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How citizens acquire information 

and convert it into publ ic opinion 

The comprehensive analysis of public opllllon reqUIres allent ion to two phe
nomena: how citizens learn about matters that arc for the most part beyond 
their immediate experience, and how they convert the informat ion they acquire 
into opinions. 

This chapter proposes a model of both phenomena. The lIlodei does not pro
vide a fully accurate account of how people process information and form atti
tude statements. No model that is both parsimonious and testable on typical 
mass opinion data·- the two most important constraints on my enterprise 
could possibly do so. But the proposed model, as I hope to persuade the reader, 
does a plausible job of approximating what must actually occur, and a quite ex
cellent job of accounting for the available survey evidence across a wide rangt: 
of phenolllena. 

lIaving stated a model of the opinionation process in this chapter, I proceed in 
the rest of the book 10 test a series of propositions derived from the model. Some 
additional idcas will h\: needed to accomplish this, but they arc few and inci
dental. All of Ihe illlpnrtant features of my analysis derive' from the model that 
is presented here. 

SOME DEFINITIONS 

I begin the statement of the model with definitions of primitive terms. The first 
is consideration, which is defined as any reason that might induce an individual 
to decide a political issue one way or the other. I Considerations, thus, are a 
compound of cognition and affect - that is, a belief concerning an object and an 
evaluation of the belief. "President Bush's plan to balance the tederal budget is 
fair to all competing interests" is an example of a consideration that might impel 
an individual to say, in response to a survey question, that she approves of the 
way President Bush is handling his job as president. The cognitive element in 

This tcrm is a borrowing from Kelley (1983), who showed that individuals appear to make vote 
decisions in presidential elections on the basis of a net score across numerous competing "likes" 
and "dislikes" about the candidates, which he called "considerations." 
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this consideration is information about Bush's tax plan, and the ,dlnl 1\ II" 
vorable evaluation of it. 2 

Suppose that someone sees on the TV news the image of a "1>11111 , 

the street," reacts with hostility, and makes this hostility the basis 01 .111 

opinion statement opposing increased government spending on the hOllll'kv, 

It might initially seem that this hypothetical opinion statement is based (lll ;1 

purely affective response rather than a blend of cognition and affect. Yl'I a 
cognitive component is clearly present: The person on the street has been seell 
as a "bum" rather than "a person like myself who has unfortunately lost his 

" Thus, the negative evaluation depends on a particular cognitive repre· 
sentation of what one has seen. which is to say, a combination of cognitive and 
affective clements. 

Although much more could be said about considerations, particularly their 
possible role in guiding perception, the concept in its present spare form suffices 
for a great many purposes, as will become apparent..1 

Second, I define two types of political messages: persuasive messages and 
cueing messages. Persuasive messages are arguments or illlages providing a 
reason f<.lf taking a position or point of view; if accepted by an individual, they 
hecome considerations, as the term was just defined. A speech by a Democratic 
politician charging that "President Bush's budget plan is a sham and a delu
sion" is an example of a persuasive message. 

Note that there is nothing in this account that implies that either political 
1l1essages or the considerations that result from them must be coldly rational. On 
Ihe contrary, messages may involve subtle or even subliminal images, and con
"iderations may involve feelings or emotions. Thus, a president may seck to 
project a "message" of competence in his public presentations, in the hope that 
It will make the public fcc I warm or secure. If the president is cognized in this 
way, and if this cognitivc representation generates feelings of security that pos
Itively influence how citizens evaluate the president's job performance, the feel
Ings of security must be counted as reasons for favorably evaluating the 
president that is, as considerations. I wish to underscore these points because, 
;dthough the model I propose has a cognitive flavor, it is, in principle, as ca· 
pable of dealing with nonrational appeals and inarticulate feelings as with other 
klllds of political discourse. 

many cases Ihe evaluation associated with a consideration is implicit ralher than explicit, as in 
"The Pentagon wastes a lot of money." a piece of "int(.rmation" that almost everyone would 
"cccpt as reflecting unfavorably on the need for more defense spending. 
There is a temptat ion simply to borrow the psychological concept of a schema and use it in plare 
"flhe lern} "consideration." Yel "schema" is not4uite right for Illy argument. For one thing. the 
"""cePt stresses cognition rather than affect. However suitahle this may be in other domain, 01 
lile. it is not suitable in politics. where people appear to make decisions on the basis of ideas Ihal 
'"l' afkclivcly charged. Consideration, defined as a reason for favoring a position. is perhaps 
Ilh",yncralic hut Ihe term has the cril ical advantage of combining cognition and alTe<.:l. AI,,,. 
,'tlllSI,ic'ratioll has an everyday meaning that is more compatible with the 1',,/ilil'lIl analysls of puh 
h~· ll(lllliOIl than terms sttt'h as schema. 
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Cueing messages, which are the second type of message carried in elite dis
course, consist of "contextual inforillalioll' about the ideological or partisan 
implications of a persuasive message. The importance of cueing messages is 
that, as suggested by Converse (1964), they enahle citizens to perceive relation
ships between the persuasive messages thcy receive ;'lIld their political predis
positions, whieh in turn permits them to respond critically to the persuasive 
messages. Thus, a Republican voter will he lIlore likely to reject criticism of 
President Bush's budget plan if she recogni/cs (hat the pcrson makinll. the crit
icism is a Democrat. 

We saw a clear illustration of the importance OIUlcillg information in the last 
chapter, where politically unaware hawks and dove;, werc unable to make a par
tisan response to a question about aid to the Contra gucrrillas in Nicaragua be
cause they apparently lacked contextual informatioll about who the Contras 
were. Thcse sallie hawks and doves could, however, respond in partisan fashion 
to a qucstion about combating communism in Ccntral America because com
munism was a cue they undcrstood. 

THE MODEL 

The modcl itself consists of f(mr assertions, or axioms, about how individuals 
respond (0 political information thcy may encounter. Each is statcd first as 
a general theordical position and then elaborated and justified in more 

terllls. 
As will becollle apparent, none of thc axioms is individually original, nor can 

it be said (hat any of the lour axiollls is a perfect rcpresentation of what occurs 
in the world. I hope, however, to show that the axioms, taken as a group, havc 
some highly novel and empirically correct implications, and also that, evcn 

not perhaps perfectly true, the axioms arc quite plausible approximations 
of the processes that lIIust actually occur as individuals acquire inl()rmation 
about politics and use it to formulate statements of their political preferences. 

A I, RtX'EPTlON AX/OM. The Krellier a person's level or{'oKnilive l'I1KIIKemeni wilh WI 

issue, Ihe more likelv he or she is 10 be exposed to and comprehend· ill a word, 10 re
ceive politi('al me,HaKes (,Olll'erninK Ihal issue:' 

The messages people may receive include all types: that is, ocrsuaSlVC mes
sages and cueing messages. 

In specifying thc reception axiom in tcrms of cognitive engagement ralher 
than, say, strength of feeling about an issue, the model obviously stresses the 
cognitive aspect of exposure to political communications. There are two reasons 
for this. The first is that, as indicated, the model is mosl centrally concerned 
with how individuals acquire information from the environment and convert it 
into opinion statemcnts, These are essentially cognitive processes, so that af 
rective engagement is likely to be able to affect them only insofar as it leads to 

4 These terms derive from McGuire, 1969. 
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intcllectual which is to say, cognitive engagement. I klllt" II I', ,q'I>t "I'" 

to define the modcl in terms of cognitive engagement. 
The second reason is that, as an empirical matter, survey l1lea~!II\" liLli, 'I 

ture cognitive engagement with politics outperform measures of ;lff",ll\ 
gagement in explaining most aspccts of public opinion. For cxample, Ill'\)l'k \\ 

scorc higher on tests of polit ical knowledge are substantially more stahle III liI,'11 

attitude rcports than people who score low on political awareness (Feldtll;lll 

1989; Zaller, 1990); however, people who describe themselves as highly illl('1 

csted in politics, which I takc as a form of affective involvement, arc not ~Il' 

nificantly morc stahle than persons who express little political interest (ZalkL 
1990: table 2). 

It is intcresting to note that political interest, despite its limited effect on re 
sponsc stability, is a strong correlate of voter turnout - slightly stronger, in /;11':1. 
than political knowledge (Zallcr, 1990: table I). So, affective engagement can 
he important, but unless coupled with intellectual cngagement, it appears to 

havc only limited effects on opinion per sc. 
Although cognitivc engagcment is the right specification for my model, it is 

a cumbersome and somcwhat precious phrase. Therefore, I will, through most of 
the analysis that follows, use a simpler phrase, namely Eo/ilical allentiveness or 
political awareness. Rut cognitivc engagemcnt. political attentivencss, and po
liticafawareness are mcant to convey the samc 

In the analysis that follows, political awareness is operationally measurcd 
by means of a general measure of political knowledgc - that is, a per

son's summary scorc across a series of neutral, factual tests of public affairs 
knowledgc, as discllssed in thc previous chapter. 

Political awarencss, measured in this way, is a measurc of Reneral, chronic 
awareness. As such, it does not directly test individuals' inrormation about or 
attention to a particular issue at a particular time. In using this sort of mcasure, 
I will be assuming that persons who arc knowledgcable about politics in general 
arc habitually attentivc to communications on most particular issucs as well. 

This measurement strategy is less than ideal. More narrowly focused mea
sures of awareness devoted exclusively, say, to intellectual cngagement with 
foreign policy issues or race policy issues, and used exclusively in connection 
with reception of information concerning foreign or racc policy issues would 
he prcfcrable to gcneral awareness measures, However, such domain-specific 
awareness measurcs are rarely carried on opinion surveys and none are available 
lor the cases I examine in this study. As a practical matter, thus, I must make do 
with general measures. Yet, as far as I have bcen able to tell from investigation 
of similar problems, the loss from llsing general rather than domain-specific 
awareness measures to capture exposure to elite discourse is minimal (Zaller, 
19X6: Price and Zaller, 1990; though see also Iyengar, 1990; see Chapter 2 and 
Ihe Measures Appendix for further discussion.) 

The reader should note that the Reception Axiom, A I, indicates nothillg 
; dl\lll I the sources of the political communications that shape mass oninioll. A" 
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far as that axiom is concerned, political l'Ollllllllllicat ions may originate in elite 
discourse, in purely personal exchanges alllnll)! fricnds and neighbors, or in 
other ways. All that is claimed in AI is that reccption of politically relevant 
communications, whatever their origin, is po~itlVl'ly associated with intellectual 
engagement with a given issue. By extension. pulit il',d awareness is assumed to 

for receotion of ooliticalcOllllllllllil'atiolls generallv. regard-

be desirable to be able to IllC<lMlrl' l'xposure to interper
of exposure to elite di.'COliISl' ill the mass media. 

However, it is not possible to do so from the availahk data, Some surveys do 
carry measures of people's self-reportcd frequency of P('I,OII<l1 disl'ussion of pol-

but thcre is, as with measures of political aWarelll·~'. Ill) guarantee that 
thcy would capture cxposure to only one type of COllllllllllil<ltioll.' 

Thus, the rcadcr should bcar in mind that the assulllJlI ion Ihat it is the infor
mation carricd in elite discourse, rather than personal infiul'lll'e or something 
clse, which shapes mass opinion is not a part or thc for IIIa I model that I am 
laying out in this chapter. It is, rather, an auxiliary assumplion that requires 
independcnt justification, as I have sought to providc in the tir~1 part of Chap
ter 2 and will provide ill parts of the analysis reported below. I cxtensivcly dis
cuss this point in Illy closing evaluation of thc book's argUlllcllt ill Chanters II 
and 12. 

A2, RI,'SISTANCH AXIOM. Pcople telld to res'ist IIrXlIlnCllt.l' tllat lIl'C illcollsi.l'tellt with 
their political predisp(}.\itiolls. but ther do so a/llv to Ille exlenl Illal 1111'1' l)Os,w'ss Ihi' COIl

iIlD,rllln,i,," IIc('('S.larv to perceil'C a relatiollship be(weell (he /lu's,wgc lIlIIl (heir 
I)rellispmitilms. 

to rcsistance, in this formulation, is inj(mnalio/l concerning the re, 
between arguments and predispositions, whcre the requisitc int(mna

tion IS carried in cueing messages. According to the Rcccption Axiom, the 
of individuals acquiring cucing inl{lI'Illation depends on their levels 

or awareness of each given isslle. Thus, A I and A2 togethcr imply that the likc
lihood of resist ing persuasive communications that arc inconsistent with one's 
political prcdisposit ions riscs with a person's Icvel of political attentivencss. Or, 
to put it the other way, politically inattentive persons will orten be unaware of 

.'i 	 Price and I (1990) have found Ihal. allhough frequency of political discussions with one's peers 
has a mo<icrale blvariale relalionship wilh the likelihood 01 rl'ceptioll 01 parli<:ular current news 
ilcms. discussion has no impac1 once habilual polilical awareness is conI rolled , Even self·reporled 
media usc ha~ Iitlle impact on measured news receplion once general awareness is controlled. 
Neither of these findings. however, indicates anYlhing aboul Ihe sources of the news Ihal individ
uals have received. 

It might be ~uggcsled that il" media usc and frequency of political discussion were used illSfl'llii 
or rather than ill addilioll (() general political awareness, it would be po"ible In distinguish their 
relallve importance, The difficulty with Ihis idea is that media exposure is unrcliably 
measured in typical surveys much less reliably than the generally high aloha statistics 
of indices of media exposure would indicate. In consequence, 
litical awareness results m dreadfully anemic results even when slrong media effects arc 
present. as Price and I (1990) show. I suspect thai the actual reliability of self reported frcquellcll',S 

political discussion would, if carefully investigated. prove low as wl'il. 

, 

Converting information into public opinion I, 

the imolications of the persuasive communications they eneounter, and so 011<'11 

, accepting them, 

makes no allowance for citizens to think, reason, or dclilwl,iI(' 
If citizens are well informed, they react mechanically to political 

ideas on thc basis of external cues about their partisan implications, and if the) 
are too poorly informed to bc aware of these cues, they tend to uncritically ,ll" 

cept whatever ideas they cncounter. (, 

As normatively unappcaling as this implication of the model may 
sistcnt with a largc body of thcory and rcsearch concerning 
Philip Converse, the leading theorist of mass opinion, maintains that few 
reason for thcmselves about how political ideas relate to one anothcr. 
the extcnt that individuals respond critically to the political ideas they encounter. 
they rely on contextual information from elites about how different ideas 
together" and thereby "constrain" one another (Converse, 1964). Although hc 
does not say so, the contextual inl{)rmation that Converse describes would surely 
include the narticular groups or leaders who favor or oppose an idea. 

in Converse's analysis is that awareness of contcxtual inl()r
on general levels of political awarcness. Hence. only 

levels of awarencss are likely to respond to commu
nications in a manncr that is "constraincd" by their values, 

The psychological literature on opinion change lcnds great support to the 
notion that individuals typically fail to reason for thcmselves about the persua
sive communications they cncountcr. Instead, people rcly on clles about the 
"source" of a message in dcciding what to think of it. Reviewing this cvidence 
in an influential 1969 article, William McGuire wrote: 

The given message is judged as fairer, more factual. more thoroughly do(:umenled, its 

conclusion lilllowing more validly from its premises. and even more grammatical. when 

it is ascribed to a high as opposed to a low-credibility sourcc. (p. 19S) 


Although thc studies McGuire cites do not necessarily involve 

that are Democrat or Republican, or liberal or conservative, 

eralize to these kinds of sources (see, for example, 

1951 Mueller, 1973; Price, 1989). 


McGuire goes on to note that people do not seem to learn more from credible 
sources; they simply ten,d to accept their opinion leadership more readilv. This 
pattern, he continues, 

rpeHmif'd. as a lazy organism who tries to master 
necessary 10 make a decision. When the 

or negatIvely valenced. he uses this information as 
messm'c's conclusions without really absorbing the argu

(, 	 I\s operationalized below. the model will not require that inatlentive cilizens accept 1111 ideas Ihl'Y 
cllcoUl11er: it requires only Ihat Ihey be more accepting than highly aware persons. and Ihal Ih!'Y 
""I he able 10 respond seleclively 10 issues 011 the basis of their prcdispo~iti()ns. liowev('r. Iill' 
cmpirically eSlimaled acecplance rates (given exposure) or uninrormed peopk 111J'Jl (lull" I", H·I \ 

III)'h: .SlT I'igll1c, 7.4 allll 10, t, 
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Recent research has sketched a somewhat more encouraging picture of the 
critical capabilities of the "receiver." Por example, Rhine and Severance (1970) 
have found that students pay no attention at all to credibility of the 
source when the topic of the message is one that engages their interest, which in 
this case was whether college tuition should be raised, Source effects, these re
searchers found, were limited to non-"ego-involving" issues, such as how 
much land should be set aside for parks in a distant community. 

Most recently, the work of Chaiken (I9HO) and Petty and Cacioppo (1986) has 
provided clear support l'Or the view that individuals will, under certain circum
stances, entirely ignore such factors as "source credihility" and instead hase 
their attitudes on the quality of the persuasive informatioll they have been given. 
A typical Petty and Cacioppo experiment runs like this: Underdass college stu
dents are presented with persuasive arguments on a topic of potentially great 
interest to them - whether senior comprehensive exams should he a requirement 
for graduation. This is an idea that, needless to say, undergraduates are pre
disposed to resist. Half the students are exposed to "strong" arguments f'Or 
comprehensive exams, such as the example of a university that instituted such 
exams and then found that the starting salaries of its graduates rose $4,000 over 
a two-year period, and the argument that law schools give preference to students 
from schools having the senior exam requirement. The other half of the students 
are given "weak" arguments, such as the arguments that many colleges are 
considering the exams, so the school could be at the I{)refront of a national 
trend, and that graduate students, who must take comprehensive exams, feel 
it is only fair that undergraduates should have to take them too. In each of 
these conditions, half the students are told that the proposal is to institute the 
new requirement the following year, so that it would apply to them Chigh
involvement" condition) and half are told that the requirement is heing consid
ered for possible adoption in ten years ("low-involvement" condition), Finally, 
half the students are told that the source of the arguments they are getting is 
a Princeton professor (a "high-credibility" source) and half are told that the 
arguments have been taken from the report of a local high school class (a "Iow
credibility" source). The experimental design, thus, is two message types x two 
involvement conditions x two source types. 

The results are as follows: Low-involvement students pay some attention to 
the quality of the arguments but arc most strongly affected by the credibility of 
the sources advocat ing them; hence they are favorahle toward comprehensive 
exams only when the source advocating them is a Princeton professor. High
involvement students, by contrast, pay no attention to source credentials, but are 
powerfully influenced by the strength of the arguments. Thus, they are very fa
vorable to senior comprehensive exams when the arguments for them have been 
good and strongly negative otherwise. Petty and Cacioppo are able to show, in 
addition, that the different reactions of the high- and low-involvement students 
are due precisely to the fact that the former have thought more extensivelv ahout 
the arguments heing made. 
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One wishes one could be confident that the general 
detecting weak arguments as were Petty and 
college students, But the reasons for douht are great. 

First, the weak arguments used in Petty and Cacioppo's 
tremely weak, sometimes comically so. It took sYstematic efforlto 
weak but still coherent arguments, and 
expected to take similar pains. Bad as the 
politicians (and their media k 

political controversy, citizens are argllllll'llh 
that, when compared to those of a and Cacioppo experiment, will 
all be "strong." 

Second, most politics, at least in the contemporary United States, is notorI
ously low key and uninvolving. The stakes are theoretically high, but peopk 
find it hard to stay interested. (The evidence on this point was reviewed in Chap
ter 2,) In such "low-involvement" conditions, Petty and Cacioppo's work in
dicates that most people engage in "peripheral" message processing, that is, 

that ignores the intrinsic quality of arguments and uses superficial 
cues such as source credibility as the basis for accepting or rejecting messages. 

Third, the students in the Petty and Cacioppo experiments were jUdging issues 
that were rooted in their everyday experiences. (Other issues Petty and Cacioppo 
usc are tuition increases and liberalization of dormitory visiting hours,) With 
respect to issues like these, virtually all students arc fully capable, without any 
particular past attention to the issues, of responding in the manner of informed 
experts. This condition does not even remotely hold for most political issLles, 
where the information and judgment necessary to reach reliable conclusions is 
beyond the direct experience of even the most attentive persons. 

Thus, the conditions that make possible Petty and Cacioppo's encouraging 
findings weak arguments, and "receive;-s" who are both involved in and well
inl'Ormed about the isslle at hand - arc simply not present in typical situations of 
mass persuasion. On the contrary, real-world conditions, according to the work 
of Petty and Cacioppo and that of others, encourage reliance on peripheral cues, 
such as whether the person advocating a position is liberal or conservative, a 
union leader or a priest, or whatever (Belknap and Campbell, 1951 ~2; 
ct aI., 1960; Key, 1961; Mueller. 1973; 
Pollock, Lisle, and Vittes, 1991; Page and 

There is, then, solid empirical support for the assumption that citizens nor
respond to new information on the basis of external cues concerning the 

of that information for their values and other predispositions, pro
vided that, as Converse emphasizes, they are sufficiently attentive to politics to 
have learncd the cues. 

Ilaving stated a strong argument for why political awareness should be asso
"ialed with resistance to persuasion, let me now state an equally strong caveal. 
I'll,' argument applies only to cases in which the contextual information fleCl'S 
';\1 y to evaluate an issue in light of one's predispositions is. /()r olle rcasoll '" 
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another, obscure. Thus, as we saw in Chapter 2, steadfast anticommunists were 
able to state opinions consistent with their predispositions when they were 

asked about "stopping communism" in Central America. It was only when 
they were asked about "aid to the Contras," an obscure reference, that they had 
trouble. To take another example, one would expect strong age-related differ
ences, independent of political awareness, in responses to a question about tax

social security benefits. The reason is that virtually everyone, even the least 
aware, would possess the contextual information necessary to answer 

this question in relation to their predispositions, in this case, nearness to retire
ment age. 

The extent to which contextual information is obscure may depend either on 
the nature of the issue race, as Converse pointed out, is one area in which 
most people can understand what is at stake or on the way a question is 
phrased, as in the example of aid to the Contras. 

Generally speaking, the more abstract the link between a predisposition and a 
related policy issue, the greater the amount or obscurity of knowledge necessary 
to perceive the linkage, or the more complicated the chain of reasoning in
volved, the more important political awareness is likely to be in regulating in
dividual responses to political communications on that issue. Conversely, the 
more simple and direct the link between a predisposition and an issue, the less 
important awareness is likely to be in regulating responses to political commu
nications on that issue. 

Although it is important to note that awareness can he expected to enhance 
resistance to persuasion only when the full significance of the issue or survey 
question is to some degree obscure, this qualification by no means robs the re
sistance axiom of its bite. Obscurity, in the sense I have indicated, is extremely 
common 1Il 

AJ. ACCf,'SSIIULlTY AXIOM. The more recently a cOII,\'ilieralioll has be(,11 ca/led 10 

mind or Ihour:hl aboul, Ihe less time it lakc,\' to r('(rieve that ('ollsidalll;oll or related ('011

sidcratiolls from memory lind brillr: them to the top (If the head for use. 

Conversely, the longer it has been since a consideration or related idea has 
been activated, the less likely it is to be accessible at the top of the head; in the 
limit, a long unused set of considerations may be completely inaccessible, which 
is to say, forgotten. 

This axiom appropriates for use in the model one of the best-established em
pirical regularities in cognitive psychology. General support tor the basic idea is 
overwhelming and, as far as I can tell, undisputed. When an idea or concept has 
been recently used, seen, heard, or indirectly referenced, it is significantly more 
likely to be available for reuse than if it has not been recently activated (for re
views, see Higgins and King, 1981; Wyer and Srull, 1989). 

Note, however, an element of ambiguity in this axiom. Although specifying 
that usc of one consideration can increase the accessibility of related consider
ations, it says nothing about what it means for different considerations to be re-
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, 

IIIlated. I am therci()re implicitly relying on common lll1der,.,lillldllw 

when considerations are related to one another. 

A4. RESPONSt· AXIOM. Individuals answer survey questions hv W'l'}(l~IHt; II, I,' \ \ 
considerations that arc immediately ,m/ient or acces,\'ible to them. 

This axiom, which completes the statement of my proposed model. IlIlpllC 

that persons who have been asked a survey question do not normally GIIl\ 

their minds for all considerations relevant to the given issue; rather, they all~\\t'I 
the question on the basis of whatever considerations arc accessible "at the lop 

of the head." In some cases, only a single consideration may he readily accl'~ 
sible, in which case individuals answer on the basis of that consideration; ill 
other cases, two or more considerations may come quickly to mind, in which 
case people answer by averaging across accessible considerations. 

An important feature of the Response Axiom is that it permits different people 
to respond to issue questions on the basis of different considerations one, for 
example, emphasizing ideological concerns, another gut-level likes and dislikes, 
and yet another self-interest. This renders the model consistent with a growing 
literature indicating that such interpersonal heterogeneity is quite common (Gra
ber, 19H4; Rivers, 19HH; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock, 1991; Hollis, 19(1). 

Many readers will suspect that the top-of-the-head Response Axiom is too 
simple as, indeed, it surely is. Psychologists working with data from labora
lOry studies and from experimentally controlled surveys have developed lIlore 
complex and hence presumably more realistic models of how individuals process 
information and reach decisions_ 

For example, Tourangeau and Rasinski (19HH) have proposed a four-stage 
model in which individuals ( I) interpret the question to determine what the issue 
before them really is, (2) canvass their minds for relevant thoughts, (3) integrate 
their thoughts into a coherent opinion, and (4) map that opinion onto the re
sponse options available in the question. Because features of the questionnaire 
can affect each of these steps, the questionnaire also aflccts what gets reported 
as public opinion. 

Although the Tourangeau and Rasinski model is still fairly simple, it may none
Ihcless be too complex for use in the context of mass opinion survey data. I say 
Ihis because it is quite consistent with the evidence that Tourangeau and Rasin
~ki cite that their four-stage process has only one important step: the retrieval 
Irom memory of a dominant consideration. So, for example, a conservative who 
happens to think about a government services question in terms of "welfare 
dleats" may already have done all he needs to do in the way of canvassing his 
Illilld for beliefs, integrating them into a coherent opinion, and mapping the 

onto the response options. Tourangeau and Rasinski are aware of 
thcir limited ahility to distinguish empirically the steps in their model with sur
vey data and do what they can to combat it. But my point remains that complex 
Illodds lllay have only limited utility for general analyses of public opinion. 
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Models that are still more complex, such as the forty-three-postulate 
information-processing model proposed by Wyer and Srull (1989), are even 
more dubious in the context of public opinion data. Analysts of mass opinion can 

use such models for heuristic guidance in devising their models, but, 
it is necessary to make radical simplifications if the purpose is to 

engage in the rigorous analysis of typical public opinion data. 
If there is a threat to my simplified top-of-thc-hcad Rcsponse Ax iom, it comes 

from recent psychological studies of "on-line" information processing. The ar
gument here is that people do not form their attitude statements from ideas ac
ccssiblc at the momcnt of response but instead usc a "judgment operator" to 

update their attitudes as they acquire new information; people are 
said to store these updated aU itudes in memory and retrieve them as required by 
a given situation, including interview situations (Hastic and Park, 1986; Lodge, 
McGraw, and Stroh. 1989). 

Although a fair amount of cvidence supports the on-line model, there are 
reasons for doubting that it holds generally within the domain of political 

attitudcs. These reasons arc best discussed aftcr the evidence supporting my 
model has been presented. For the moment, however, I briefly notc two of the 
most important. The first is that it is wildly unrealistic to expect citizens to use 
each piece of incoming information to update all of the" attitudes" to which it 
might he relevant. Thus, for example, a news story about the suffering of home
less people would, in the idealized world of on-line processing, require updates 
of attitudes toward the welfare system, the value of big government, the effi
cicncy of capitalism. the president's attempts to trim welfare spending, volun
tary charity, the American way of life, among others - which is to say, many 
more subjects that a person could possibly rethink at the momcnt of encounter
ing each new piece of political information. The second reason for douhting the 
applicability of the on-line model to political attitudes is that this model, with its 
notion that attitudes are simply "retrieved" frotH memory and reported to the 
inquiring interviewer, is quite ohviously just a restatement of the conventional 
"true attitude" model, a model that, as I have been at pains to show, is 
not capahle of accommodating the availahle evidence on the nature of mass po~ 
litical attitudes. 

The survey responses that people make within the proposed model may reason
ably be described as attitudes or opinions, in that they represent people's true 
feelings at the moment of answering a given survey question; they could not, 
howcver, be described as "true attitudes," in the technical sense of the term, 
hecause survey responses are not assumed 10 represent anything more than a sin
gle aspect of people's feelings toward a given attitude object. 

Perhaps the most apt description of a survey responsc within the proposed 
model is "opinion statelllent." This term implies that the expression of opinion 
is genuine without also implying that it either represents prior reflection or is 
destined for a long half-life. The phrase "attitude report" has similar virllll'S_ 

Converting information into plIblic IIflllllt'lI 

()pinion statements, as conceived in my four-axiolll lIlodel .11' II 

come of a process in which people receive new informal 1011. dn h k II I" , I 

to accept it, and then sample at the moment of answering quc~II()Il~ 10, ,,", 

venience, therefore, I will rcler to this process as the Receivc-Al'l't'pl S,IIIII>1, 

or RAS, Model. 

HOW THE MODEL IS USED IN THIS BOOK 

The model I have outlined consists of four very general claims ahout how 
information from the political environment (in the t()f(n of persuasiVl' 

arguments and cues) and transform that information into survey responses. III 
the remainder of the hook, I use these axioms to explore and explain numerous 
aspects of mass opinion. In particular, I will use the axioms to explain the dis 
tributions of mass opinion that may be expected to occur in various kinds of 
political environments for example, a political environment in which 
are exposed to two equally intense strcams of competing liheral and conservative 
messages on a given issue; a political environment in which most of the mes
sages one-sidedly favor a given issue; and an environment in which the propor
tions of liberal and conservative messages are changing, thereby producing 
attitude changc in the mass public. The four axioms. standing hy themselves, 
have limited analytical utility; hut they come to life under these various 
urations of the flow of political information. 

The method of the book, then, is to develop the dcductive implications of 
the four basic axioms for a given, highly specific set of conditions; review 
cvidence indicating whether or not these implications are cmpirically correct; 
and present new evidence as necessary and possible to resolve outstanding em

pirical questions. 
At 11 few points in the analysis. it will be necessary to supplement the four 

axioms in nonfundamental ways. For example. I will need in Chapter 7 to stip
ulate a functional form for the relationship hetween political awarcness and rc

of political messages. More and less complicated operational models 
will also he huilt from the axioms at various points in the hook. depending on 
Ihe strength of the data available to test the models. But no significant new suh
stantive claims about puhlic opinion will he introduced. The burden of the book 
will be to show how various aspects of public opinion, some well-estahlished 
amI some novel, can be deduced from the four axioms, given particular int()r
Illation flows that is, particular streams of liberal and conservative commu
nications in the political environment. 

The argument to be made from the RAS model may be previewed as follows. 
It follows from the Response Axiom that the probability that a person will sup
port or oppose a given policy depends on the mix of positive and negative con
siderations available in the person's mind at the moment of answering a question 
ahnllt it. Ie for the moment, we overlook the probability of nonresponse (which 
(It(,IIIS whell 110 considerations are immediately salient in memory). and aSSlIllll' 


