
warming or not, that a politician said outland-
ish statements or not, and whether news is
‘real’ or ‘fake’. Non-valenced beliefs, such as
whether the sky is blue, could thus constitute
matters of public opinion, as long as the public
debated the issue and viewed the issue as soci-
etally significant. Thus, the study of how
people form particular beliefs could increas-
ingly become part of discussions of public
opinion in the future.
This chapter provides an overview of key

developments in three central topics in
research on public opinion: opinionation, or
whether a person forms an opinion on an issue
or not, directionality of opinion, or whether a
person forms a particular kind of opinion (e.g.,
favourable or unfavourable) on an issue, and
the consequences of public opinion, or how

opinions shape action. Since public opinion is
primarily connected with matters of politics,
we focus on public opinion when it comes to
sociopolitical issues.

7.2 Psychological Antecedents of
Opinionation

People vary in whether they have an opinion
about a sociopolitical topic or whether they
hold no opinion about a politician, institution,
or policy. This section summarises research
on factors that shape opinionation: when and
why does a person form an opinion on a
political topic?

7.2.1 Number of Opinions

The following factors have been shown to pre-
dict the total number of opinions a person
holds on sociopolitical issues:
Need to Evaluate. Jarvis and Petty (1996)

identified an individual difference called ‘need
to evaluate’, which is defined as a person’s
tendency to automatically evaluate the posi-
tive and negative qualities of encountered
objects. Someone high on the need to evaluate
would be likely to agree that they pay a lot of
attention to whether things are good or bad,
form opinions about everything, and have
more opinions than the average person.
People with higher levels of this personality
trait are thought to automatically recognise
the positive or negative qualities of most
objects they encounter, and thus to spontan-
eously form attitudes towards a given object.
Conversely, people low on the need to evaluate
can observe an object and note its existence
without evaluating it, and thus are thought to
have fewer attitudes stored in memory than
people who have a high need to evaluate.
Consistent with this reasoning, Jarvis and
Petty (1996) showed that people higher in the
need to evaluate were much less likely to say
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that they had no opinion to questions measur-
ing their attitudes towards a range of social
and political issues (e.g., the environment,
abortion, capital punishment).
Education. Krosnick and Milburn (1990)

found that American adults who had more
formal years of education tended to express
more opinions about various government
policy issues. This suggests that people with
more cognitive skills are more likely to form
opinions on political topics. In part, education
appeared to increase opinionation because
education increased people’s knowledge
about politics.
Political Knowledge. The amount of know-

ledge an individual has stored in memory
about politics predicts forming an opinion on
political issues. In a study of American adults,
people with higher levels of objective political
competence (e.g., factual knowledge about
political history and current events, as well as
exposure to political information) expressed
more opinions about government policy issues
(Krosnick & Milburn, 1990). However, sub-
jective political competence, or one’s own
impression that one understands politics, did
not predict people’s tendency to express opin-
ions about government policy.
Importance of Opinions. The perception that

one’s opinions are impactful in the political
process also increases opinionation. In one
study, American adults who agreed that gov-
ernment is responsive to public opinion
expressed more opinions about government
policy issues (Krosnick & Milburn, 1990).

7.2.2 Reporting Having an Opinion
versus Having No Opinion

Research has also examined the inverse of
opinionation, or what causes individuals not
to form an opinion on a topic. Insights on this
come from the literature on questionnaire
design, which has studied the factors that

cause people to report that they have no opin-
ion when they are asked about a political issue.
Experimental studies manipulate whether the
option to report ‘no opinion’ is present or
absent in a questionnaire, and then assess what
characteristics lead individuals to be most
attracted to this response option. These studies
suggest the following characteristics correlate
with the tendency to lack an opinion on
a topic:
Education. Respondents with the lowest

levels of formal education tend to be more likely
to report that they have no opinion on topics
such as government policies when the option to
report no opinion is available (Bishop et al.,
1986; Krosnick et al., 1996, 2002).

Interest and Importance. People who con-
sider a particular issue to be of less personal
interest or importance are more likely to report
that they have no opinion on a topic (Bishop
et al., 1980; Schuman & Presser, 1981).

Being Interviewed about a Topic. By provok-
ing thought and conversation, interviewing
people may increase their interest in the topic
and inspire them to think and learn more
about it, ultimately resulting in opinionation.
Experiments have shown that when a person is
interviewed twice on the same topic (e.g.,
policy issues), this person is less likely to report
that they have no opinion in the second inter-
view, compared to the first one (Crespi, 1948;
Waterton & Lievesley, 1987). This is consistent
with the idea that asking people for their opin-
ion in a first interview prompts them to think
about and form an opinion on a topic, which
they then report in a second interview.
Perceived Demand for Opinionation. People

may report opinions because of perceived
social pressure to hold an opinion on a given
topic. Krosnick et al. (2002) tested this ques-
tion by varying whether respondents were
allowed to report their opinions about a pro-
posed environmental clean-up plan by writing
them confidentially on a piece of paper and
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depositing the paper in a sealed ‘ballot box’, or
were required to state their answer out loud to
the interviewer. They found that more
respondents reported having no opinion about
the plan when they could express this privately
than when they were asked to express their
opinion publicly to interviewers. This was
especially true among respondents with the
lowest levels of formal education, suggesting
that this group may be particularly susceptible
to social pressure to form opinions.

7.3 Directionality of Opinion

The next two sections provide an overview of
factors that shape the direction of public opin-
ion, such as holding a positive or negative
attitude on a sociopolitical topic. The first
section reviews insights regarding opinion dir-
ectionality drawn from the psychological lit-
erature on attitude formation, with a
particular focus on how these insights apply
in the context of public opinion on political
issues. The second section reviews additional
key antecedents drawn from the literature on
public opinion.

7.3.1 Research on Attitude Formation

Genetics. Political attitudes may in part be
heritable (see also Chapter 3). Research has
found that genes contribute to the variation
in conservative and liberal political attitudes
(Hatemi et al., 2011), as well as attitudes on
specific political issues (e.g., the death penalty,
disarmament) (Alford et al., 2005), political
parties, and party identification (Bell et al.,
2009). Generally, sociopolitical attitudes that
appear the most heritable are those that are
rooted in morality (e.g., attitudes towards the
death penalty, punishment for sex offenders,
and birth control; Brandt & Wetherell, 2012).

Studies suggest possible pathways through
which genes may influence political attitudes.

One study indicates that political attitudes are
transmitted in part because of their link to per-
sonality traits that are passed on from parents
to their offspring (Kandler et al., 2012). As an
example, agreeableness correlates negatively
with acceptance of inequality, so offspring
who inherit this personality trait from their
parents are likely to similarly reject inequality.
Another study suggests that genetics predict
greater shared cognitive ability, and level of
cognitive ability tends to predict political orien-
tation (Oskarsson et al., 2015).

Mere Exposure. Being exposed to a particu-
lar object (e.g., a person) increases its familiar-
ity and thus positive attitudes towards this
object (Zajonc, 1968, 2001). For example,
brief exposure to information about transgen-
der individuals (e.g., a definition of the term
‘transgender’) improved people’s attitudes
towards transgender individuals (Flores et al.,
2018). Exposure to a persuasive political mes-
sage can also increase one’s tendency to act in
line with that message. In a study of under-
graduate students, those exposed to posters
with an appeal to reduce foreign aid had less
positive attitudes towards foreign aid and were
more likely to volunteer to help organise a
protest on the topic (R. L. Miller, 1976),
though overexposure to persuasive political
messages may elicit reactance and/or counter-
arguing (Cacioppo & Petty, 1979).

Classical and Operant Conditioning.
Classical conditioning is the process of pairing
a neutral object with an object that produces
positive or negative affect. By pairing the pre-
viously neutral object with affectively charged
objects, a person develops a positive or nega-
tive association with the object. Research
shows that classical conditioning can shape
attitudes (Staats & Staats, 1958). Similarly,
operant conditioning, or a process through
which reinforcements enhance behavioural
tendencies and punishments diminish them
(Skinner, 1957), can shape the direction of
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attitudes. For example, one study showed that
attitudes towards university policies became
more positive when students received positive
reinforcement (e.g., verbal indicators of agree-
ment) from an interviewer asking for their
opinion on this topic (Hildum & Brown,
1956; see also Insko, 1965).

Modelling and Identification. Attitudes are
shaped by the influence of liked people and
groups (Kelman, 2006). Through the process
of identification, a person may adopt attitudes
in order to establish or maintain a positive
relationship with a liked individual. One
example of this is the process of modelling
whereby a person adopts an attitude consistent
with a desirable role model. As one study
showed, when an African-American student
with admirable qualities (e.g., someone who
was high-status and respected) reported their
opinion about the 1954 Supreme Court deci-
sion to desegregate schools, fellow African-
American students were more likely to report
attitudes that were similar to this person’s
stated opinions, even when those opinions
were not particularly popular among African-
American students in general (Kelman, 1958).

Conformity to Perceived Norms. People
adjust their opinions in light of what others
believe (e.g., they conform to a majority opin-
ion, Asch, 1951; Deutsch & Gerard, 1955;
Sherif, 1936). This influence can extend to
people who are outside of a person’s social
contacts (e.g., close friends and family) to
include anonymous others, such as those
whose opinions are depicted in mass media
(Mutz, 1992). This form of social influence
has been given much attention in the literature
on the ‘bandwagon effect’ (Gallup & Rae,
1940; Simon, 1954).

The bandwagon effect suggests that voters
who think a particular political party or candi-
date will win succumb to social influence and
vote for the party or candidate preferred by the
majority (for a review of studies, see Grillo,

2017). Recently, a natural experiment in
France tested for the presence of bandwagon
effects by studying changes in voting patterns
after reform to voting legislation in 2005
(Morton et al., 2015). For French western
overseas territories, voting was changed so
that they voted the day before the mainland,
rather than the day after. Thus, people in these
territories would no longer have knowledge of
the mainland population’s choices. Results
indicated that knowledge of the other voters’
choices increased bandwagon voting.
Similarly, an experiment that presented US
adults with polls showing different levels of
support for various policies (e.g., reducing
troops in Afghanistan, free trade agreements)
found evidence for bandwagon effects
(Rothschild & Malhotra, 2014), as did a study
of electoral support for political parties in
Denmark (Dahlgaard et al., 2017).

7.3.2 Research on Public Opinion

The literature on public opinion offers sugges-
tions for additional antecedents that should be
considered (e.g., Kinder, 1998) and which are
reviewed below.
Values and Principles. Underlying values

and principles predict political attitudes. For
example, people’s commitment to equality pre-
dicts their attitudes towards welfare pro-
grammes, government provision of jobs, and
an acceptable standard of living (Feldman,
1988). Values of egalitarianism, moral trad-
itionalism, and religiosity predict people’s
views of transgender people and support for
their rights (Jones et al., 2018). Furthermore,
the priority that an individual places on a
particular value predicts attitudes towards pol-
icies. For example, one study showed that the
more that people prioritised freedom over
national security, the more strongly these indi-
viduals opposed domestic CIA surveillance
(Tetlock, 1986).
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Personality Traits. Specific personality traits
predict political attitudes (see also Chapter 5).
For example, authoritarianism correlates with
attitudes towards policies related to drug use
and disease, environmental conservation, and
homelessness (Peterson et al., 1993). Social
dominance orientation, an individual differ-
ence measure of the preference for group-
based hierarchy, predicts policy preferences
including support for gay and lesbian rights,
women’s rights, military programmes, and
environmental conservation (Pratto et al.,
1994; Sidanius et al., 2006). Personality traits
also predict approval ratings of politicians; for
example, citizens who are high in conscious-
ness and emotional stability and low in
openness to experience are more likely to
approve of Republican presidents (Gerber
et al., 2008).

Group Memberships. Political attitudes are
influenced by membership in particular social
groups. For example, even among citizens who
are sympathetic to the plight of working
women, women who belong to and identify
with the group of ‘working women’ express
more consistently pro-women policy prefer-
ences than do people who do not belong to
this group (Conover, 1988). Group member-
ships need not necessarily be current in order
to influence attitudes. In an experiment that
varied whether a politician used Christian ref-
erences when making a political appeal (i.e.,
quoting the Bible), people who either currently
or previously identified as Christian had
more positive implicit attitudes towards this
politician and were more likely to say that
they would attend a speech given by them
(Albertson, 2011).
Costs and Benefits. Sometimes the positivity

and negativity of an attitude is influenced by
the relative costs and benefits with which an
attitude object is associated. For example,
people form more positive attitudes towards
policies that benefit groups they like and form

more negative attitudes towards policies that
will benefit groups they dislike (e.g., Gilens,
1996; Sniderman et al., 1986). Societal costs
affect support for political policies and actions,
such that more costly endeavours tend to spark
more negative attitudes. For example, Mueller
(1973) demonstrated that approval of war was
largely a function of the number of casualties
involved in the war; higher costs embodied in a
larger number of casualties resulted in less
approval. Subsequent research suggested that
the public weighs costs and benefits when it
comes to war. For example, during the
2003–2004 US war in Iraq, researchers found
that the public approved of the war despite the
casualties (i.e., costs) it incurred as long as they
believed that the initial decision to launch the
war was right and that the war was likely to be
successful (i.e., they perceived benefits; Gelpi
et al., 2006).

7.4 Consequences of Public Opinion

There is a wealth of research on how opinions
influence thought and action, which cannot be
covered in full in this chapter. Thus, this
review focuses on a central concern in the
study of public opinion: how public opinion
influences the political behaviour of individ-
uals and political figures.

7.4.1 Voting

One of the most well-studied behaviours when
it comes to how opinions translate into action
focuses on voting. Opinions about both policy
and political candidates can motivate voting.
Policy-Based Voting. Policy-based voting is

a process in which citizens vote based on their
perceptions of the positions that candidates
take on policy issues. In this literature, it has
been theorised that citizens make their deci-
sions in a pattern called proximity voting: the
candidate whom a citizen perceives to be closer
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to the citizen in terms of their stance on policy
issues is thought to gain appeal from this prox-
imity (Downs, 1957). Experimental studies
presenting participants with descriptions of
hypothetical candidates have found evidence
for proximity-based voting (Claassen, 2007,
2009; Lacy & Paolino, 2010; Tomz & Van
Houweling, 2008). However, there is a caveat
to the finding that candidates’ policy positions
predict votes. To cast a vote based on a policy
issue, a voter must perceive the competing
candidates as taking clear and different pos-
itions on the issue (Brody & Page, 1972;
Krosnick, 1988). Thus, candidates must be
distinguished from one another in terms of
their policy positions for policy opinions to
have an impact on the public’s voting
decisions.
Further, the literature on attitude strength

has added a valuable nuance to the research on
policy-based voting, suggesting that not all
policy opinions will shape voting behaviour.
The literature on attitude strength shows that
attitudes can vary in the degree to which they
are resistant to change, stable over time, influ-
ential on cognition, and influential on action
(Krosnick & Petty, 1995). A variety of features
of attitudes may lead them to be stronger than
others, including the importance of the atti-
tudes, or the degree to which an individual
attaches significance to an attitude (Howe &
Krosnick, 2017). Thus, policy opinions may
drive behaviour (e.g., candidate choice) only
when they possess the features of strong atti-
tudes (e.g., they are personally important).
Supporting this idea, people vary in the

amount of personal importance they attach
to their attitudes on policy issues (Anand &
Krosnick, 2003). This literature identifies citi-
zens who attach the highest level of personal
importance to an issue as that issue’s issue
public (Converse, 1964), or ‘groups of people
with highly important attitudes toward
specific policy options’ (Krosnick, 1990, p. 81).

Indeed, the personal importance of a policy
issue affects people’s likelihood of voting on
this issue. The more importance people attach
to their opinion on a political policy, the better
their opinion on that issue predicts their vote
choices (Anand & Krosnick, 2003; Bélanger &
Meguid, 2008; Fournier et al., 2003; Krosnick,
1988; J. M.Miller, Krosnick, & Fabrigar, 2016;
Visser et al., 2003). Some studies shed light on
how the importance of policy opinions shapes
other behaviours that underlie voting. For
example, people who are part of an issue public
tend to selectively seek out information about
policies that they care about on the web, and
this both further strengthens their policy atti-
tudes and shapes their issue voting patterns
(Kim, 2009). Holding more policy positions
also predicts turnout in general. The more
policy issues that citizens attach personal
importance to, the more likely they are to
vote (Visser et al., 2003). Thus, people who
attach high importance to their opinion on
political issues seem especially motivated to
vote and base their decisions to vote on these
policy opinions.
Candidate-Based Voting. Candidate-based

voting is a process through which a person’s
attitude towards a particular political candi-
date motivates voting for that candidate. The
literature suggests that such voting emerges
mostly when a person has a strong preference
for one candidate over another. When a
person has a much more positive attitude
towards one candidate compared to another
(e.g., they dislike one candidate, or they dislike
both candidates but dislike one more strongly
than another), then this person is much more
likely to vote than if they like both candidates
(Holbrook et al., 2001).

7.4.2 Civic Activism

Research has also considered when public
opinion causes civic activism. Recent years
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have seen examples of regime changes where
public opinion erupts into protest and causes
dramatic shifts in governance. Yet in other
cases, a clear majority may not approve of a
politician and their policies, and yet the popu-
lation refrains from protest and does not take
drastic action to remove a politician
from office.

One general principle is that public opinion
prompts civic activism the most when people
are dissatisfied with their current life circum-
stances and want to take action to change
them (Barnes & Kaase, 1979; Rosenstone &
Hansen, 1993; see also Chapter 31). For
example, dissatisfaction with life circum-
stances can lead people to join activist groups
that they believe will help address these issues
(Hansen, 1985). However, it is not necessary
for life circumstances to actually take a turn
for the worse in order for them to spark
activism. The simple appearance that things
may become worse in the future can also
inspire activism. For example, when women
who were in favour of legalised abortion
received a letter stating that politicians were
working to pass undesirable policies (e.g.,
increasing restrictions on abortion), these
women were more likely to make financial
contributions to an organisation that
promised to work to prevent these policy
changes (J. M. Miller & Krosnick, 2004).
Interestingly, in this study, the threat of
undesirable policy changes (i.e., that would
restrict people’s rights) was more likely to
provoke activism than the opportunity to
become involved in desirable policy changes
(i.e., that would help people gain additional
rights). As with policy voting, the perceived
importance of a policy issue moderates these
effects. People who perceive a policy issue as
personally important are particularly likely
to mobilise in response to the threat of
undesirable change (J. M. Miller, Krosnick,
Holbrook, et al., 2016).

7.4.3 Government Attention
and Action

Moving beyond the influence of public opinion
on individual behaviour, another critical ques-
tion is whether people in government pay
attention to public opinion, and whether
public opinion shapes their judgements and
behaviour accordingly.
Research generally indicates that public

opinion affects public policy. When public
opinion shifts, policy often changes in response
(Page & Shapiro, 1983). For example, state
governments in the USA were highly respon-
sive to public opinion on LGBTQ rights over
the past decades in terms of enacting relevant
policies (e.g., non-discrimination laws; Lax &
Phillips, 2009). Public opinion has a particu-
larly strong influence when issues are salient to
the public, and can even outweigh pressure
from interest groups (Burstein, 2003).

Another example of government respon-
siveness to public opinion comes from
research on issues that the public deems of
high national importance. Generally, this
research indicates that the issues that the
American public prioritises receive greater
recognition from politicians. For example,
judgements of the national importance of an
issue affect candidates’ campaign strategies,
such as the attention devoted to these issues
during campaign speeches (Burden & Rice
Sanberg, 2003). Politicians also tend to shift
their stated positions to move closer to the
position of the public when an issue is given
greater national importance (Campbell,
1983). It is unclear whether politicians’ deci-
sions are a direct response to the public’s
ratings of national importance (e.g., from
viewing the results of polls on this topic), or
whether they would have prioritised these
issues because of other factors. Nevertheless,
it is clear that public opinion can influence
politicians’ agendas.

The Psychology of Public Opinion 111

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108779104.008 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108779104.008


7.5 Emerging Questions in Research
on Public Opinion

Finally, we consider some emerging questions
regarding public opinion that can inspire
future research directions.

7.5.1 (Mis)perceiving Public Opinion

A handful of recent studies investigate whether
people perceive public opinion on key issues
accurately and suggest that beliefs about
public opinion may not always match reality.
For example, some recent studies suggest that
the public tends to underestimate the extent to
which their fellow citizens believe that global
warming is happening (Abeles et al., 2019;
Ehret et al., 2018; Leviston et al., 2012;
Mildenberger & Tingley, 2019; see also
Chapter 34). Future research could explore
the extent to which (mis)perceptions of public
opinion regarding various attitudes and beliefs
shape people’s support for policies and polit-
ical participation, as well as how mispercep-
tions can be corrected and the consequences of
correcting these misperceptions.

7.5.2 Motivated Reasoning in Public
Opinion Processes

Research on motivated reasoning, or the
motivation to arrive at a personally desirable
conclusion (Kunda, 1990), suggests that
people’s existing opinions on topics can
prompt them to process information (e.g., sci-
entific evidence) in a biased manner. Much of
the research suggests that once a person has an
opinion on a political topic, they are likely to
disregard information that contradicts this
pre-existing opinion. For example, people are
less likely to read policy arguments that
contradict a prior opinion on a political issue
(e.g., gun control, affirmative action) than one
that is congruent with their prior attitude, and

people spend more time producing counterar-
guments when an argument conflicts with a
prior attitude (Taber & Lodge, 2006). Other
research suggests that prior opinions on a
policy issue can affect people’s trust in public
opinion polls, such that people find polls less
credible when they report that the majority
view conflicts with one’s own view on a socio-
political issue (Kuru et al., 2017). Thus, future
research could examine how to encourage
people and politicians to process information
about public opinion in an unbiased manner.

7.5.3 Technological Advances in
Measuring Public Opinion

Recent studies have explored ways to measure
public opinion that leverage upon develop-
ments in technology (e.g., Big Data). For
example, researchers conducted a sentiment
analysis of Twitter messages about the presi-
dential candidates in the 2008 US election by
measuring the ratio of positive versus negative
messages containing the keywords Obama and
McCain (O’Connor et al., 2010). They found
that the sentiment analysis correlated highly
with people’s reports that they would vote for
Barack Obama or John McCain in 2008, as
well as presidential approval ratings for
Barack Obama in 2008–2009. Other research
has used internet search trends to capture public
attentiveness to different policy issues (e.g.,
healthcare, global warming; Ripberger, 2011).
At first glance, it might seem that these

alternative methods could be used to assess
public opinion in the future and reduce the
costs, both time and monetary, of assessing
and conducting research on public opinion.
However, research on the importance of
survey sampling suggests that collecting data
from non-probability samples on the Internet
could be problematic, resulting in a biased
sample with particular characteristics
(Chang & Krosnick, 2009). Thus, scholars
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should be cautious when it comes to alterna-
tive methods of assessing public opinion that
do not rely on probability sampling. In the
future, research could consider other aspects
of the role technology plays in public opinion,
such as how technological advancements
shape how polls are communicated to the
public and the effects of these different
methods of communication on public trust
in – and acceptance of – polls.

7.6 Conclusion

Decades of research offer insight into why
people form opinions on a political topic and
the factors that shape the particular direction
that these opinions take. Research also sug-
gests that these opinions drive political partici-
pation and play a key role in the political
process. Understanding how public opinion
develops can help people and politicians alike
to understand what underlies this potent
motivator of political behaviour as well as
how it can be influenced.
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