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Collective Preferences in Democratic Politics

How useful can opinion surveys be as inputs to the political process
when most people know little about politics but are nevertheless willing to give opinions on even the most esoteric policy issues when
asked to do so by pollsters? This study, the first comprehensive treatment of the relationship between knowledge, representation, and political equality in opinion surveys, suggests some surprising answers.
Knowledge does matter, and the way it is distributed in society can cause
collective preferences to reflect disproportionately the opinions of some
groups more than others. Sometimes collective preferences seem to represent something like the will of the people, but frequently they do not.
Sometimes they rigidly enforce political equality in the expression of
political viewpoints, but often they do not. The primary culprit is not
any inherent shortcoming in the methods of survey research. Rather, it is
the limited degree of knowledge held by ordinary citizens about public
affairs and the tendency for some kinds of people to be better informed
than others. Accounting for these factors can help survey researchers,
journalists, politicians, and concerned citizens better appreciate the pitfalls and possibilities for using opinion polls to represent the people’s
voice.
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Introduction

The more completely popular sovereignty prevails in a country, so much
the more important is it that the organs of opinion should be adequate to
its expression.
– James Bryce, The American Commonwealth

There are only three questions of any lasting importance to the study of
what has since the 18th century been called public opinion. The entire
corpus of human knowledge on the subject, from the philosophical inquiries of the ancient Greeks to the most modern statistical analyses, can
be seen to unfold from just three enduring points of inquiry and contention: What is public opinion, or in what form ought the concept of
public opinion be recognized? What is its nature, or what characteristics
should public opinion possess? What kind of political power does it have,
or what kind of power should it be given? Although a focus on the is became the hallmark of modern research on public opinion even as the work
of previous generations emphasized the ought, the course of scholarship
on public opinion continues to be set by these deceivingly profound and
complex pole stars. It is a testimony to the knottiness of these questions
that definitive answers to them seem as elusive today as they were to the
contemporaries of Socrates and Protagoras.
This book is concerned with a particular definition of public opinion that has become generally accepted in recent years, a shortcoming in
the nature of this public opinion that calls into question its usefulness in
democratic politics, and the potential for this kind of public opinion to
reflect the interests of the citizens it is taken to represent. Although the
role of public opinion in democratic governance has been a concern of
1
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political theorists since the time of Plato and Aristotle (Minar 1960), the
recent tendency toward equating public opinion with the results of opinion surveys has raised new concerns among social scientists and political
philosophers about the role of public opinion as a rudder for the ship of
state. How useful can opinion surveys be as inputs to the political process,
when most people know little about politics but are nonetheless willing
to give opinions on even the most esoteric policy issues when asked to do
so by survey researchers?
Given the mass public’s dual tendencies toward innocence and glibness on matters of public affairs, it is natural to ask whether the effluence of information about citizen preferences that is produced by opinion
polling advances or hinders the progress of democratic rule. At the root
of this question is nothing less than the meaning of democracy, for rule
by the people is merely a slogan until we clarify how a polity is to recognize the people’s will, by which we mean their political interests. All
theories of democracy hold at least minimally to the idea that the people’s own voice – that is, information provided by the people about their
preferences – should have a central role in organizing and overseeing
the processes of governance. Yet they offer little guidance on how the
voice of the people should be recognized or in what forms it might be
embodied.
Most public opinion scholars agree that opinion surveys are useful for
mass democracies precisely because they can reveal what the people are
thinking. Some go farther, suggesting that opinion surveys are indispensable to democratic politics. Sidney Verba (1996), who has built a career
out of analyzing the deficiencies of citizen input to democratic systems,
concludes that opinion surveys help compensate for the inherent shortcomings of citizen participation in politics:
Surveys produce just what democracy is supposed to produce – equal representation for all citizens. The sample survey is rigorously egalitarian; it is designed
so that each citizen has an equal chance to participate and an equal voice when
participating. (3)

Likewise, in their path-breaking book on collective opinion, Benjamin
Page and Robert Shapiro (1992) conclude that the traditional understanding of public opinion as volatile and capricious is incorrect. Collective
policy preferences, they argue, have emergent properties that make collective opinion “stable (though not immovable), meaningful, and indeed
rational” (14) by compensating for the sometimes erratic opinions of
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individual respondents. This means that
Democracy is not made impossible by default, by public opinion being nonexistent
or unknowable or irrelevant. An attentive reader of polls and surveys can get a
good deal of coherent guidance about policy. (385)

Lawrence Jacobs and Robert Shapiro (2000) go further, arguing that
democracy suffers when Politicians Don’t Pander to the polls:
The public’s [surveyed] preferences offer both broad directions to policymakers
(e.g., establish universal health insurance) and some specific instructions (e.g., rely
on an employer mandate for financing reform). In general, policymakers should
follow these preferences. . . . What concerns us are indications of declining responsiveness to public opinion and the growing list of policies on which politicians of
both major political parties ignore public opinion and supply no explicit justification for it. The practice of American government is drifting from the norms of
democratic responsiveness. (xv, xviii; emphasis added)

Even the most optimistic supporters of opinion surveys recognize that
polls are not without their problems as indicators of the people’s voice.
Slight changes in the wording of a question can sometimes lead to drastically different response patterns. Sampling problems and nonresponse
error are well-known pitfalls to survey researchers, and the questions that
are used in surveys may fail to capture the public’s real concerns. While
these problems are worthy of serious attention, there is an even greater
problem about which few seem aware or concerned: the public’s low levels and uneven social distribution of political knowledge diminish the
quality of political representation provided by opinion surveys. Despite
all appearances to the contrary, this problem is so pervasive as to call
into question whether opinion surveys can tell us reliably what the people
really want.
The timeworn finding of nearly a half century of survey research is that
“textbook” information about the political process is scarce and unevenly
distributed to the mass public. “There now seems to be a consensus,”
notes Robert Luskin, “that by anything approaching elite standards most
citizens think and know jaw-droppingly little about politics” (2002: 282).
Since so few people appear knowledgeable about public affairs, one might
wonder whether collective policy preferences revealed in opinion surveys
accurately convey the distribution of voices and interests in a society.
To date, this vital question has received only indirect attention from
social scientists and survey researchers. This study, the first comprehensive treatment of the relationships among knowledge, representation, and
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political equality in opinion surveys, suggests some surprising answers.
Knowledge does matter, and the way it is distributed in society can cause
collective preferences to reflect disproportionately the opinions of some
groups more than others. To the extent that opinion polls influence democratic politics, the uneven social distribution of political knowledge may
impair the responsiveness of governments to their citizens.1

opinion surveys as the voice of the people
The public’s surveyed opinions on policy issues are often used to hold
elected officials accountable to their constituents, as a feedback loop between governments and citizens, and as a medium for the mass public to
communicate with itself. They may also provide an important channel
for political representation by conveying information to political leaders
about the mind of a populace so vast and varied as to be inscrutable save
through the medium of the sample survey.
Before the middle of the 20th century, the voice of the people was
commonly discerned through election results, the activities of organized
groups, and the attentions of the press. Yet the ambiguous nature of these
“organs of public opinion” (Bryce 1891) limited their usefulness as mirrors of the public mind. For example, while the popular vote has long
served as a formal mechanism for registering the people’s will, election
results are inherently contestable as indicators of the people’s voice. Does
a victory for one candidate over another indicate support for the winner’s
policy positions, dislike for the losing candidate, satisfaction with the
status quo, or something else? Added to the range of possible meanings
that can be assigned to elections is the problem of nonparticipation. Bill
Clinton won the American presidency in 1992 with 43% of the vote in an
election where only 55% of those eligible turned out to cast a ballot. Consequently, Clinton was elected to preside over a nation in which 76% of
the adult population either voted against him or failed to vote at all. While
we are in the habit of recognizing the results of free and fair elections as
binding and legitimate, the nonparticipation problem makes it difficult to
know whether a procedure that could somehow reflect the will of every
1

By opinion poll or survey I mean specifically those that measure self-reported opinions
about political topics. We know that surveys can be a very useful tool for measuring past
behavior in a population, and a reasonable tool for assessing potential behavior (like the
propensity to vote), but the focus in this book is more narrowly on the use of survey
methods to measure attitudinal information that might subsequently be employed as an
indicator of that contested concept we call public opinion.
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citizen might produce a different outcome. The natural advantages accruing to wealthy and privileged interests in group politics have likewise cast
doubt on the likelihood that all relevant voices are properly represented
in the group system, or that any particular group properly represents the
people in whose interests it claims to act. In similar ways, the commercial
motives of the press and its lack of formal accountability to citizens limit
its ability to represent the people’s voice.
While elections and the activities of groups may remain the most decisive channels of public opinion in democratic societies, since the 1930s
there has been a growing acceptance of opinion polling as a superior channel for conveying or representing the voice of a people (J. M. Converse
1987; P. E. Converse 1987). Because opinion surveys solicit views from
a representative sample of a population and are intended to be nonideological and scientific, they provide what many believe to be a clearer and
more inclusive indicator of a public’s will than had been available through
more traditional indicators of public opinion. This view of opinion polling
was championed by influential pioneers of survey research like George
Gallup, Archibald Crossley, Harold Gosnell, and Elmo Roper, who promoted opinion surveys as a corrective to the problems inherent in using
election results and group activity as indicators of what the people want
from government (e.g., Gallup and Rae 1940; Gosnell 1940). Although
opinion surveys are unlikely to rival the legitimacy of elections as formal
expressions of the public will, they are unique in their ability to serve as a
communication medium linking citizens to representatives: they allow the
individual members of a polity to speak in a collective voice as a public
on important issues of the day. As a consequence, opinion surveys may be
the mass public’s clearest and most influential voice in the routine conduct
of democratic politics that occurs between infrequent elections.
All theories of democracy regard free and fair elections as crucial
for realizing popular sovereignty (Dahl 1989; Held 1987; Manin 1997),
and many theories posit that the common good arises out of the competition for power among organized groups (e.g., Dahl 1956; Sartori
1987; Schattschneider 1960; Schumpeter [1942] 1976). But while elections and groups are standard elements of most models of democracy,
political philosophers have provided little guidance about whether the
opinion polls that are so commonplace today might serve useful purposes
in democratic politics. The preferences of ordinary citizens play important
foundational roles in most models of democracy, but the communication
processes by which those preferences are represented to governing officials and institutions have received little sustained attention from political
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scientists, communication researchers, and democratic theorists. To borrow a phrase from Walter Lippmann (1922: 239), it would seem in the
case of opinion polling that “the practice of democracy has been ahead
of its theory.”
The problem is that opinion polling makes it possible to distinguish
collective decisions from collective preferences. Elections produce collective decisions, which are the legitimate, binding, and constitutionally
recognized forms of popular sovereignty. Elections also produce collective
preferences about what the people want. American voters in 1992 elected
a Democratic president after 12 years of Republican leadership, which
indicates a collective preference for change of some sort. While decisive,
election results have always provided ambiguous and contestable signals
about the reasons why the people voted this way or that, and the vast scale
of modern democratic institutions added to the difficulty of sorting out
what the people collectively desired from what the people collectively did
on election day. The rise of the sample survey made it possible not only to
clarify the meaning of collective decisions through exit polling but, more
important, to separate information about collective preferences from the
activity of collective decisions. Opinion polling introduced the collective
preference as a new form of popular sovereignty, but after half a century
there is still no clear standing within democratic theory for the voice of a
people divorced from its vote.
This gap between theory and practice may stem in part from the tendency among political theorists in the liberal tradition to focus on institutional design and structures of representation as keys to successful
governance by the people. Pure democracy was controversial even among
the ancient Athenians, and modern research on social choice theory has
concluded that aside from the problems of political instability inherent
in “rule by the mob,” there are no methods for aggregating individual
preferences that can satisfy even the minimal requirements one would expect for democratic rule (Arrow 1963; Riker 1982).2 While at least one
scholar has founded a justification for democratic rule on the idea of random sampling (Swabey 1937), and while the utilitarianism of Bentham
and Mill has made important contributions to democratic thinking, it
is safe to characterize the broadest currents of work in democratic theory as suspicious of the potential for simple preference aggregation to
reveal the common good, which by extension implicates polling. Much
2

However, this problem may be less serious than it sounds. See my discussion on this point
in Chapter 7.

