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KEY TERMS
agents of political socialization People 
and institutions that influence the political 
views of others. 180

biased sample A poll sample that does 
not accurately represent the population. 
172

gender gap The difference between the 
percentage of votes cast for a particular 
candidate by women and the percentage 
of votes cast for the same candidate by 
men. 183

grandfather clause A clause in a state 
law that had the effect of restricting the 
franchise (voting rights) to those whose 
ancestors had voted before the 1860s. 
It was one of the techniques used in the 
South to prevent African Americans from 
exercising their right to vote. 189

literacy test A test given to voters to 
ensure that they could read and write and 
thus evaluate political information. This 
technique was used in many southern 
states to restrict African American partici-
pation in elections. 189

media Newspapers, magazines, tele-
vision, radio, the Internet, and any other 
printed or electronic means of communi-
cation. 180

peer group Associates, often close in 
age to one another; may include friends, 
classmates, co-workers, club members, 
or religious group members. Peer group 
influence is a significant factor in the 
political socialization process. 181

political socialization The learning pro-
cess through which most people acquire 
their political attitudes, opinions, beliefs, 
and knowledge. 179

poll tax A fee of several dollars that had 
to be paid before a person could vote. 
This device was used in some southern 
states to discourage African Americans 
and low-income whites from voting. 189

public opinion The views of the citizenry 
about politics, public issues, and public 
policies; a complex collection of opinions 
held by many people on issues in the 
public arena. 172

public opinion poll A survey of the 
public’s opinion on a particular topic at a 
particular moment. 172

push poll A campaign tactic used to feed 
false or misleading information to poten-
tial voters, under the guise of conducting 
an opinion poll, with the intent to “push” 
voters away from one candidate and 
toward another. 178

SuMMaRY

LearningOutcome 8–1 Explain how public opinion polls are conducted, problems 
with polls, and how they are used in the political process. 1 A public opinion poll is 
a survey of the public’s opinion on a particular topic at a particular moment, as 
measured through the use of samples. 2 Early polling efforts often relied on straw 
polls. The opinions expressed in straw polls, however, usually represent an atypical 
subgroup of the population, or a biased sample. Over time, more scientific polling 
techniques were developed. Today, polling organizations frequently conduct polls 
through telephone interviews, while some pollsters use prerecorded messages that 
solicit responses. Others specialize in Internet surveys. 3 To achieve the most accu-
rate results possible, pollsters use random samples, in which each person within the 
entire population being polled has an equal chance of being chosen. If the sample 
is properly selected, the opinions of those in the sample will be representative of 
the opinions held by the population as a whole. However, public opinion polls are 
fundamentally statistical. The true result of a poll is not a single figure, but a range 
of probabilities. Any opinion poll contains a sampling error. 4 How a question is 
phrased can significantly affect how people answer it. Polling questions also some-
times reduce complex issues to questions that simply call for “yes” or “no” answers. 
It is also the case that opinion polls of voter preferences cannot reflect rapid shifts 
in public opinion unless they are taken frequently. 5 Many journalists base their 
political coverage during campaigns almost exclusively on poll findings. Media 
companies often report only the polls conducted by their affiliated pollsters. News 
organizations use exit polls to give an early indication of the outcome of elections. 
One tactic in political campaigns is to use push polls, which ask “fake” polling ques-
tions that are actually designed to “push” voters toward one candidate or another. 

LearningOutcome 8–2 Describe the political socialization process. 6 Most people 
acquire their political attitudes, opinions, beliefs, and knowledge through a com-
plex learning process called political socialization. Most political socialization is 
informal. The strong early influence of the family later gives way to the multiple 
influences of schools, churches, the media, opinion leaders, major life events, peer 
groups, and economic status and occupation. People and institutions that influence 
the political views of others are called agents of political socialization. 

LearningOutcome 8–3 Discuss the different factors that affect voter choices. 7 For 
established voters, party identification is one of the most important and lasting pre-
dictors of how a person will vote. Voters’ choices often depend on the perceived 
character of the candidates rather than on their qualifications or policy positions. 
When people vote for candidates who share their positions on particular issues, 
they are engaging in policy voting. Historically, economic issues have had the stron-
gest influence on voters’ choices. 8 Socioeconomic factors, including educational 
attainment, occupation and income, age, gender, religion and ethnicity, and geo-
graphic location, also influence how people vote. Ideology is another indicator of 
voting behavior. 

LearningOutcome 8–4 Indicate some of the factors that affect voter turnout, and 
discuss what has been done to improve voter turnout and voting procedures. 9 The 
Fifteenth Amendment to the Constitution (1870) guaranteed suffrage to African 
American males. Yet, for many decades, African Americans were effectively denied 
the ability to exercise their voting rights. Today, devices used to restrict voting 
rights, such as the poll tax, literacy tests, the grandfather clause, and white primaries, 
are explicitly prohibited by constitutional amendments, by the Voting Rights Act of 
1965, or by court decisions. The Nineteenth Amendment (1920) gave women the 
right to vote, and the Twenty-sixth Amendment (1971) reduced the minimum voting 
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age to eighteen. 10 Some restrictions on voting rights, such as registration, resi-
dency, and citizenship requirements, still exist. Most states also do not permit prison 
inmates or felons to vote. Attempts to improve voter turnout and voting procedures 
include simplifying the voter-registration process, conducting voting by mail, updat-
ing voting equipment, and allowing early voting. Voter turnout is affected by several 
factors, including educational attainment, income level, age, and minority status.

Fill-In
 1. each person within the entire 

population being polled has an 
equal chance of being chosen 
(LearningOutcome 8–1)

 2. house effect 
(LearningOutcome 8–1)

 3. push poll (LearningOutcome 8–1)
 4. family, schools, churches, the 

media, opinion leaders, and peer 
groups (LearningOutcome 8–2)

 5. party identification 
(LearningOutcome 8–3)

 6. policy voting 
(LearningOutcome 8–3)

 7. educational attainment, occupa-
tion and income, age, gender, 
religion and ethnic background, 

Answers tO study tOOls QuIz
and geographic region 
(LearningOutcome 8–3)

 8. literacy tests, poll taxes, 
the grandfather clause, 
and white primaries 
(LearningOutcome 8–4)

Multiple Choice
 9. a. (LearningOutcome 8–1)
 10. c. (LearningOutcome 8–2)
 11. b. (LearningOutcome 8–2)
 12. c. (LearningOutcome 8–3)
 13. a. (LearningOutcome 8–3)
 14. b. (LearningOutcome 8–4)
 15. a. (LearningOutcome 8–4)

random sample In the context of opinion 
polling, a sample in which each person 
within the entire population being polled 
has an equal chance of being chosen. 174

sample In the context of opinion polling, 
a group of people selected to represent 
the population being studied. 172

sampling error In the context of opinion 
polling, the difference between what the 
sample results show and what the true 
results would have been had every-
body in the relevant population been 
interviewed. 174

Solid South A term used to describe the 
tendency of the southern states to vote 
Democratic after the Civil War. 185

straw poll A nonscientific poll in which 
there is no way to ensure that the opin-
ions expressed are representative of the 
larger population. 172

vital center The center of the politi-
cal spectrum; those who hold moder-
ate political views. The center is vital 
because without it, it may be difficult, if 
not impossible, to reach the compromises 
that are necessary to a political system’s 
continuity. 186

vote-eligible population The number of 
people who are actually eligible to vote in 
an American election. 192

voting-age population The number of 
people residing in the United States who 
are at least eighteen years old. 191

white primary A primary election in which 
African Americans were prohibited from 
voting. The practice was banned by the 
Supreme Court in 1944. 189




