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Abstrakt 
Denna metaanalys utgår från litteraturen om ”icke-attityder” och 

”pseudoåsikter” (nonattitudes, pseudo-opinions). Icke-attityder definieras som 

en avsaknad av stabil affektiv disposition vid besvarande av enkätfrågor, och 

pseudoåsikter som uttryck skenbara åsikter som i själva verket inte återspeglar 

någon relevant åsikt. De mest signifikanta variablerna när det gäller 

förekomsten av fenomenet är ras och utbildning – det visar sig att icke-vita 

och de lägre utbildade är de som är mest benägna att uttrycka pseudoåsikter 

eller icke-attityder. Politiska scheman, eller avsaknaden av sådan, påverkar 

pseudoåsikter och icke-attityder. Det har fastslagits att valmannakåren i stort 

saknar kunskap om politiska frågor och inte har den förmäga att föra abstrakta 

resonemang eller de politiska scheman som krävs för att man helt ska förstå 

kopmlicerade politiska frågor. Det finns inget enkelt sätt att eliminera den 

felkälla som pseudoåsikter och icke-attityder utgör från enkäter och 

undersökningar, men filter, vilket innebär  frågor kombinerade med utsagor 

som  uppmuntrar till ”vet ej”-svar, har visat sig vara den bästa metoden att 

minska förekomsten av pseudo-åsikter bland svaren. 
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”...To speak with precision of public opinion is a task not unlike coming to grips with 
the Holy Ghost.” – V.O. Key, Jr. Public opinion and American democracy. New 
York: Knopf, 1961. 

  

Abstract 
This meta-analysis reviews the literature on the phenomena of nonattitudes 

and pseudo-opinions. Nonattitudes are defined as lack of a stable affective 

disposition in answering survey questions, and pseudo-opinions as apparent 

expressions of opinion that do not reflect any relevant opinion. Significant 

variables are race and education, non-whites and the less educated being most 

likely to express a pseudo-opinion or have a nonattitude. Political schemas, or 

lack thereof, affect pseudo-opinions/nonattitudes. It has been established that 

the electorate lack knowledge about politics and do not have adequate 

resoning skills or political schemas to be able to fully understand the 

intricacies of poltics. There is no simple way to rid a survey of these 

measuring errors but filters, statements presented in conjunction with the 

questions with the purpose of weeding out pseudo-opinions, have proven to be 

the best method. 

 

Surveys and opinion polls seem to have become an important part of the 

information landscape in today’s society. Polls asking the public’s opinion on 

everything from issues such as ”should Sweden join the EMU” to ”is it acceptable 

that the government engages in tax planning” dominate both the morning and evening 

newspapers. To respond to  these polls in an adequate manner, one must have heard of 

and understand the issue and be able to express an opinion. Polltakers take it for 

granted that such a situation exists, that is to say that the electorate is a group of well-

educated, well-informed, politically interested people. However, this does not appear 

to be the case. Americans and citizens in other Western nations have proven time and 

again that their political knowledge is woefully poor (Converse, 1975; Page and 

Shapiro, 1992; Delli Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Smith, 1989). What kind of opinions 

can be expected to be offered by the masses? ”Pseudo-opinions” is the term coined by 

Bishop, et al. (1980) to explain the answers that people frequently offer when called 

upon  to answer opinion questions. Converse (1970) has called a very similar 

phenomenon ”nonattitudes.” Almost all of the authors are in agreement that there is 

sufficient evidence to show that people do exhibit tendencies to nonattitudes/pseudo-
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opinions. Bishop, et al. (1980) have found that up to one-third of the answers on 

particular issues can be considered pseudo-opinions. This is problematic because 

many political parties and organizations sponsor research to better understand the will 

of the electorate and plan their political strategy and legislative ideas accordingly. If 

even only 10 percent of the electorate do not give true opinions when asked, can the 

survey really be seen as reliable and useful to the researchers and politicians? People 

tend to see reporting of such survey results as informative and definite, which is 

clearly unjustified if a sizeable (but usually unknown) percentage of the answers do 

not express any actual opinions. 

 As an aside, it should be pointed out that the problems of pseudo-opinions and 

nonattitudes as considered in this paper are connected specifically with polls and 

surveys that attempt to gather accurate information about people’s opinions and 

attitudes. Since one often encounters a degree of sometimes justified cynicism about 

the validity of opinion polls sponsored by organizations with a vested interest in the 

results, it needs to be emphasized that it is often very much in the interest of an 

organization (e.g. a political party or a company about to market a product) to simply 

gather accurate information about people’s opinions and attitudes, whether or not that 

information is to their liking or is something they would like to make public. There 

are also several serious and renowned research organizations, such as the Michigan 

Population Studies Center, the Survey Research Center at the University of Michigan 

(SRC) and the Institute for Social Research which conduct polls and surveys. These 

institutions’ research is conducted in accordance with scientific standards in an 

attempt to arrive at the empirical truth, in so far as this is possible. Converse’s data are 

drawn from recurrent studies done by the SRC and many other researchers discussed 

in this paper use data from these institutes for their specific research. 

 Another aside before presenting the material. All of the research presented in 

this paper has been conducted in the United States. This does not necessarily mean 

that these findings do not have any relevance in Sweden; quite the opposite. ”There is 

ample work to prove this point [to make cross-comparisons fruitful]...I have repeated 

some of our English studies in other countries, and results from Germany and 

Sweden, as well as from the U.S.A., make it seem likely that the main conclusions 

drawn here would apply equally well there; it would not be wise, however, to 

generalize too far” (Eysenck, 1999). 
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The major research into nonattitudes/pseudo-opinions 
 Converse and nonattitudes. Nonattitudes is the term coined by Philip 

Converse, the first person to systematically try to understand how people answered 

survey questions when they did not have any real opinion to give. His research is 

based on the Survey Research Center’s national election panel for 1956, 1958, and 

1960. According to Converse, ordinary citizens did not have an understanding of 

common ideological terms and  even when given the opportunity not to answer, 

people did so anyway without understanding the questions. He found that the general 

public did not possess any kind of stable attitudes over time, meaning that if one 

person gave an answer in 1956 supporting a certain policy, it was just as likely that 

the same person would offer a completely opposite response in 1958 or 1960. On the 

average, less than two-thirds of the public answered in the same manner on a policy 

controversy over a two-year period. He differentiates between two types of 

nonattitudes, hidden nonattitudes (what will here be called pseudo-opinions) and self-

confessed nonattitudes. Hidden nonattitudes are when a person answers a question 

without understanding the question or having an opinion (Converse, 1964). Self-

confessed nonattitudes are simply when a person answers ”don’t know” or ”I don’t 

have any opinion”  to a survey question (ibid). Converse’s conclusion was that the 

inconsistency over time in the opinions expressed was to a large extent not due to any 

actual change in people’s real opinions.  To explain some of these results, Converse 

formulated the very influential ”black and white model,” according to which there is a 

group of respondents with stable opinions and another group whose responses are 

essentially random. He applied this model with considerable success in explaining the 

outcome of a particular survey. However, in later polemical writings (Converse, 1974) 

he has stated, in response to various criticisms, that it was never his claim that the 

black and white model is universally applicable. Instead he describes the model as a 

”limiting case.” The ”nonattitudes” associated with the black and white model are 

described by Converse in such terms as ”haphazard, meaningless responses,” ”random 

responses,” ”no meaningful belief,”  but again he points out that this is a limiting case, 

and that between the extremes of such ”meaningless responses” on the one hand and 

”sharply crystallized attitudes” on the other, there are ”more general realms of ’non-

true attitudes’” (ibid). From the point of view of this paper, which will not attempt to 
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go into any of the intricate controversies surrounding the significance and analysis of 

Converse’s work, it is a weakness of Converse’s exposition that he devotes very little 

space to the conceptual analysis of these concepts. He sums up his research quite well, 

”(L)arge portions of an electorate do not have meaningful beliefs even on issues that 

have formed the basis for intense political controversy among elites for substantial 

periods of time. Where any single dimension is concerned, very substantial portions 

of the public simply do not belong on the dimension at all. They should be set aside as 

not forming any part of that particular issue public” (Converse, p.245, 1964). 

Fictive-question literature. The fictive-question literature is of a later date 

than Converse’s work and represents a different method to try to capture and measure 

the pseudo-opinion phenomenon. (There was, however, an earlier study done by 

Hartley (1946), showing that college students voluntarily offered opinions on the 

fictitious nationality groups, ”Wallonians,” ”Pireneans,” and ”Danireans.”) The main 

researchers in the fictive-question arena are George F. Bishop, Robert W. Oldendick, 

Alfred J. Tuchfarber and Stephen E. Bennett, and Howard Schuman and Stanley 

Presser. Both of these groups of researchers, as opposed to Converse, used fictitious 

or extremely obscure pieces of legislation to test people’s willingness to answer 

questions even though they lack an opinion, and all found clear tendencies that 

support the claim that people answer questions without any particular opinion on the 

issue. The percentage of people who answer with pseudo-opinions depends on the 

issue at hand – the less salient the issue to the person, that is, the less prominent the 

issue is in that person’s thinking and experience, the more likely it is that a pseudo-

opinion is offered  This also means that there are times when the phenomenon of 

nonattitudes/pseudo-opinions completely disappears (as commented on e.g. in Bishop, 

et al., 1980). 

Critics of claims about the prevalence of nonattitudes/pseudo-opinions have 

argued that public opinion has been stable in the post-WW II era (Page and Shapiro, 

1991). If this were true, it would seem to scuttle the argument for the general public’s 

attitude instability. However, in response to this it has been pointed out that Page and 

Shapiro fail to adequately distinguish between aggregate stability and individual 

stability. A small, politically interested segment of the population does have stable 

belief systems, and this segment is responsible for the overall stability in public 

opinion, while a large part of the politically uninterested population’s extreme 

answers (to a large extent expressing nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions) end up more 
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or less canceling each other out (Converse, 1970, Smith, 1989 & 1996; Delli Carpini, 

1996). 

The argument of the paper 
What are nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions and do they really exist, as is 

claimed by the researchers cited? It is the author’s view  that while they are difficult 

to capture and eliminate from opinion polls, they do exist and have an effect on 

political surveys. Are there certain issues that have a tendency to be affected more by 

nonattitudes/pseudo-opinions than others? Which members of the electorate are most 

likely to express pseudo-opinions? How are pseudo-opinions to be separated from  

real opinions? Are there cognitive processes involved when questions are being 

answered, even when an apparent opinion is not based on any real attitude held by the 

subject? The original purpose of this paper was to try to find out the ”Why?”of 

pseudo-opinions. Why do people offer answers when they are given the chance to 

refrain from answering? However, this proved to be a not very fruitful approach. 

There is little research into this question, and it would appear that it is difficult to 

arrive at any useful or informative answer. Instead the paper will attempt an overview 

and discussion of some important aspects of the whole subject of pseudo-opinions, as 

follows. 

Chapter 1 defines the common terms used and tries to shed some light on the 

differences in definitions, and why such differences are crucial for the differences in 

the research that has been done in the field.  

Chapter 2 explores the variables that have been found in empirical research to 

be significant in understanding which people will be the most likely to offer pseudo-

opinions, and under which conditions. Factors such as race and education seem to 

play a large role in whether people admit to not having an opinion. 

This will lead the discussion into the matter of which cognitive processes  are 

involved in nonattitudes, considered in Chapter 3. It has been noted that if people 

were expressing nonattitudes that are completely random, as was assumed in 

Converse’s original model (1964, 1970), the answers would be divided approximately 

half for and half against. However, this is not the case, which seems to suggest that 

there is some form of reasoning taking place. There are theories about how people use 

their schemas to enable them to try and come up with a reasonable answer to the 

question. 



 6

Chapter 4 considers some of the many questions and problems that arise in 

connection with the chief means of dealing with pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes in 

practice, namely through filtering of questions. The many empirical studies that have 

been made of the effect of filtering will be seen to underline the theoretical difficulties 

touched on in the earlier chapters, and to remind us that we are far from having a good 

understanding of pseudo-opinions, either conceptually, theoretically, or empirically. 

The presentation is rounded out in Chapter 5, which recapitulates the salient 

points of the discussion and comments some me of the social and political problems 

and concerns raised by the phenomenon of pseudo-opinions. 
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Chapter 1: Definitions: Clarifications and problems 
Americans have more than any other people I know a willingness to change their 
opinions. - Gunnar Myrdal. 

 
In this introductory chapter, the basic concepts of the relevant literature, those 

of nonattitude and pseudo-opinion, witll be explained and the problems surrounding 

these concepts will be commented on. 

 
Attitudes vs. opinions 

 
The terms “nonattitudes” and “pseudo-opinions” have been used by many 

different authors to describe the issues with which this paper deals, but have not been 

satisfactorily defined by any of them. It is the case with many authors that it seems to 

be implicitly assumed that the reader is well aware of the meaning and ramifications 

of these terms, an assumption which must be said  to be unwarranted, since there do 

not seem to be any accepted definitions or clear usages of the terms “nonattitudes” 

and “pseudo-opinions.” Lacking any agreed definitions, one must resort to indirect 

means in an attempt to decipher what different authors in fact mean by the terms. In 

order to structure the discussion and avoid slipping into a lengthy and potentially 

confusing presentation of how different authors understand (or can be interpreted as 

understanding ) these central terms the following path will be taken. First an 

explanation will be given of these terms which, although founded in the literature, 

cannot be wholly attributed to any one author.  Then the works and opinions of the 

different authors will be discussed within the framework given by these definitions. 

Although one cannot hope to translate all the views of every writer on this topic into 

the particular conceptual framework to be presented, it is the author’s hope that their 

central views, results, and arguments can be presented without distortion in these 

terms. 

A natural starting point might seem to be to first present definitions of 

“opinion” and  “attitude” so as to be able to more easily understand the other side of 

the coin, that is, pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes, in terms of what these lack, but 

genuine opinions and real attitudes have. However, this procedure is not at all trivial. 

While there are several widely accepted definitions of the term “attitude”, this is not 

the case for “opinion”. To add mystery to mayhem, the terms “attitude” and “opinion” 

are often, even in the research literature, used apparently synonymously, without any 
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accompanying consideration as to exactly what is meant exactly by either term. 

However, since the notion of “attitude” is widely agreed on by different authors, a 

suitable place to start would be with an explanation of this notion. A good definition 

of attitude for the purposes of this paper is Allport’s (1935) definition, explicitly cited 

e.g. in Oskamp, (1991), p. 7: 

 

An attitude is a mental or neural state of readiness, organized through 
experience, exerting a directive or dynamic influence upon the 
individual's response to all objects and situations with which it is 
related. 

 
 The ramifications of this definition are that an attitude cannot be reduced to a 

behavior and that it is something that is consistent over time and not subject to rapid 

change. Attitudes are also affective. They are closely related to feelings and emotions. 

This is an important point that will become clearer in further discussion. 

Milburn (1991, p. 16) states that “opinions are best viewed as attitudes rather 

than beliefs,” which suggests a different approach than Oskamp’s.  Milburn does not, 

however, provide any direct definition of what is meant by beliefs. Borrowing heavily 

from Oskamp’s ideas, “belief” and “opinion” will here be taken to be  interchangeable 

terms (1991), and different in meaning from “attitude”, although opinions and 

attitudes are closely related. Indeed the term “opinion” is more commonly defined in 

the literature in terms of how opinions relate to attitudes than by a definition of 

opinions considered in separation from attitudes. Opinions/beliefs are “...usually 

narrower in content and scope than the general evaluative orientation...[of]...an 

attitude, and they are primarily cognitive rather than emotion-laden” (ibid, p.12). An 

example would be to say, “Women’s rights are very important [affective, attitude], 

therefore I believe/think that abortion should be legal [cognitive, belief/opinion]. Such 

a conception of the distinction between opinons and attitudes can lead to the 

conclusion that opinions are the overt cognitive expression of a covert affective 

attitude. If this train of thought is taken to its extreme, one would have to say that it is 

impossible to have an unexpressed opinion and that it is equally impossible to state an 

attitude in words (ibid.). The author will not assume any such general and drastic 

distinction between opinions and attitudes but will however follow a general, but by 

no means universal, trend in this field of studies by taking opinions to differ from 

attitudes in being narrower in scope and content and having a more cognitive 
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character than attitudes, which have a broader, affective character, and will often be 

spoken of as underlying opinions.  While recognizing that this by no means amounts 

to a precise definition of  opinion, and that it may well be difficult in many cases to 

give an operational significance to the distinction between attitudes and opinions, it 

would be misleading to the issues and the literature to attempt to be much more 

precise than this. 

This then is how the concepts of “attitude” and “opinion” will be understood, 

and it is in terms of these concepts that the definitions of  “nonattitude” and “pseudo-

opinion” will now be considered. 

 

Nonattitudes and/vs. pseudo-opinions 
“Nonattitudes” is the term coined by Philip Converse. Unfortunately, as noted 

above, he did not give any clear or precise explanation of the term, and in this he has 

been followed by later writers, who sometimes speak of nonattitudes, sometimes of 

pseudo-opinions. Unlike the terms “attitude” and “opinion”, the terms “nonattitude” 

and “pseudo-opinion” are clearly not everyday concepts. No one ever inquires into 

another’s nonattitude, or ask for his pseudo-opinion. The concepts of nonattitude and 

pseudo-opinion have arisen only in the context of opinion polls and attitude surveys, 

to describe a particular potential source of error in such polls and surveys. The 

determinants of such errors, the extent to which they actually occur, and the question 

whether and how they can be avoided, are the controversial topics that will be 

considered later in this paper. Here a working explanation must be given of just what 

phenomenon or phenomena are being talked about. 
In accordance with the fairly vague and very elastic distinction between 

attitudes and opinions formulated above, when one speaks of an apparently assertive 

response to a question as being prompted by a nonattitude (rather than an underlying 

attitude), it is meant that the response is not in fact due to any such “mental or neural 

state of readiness,” or fairly stable affective disposition, as the definition of “attitude” 

refers to. Instead it is perhaps prompted by a whim, or by feelings of friendliness or 

unfriendliness towards the interviewer, or by some other fleeting or irrelevant 

circumstances. Of course feelings towards the interviewer can themselves stem from 

definite attitudes – e.g. attitudes concerning race – but they are not the attitudes that 

pollsters seek to elicit or want to know about. Thus one can sensibly speak of a 



 10

response as being due to nonattitudes only if one has, in that context, some conception 

of what kind of attitude one is trying to explore. A response due to a “nonattitude,” in 

that context, is then a response which is not prompted by any such relevant attitude. 

Thus, if one is trying to find out what the attitude of people to a particular political 

candidate or a particular political issue is, any response that is not prompted by a 

fairly stable affective disposition which one deems relevant to the choice of candidate 

or to the political issue, but by other factors is, in that context, due to a nonattitude 

rather than expressive of an attitude. 

While this concept of a nonattitude underlying apparent expressions of 

attitudes is thus somewhat problematic, the term “nonattitude” is also used in less 

problematic cases, as meaning simply “absence of attitude.” These are the cases of 

what Converse calls “self-confessed nonattitudes,” i.e. when people expressly 

disavow having any relevant attitude. Such self-confessed nonattitudes do not pose 

the same kind of problems as the nonattitudes described in the preceding paragraph. 

When one speaks of a response to a question as expressing a pseudo-opinion 

rather than an opinion, what is meant is again that the response is due to factors which 

if known would cause an interviewer to discount the interviewee’s statement 

considered as a statement of opinion. In informal terms, an expression of an opinion is 

a pseudo-opinion if the person who expresses it does not in fact know what he is 

talking about, or is picking an answer at random, or on the basis of other 

considerations than his actual opinion, such as his attitude towards the interviewer. 

Again it may well be the case that the response given is due to a very definite opinion, 

but an opinion on a matter that does not in fact have anything to do with the question 

asked, for example since the respondent completely fails to understand the question or 

is unwilling to admit to a lack of opinion of the issue at hand . In such a case we will 

say that the answer counts as a pseudo-opinion, given that one is in fact seeking the 

respondent’s opinion regarding a particular matter. 

Unlike the concept of nonattitudes, pseudo-opinions are always positive 

statements of an apparent opinion. It would of course have been possible to use a term 

“nonopinion” corresponding to “nonattitude”, covering both pseudo-opinions and 

disavowals of opinion, but in accordance with the literature, “nonattitude” will be 

used to describe all cases in which a person explicitly disavows having any attitude or 

opinion regarding an issue. 
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The general tenor of the above explanations can be quickly summarized: 

nonattitudes, in the context of analyzing people’s responses to questions, means either 

answers prompted by irrelevant attitudes, random factors, and the like, or else 

disavowals of having any opinion or underlying attitude (self-confessed nonattitudes), 

while pseudo-opinions are apparent expressions of opinion that do not in fact reflect 

any relevant opinion of the respondent. It must at once, however, be admitted that 

there is a morass of potential ambiguity and unclarity surrounding these notions. Just 

how ill-informed or random must an answer be to count as expressing a pseudo-

opinion?  Just what is required for an answer to be “random?” It would be futile to try 

to answer these questions with any kind of certainty. There simply is no such 

precision to be had in the subject as it is expounded in the literature. However, the 

situation is not at all hopeless, for even though the concepts of nonattitude and 

pseudo-opinion are indefinite in many ways, they point to a very real and definite 

concern in the theory and practice of opinion polls and attitude surveys. They can be 

made more precise for the purposes of particular such polls and surveys, and the 

problems posed by the occurrence of nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions can often be 

sensibly discussed even in the absence of any precise definitions. One particular 

problem of interpretation needs to be commented upon and will now be explained. 

 

Pseudo-opinions vs insincere opinions 
What can be included in the concept of pseudo-opinion? There is a particular 

distinction, with a corresponding  dimension of uncertainty, that calls for special 

comment in a discussion of pseudo-opinions. How deliberate is the expression of a 

pseudo-opinion? In public opinion research, one is well aware of the phenomena of 

acquiescence and social desirability. The discussion of these phenomena is clearly 

closely related to the discussion of nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions, but has a 

narrower focus. Acquiescence and social desirability can be considered as underlying 

mechanisms leading to pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes as defined above, although 

not all pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes can be attributed to these factors. Further, as 

will be commented on below, one may in many cases wish to distinguish “insincere 

opinions” resulting from these factors from pseudo-opinions. 

First a brief explanation. Social desirability is the phenomenon of a subject 

offering  an opinion  which he believes to be the “right” or “proper” answer in the 
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situation, rather than an expression of what he truly believes (Smith, 1984). This 

indicates some knowledge of the situation, and is quite compatible with having a 

stable attitude on the subject and the ability to express an opinion, although choosing 

not to reveal one’s true feelings on this issue. An example of such behavior is if 

someone were to be asked his opinion of homosexual marriages and for some reason 

believed that the socially acceptable answer is to approve of such marriages, and 

answered accordingly, while at the same time disapproving of homosexual unions.  

Acquiescence, or deference, is when an interviewee expresses opinions on the 

questions asked that he believes to be in agreement with what the interviewer thinks is 

right, even when these answers are in direct conflict with each other (Schuman & 

Presser, 1996). Researchers of public opinion have found successful ways of 

combatting these measurement problems and these solutions are well accepted and 

widely used in the field of polling (Scuman &Presser, 1996; Faulkenberry & Mason, 

1978). 

If a person deliberately gives an answer they know not to express an opinion 

that they actually hold, is that a pseudo-opinion? Not according to how the problem 

will be seen in this paper. One needs to distinguish between simply lying or giving 

deliberately false information about one’s attitudes or opinions on the one hand, and 

pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes on the other. The latter must to some extent at least 

be characterized by confusion or ignorance or the absence of relevant attitudes or 

belief systems, as set out in the definition of the concepts. Lying and giving false 

information  is a separate phenomenon, and solutions to the problem of incorrect 

disclosure because of the phenomena of perceived social desirability and 

acquiescence have been implemented with success.  

Thus in considering the occurrence and causes of pseudo-opinions and the 

problem of how to deal with them, one needs to take into account the dimension of 

deliberateness, to distinguish pseudo-opinions from deliberately misleading 

statements of opinion. This distinction is important, both because the underlying 

social and psychological mechanisms may well be different in the two cases, and 

because the problem of “flushing out” those who deliberately mislead in responding 

to polls can be expected to be different from that of discouraging the expression of 

pseudo-opinions which are not intended to mislead. None of the researchers into 

pseudo-opinions/nonattitudes seem to discuss this matter explicitly, even if the 

distinction is expressed indirectly. 
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Later on in Chapter 3, we will discuss the cognitive processes, the schemas, 

that appear to steer the way people answer survey questions, and which are relevant to 

the distinction between pseudo-opinions and insincere or misleading statements of 

opinion. 
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Chapter 2: Variables that affect pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes 
 

Politics is more difficult than physics. – Albert Einstein. 
 

The discussion in the literature of variables affecting the occurrence of 

pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes among responses to polls and surveys is convoluted 

and potentially confusing. There are many different experiments, many different 

statistical analyses, many arguments over the significance of particular findings and 

particular choices that have been made, and many different suggestions as to what 

might explain those findings. Only a very small part of the discussion will be 

presented here, containing some findings and interpretations that seem to be fairly 

widely agreed upon. 

Education. If there is one fact that all researchers into the subject of 

nonattitudes agree upon, it is that a person’s level of education is the one variable that 

most strongly affects their propensity to give answers that express nonattitudes or 

pseudo-opinions.  Most other variables tested, such as income, religion, age, gender, 

etc. had no effect whatsoever on the occurrence of pseudo-opinions or only showed 

slight, non-significant tendencies when controlled for the education factor (Bishop, et 

al., 1980; Schuman & Presser, 1978, 1996; Converse, 1964, 1970). However, there 

are several subtleties involved in determining  just how education affects the answers.  

In connection with this line of reasoning, the notion of a filter needs to be 

introduced. A filter or filter question is a question asked along with the actual 

opinions question, with the purpose of eliminating those who do not have an opinion, 

by explicitly giving them the option not to answer the question or to declare 

themselves unqualified to answer it.  A filter question might be, for example, ”Where 

do you stand on this issue, or haven’t you thought much about it?” (Bishop, et al., 

1983). A common form of filter is to give a ”don’t know” option in answering 

questions (a ”DK filter”).  Filters will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4. 

Bishop and his colleagues (1980), in a study designed to estimate the 

prevalence of pseudo-opinions, asked a question about the completely fictitious 

Public Affairs Act. Approximately one-third of the population claimed to have an 

opinion, when no filter was attached to the question. Schuman and Presser (1983) 
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found similar results for an unfiltered question on the real but highly obscure 

Agricultural Trade Act.  Interestingly enough, in both cases using a filtered question 

reduced the percentage of people expressing an opinion to around ten percent 

(Bishop, et al., 1980; Schuman & Presser, 1980, 1996). In response to an unfiltered 

question about the (then existing) Portuguese military government, again around one 

third offered an opinion (Schuman & Presser, 1980, 1996). This suggests that the 

occurrence of pseudo-opinions may not be strongly dependent on whether an issue is 

real or fictious. ”...[T]he distinction between what is a real topic and what is not may 

be irrelevant for much of the mass public, for whom political content is of generally 

low salience” (Bishop, et al., p. 201, 1980). 

Bishop et al., (1980) found that less educated respondents were more likely to 

offer an opinion on the fictitious Public Affairs Act than those with more education, 

when the question was not filtered. However, when a filter was included, the 

correlation with education was much weaker and in fact went in the opposite 

direction. In a later study (Bishop, et al., 1986) it is suggested that an important factor 

accounting for these findings is ”pressure to respond,” and that the less educated, 

because they more often than the well educated cannot decide whether a question is 

one on which they ”should” have an opinion, will be more susceptible to such 

pressure, while the less educated also are more willing than the more educated to 

admit to ignorance when given the opportunity. 

Similar and further factors are thought to account for another complication in 

the pattern. If one distinguishes between obscure or fictitious issues on the one hand, 

typified by the questions about the Public Affairs Act and the Agricultural Trade Act, 

and on the other hand public issues such as have been presented in the newspapers 

and on television, typified by the question about the military junta in Portugal, 

education seems to work in opposite directions in the two types of issue (!). As noted 

above, the less educated were more likely to offer an opinion in response to an 

unfiltered question about an obscure or fictitious issue, but they were less likely to 

offer an opinion in response to an unfiltered question about a true public affairs issue 

(Schuman & Presser, 1980; Bishop, et al., 1980). Schuman and Presser suggest that it 

may be easier to resist the pressure to give an opinion when the questions more 

clearly call for special knowledge, while the obscure or fictitious issues bring various 

associations into play in the minds of the respondents.. 
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In connection with the education factor, it should be noted that more educated 

people do not necessarily have a better knowledge of politics than those with less 

education. On the contrary, ”[T]his distinction [education] should not be overdrawn: 

even the most educated include some 20-25% willing to offer opinions about attitude 

objects that are unknown to them” (Schuman & Presser, p. 1224, 1980). The literature 

does not appear to contain any argument to the effect that the importance of the 

education factor is due to a difference in actual knowledge of the issues. G.D. Bishop, 

et al., (1980) (not to be confused with Bishop, et al., 1980) speculates on the effects of 

higher education. ”One of its principal aims is to encourage the examination of 

relationships among ideas and beliefs and to adopt logically and ’psycho-logically’ 

consistent belief systems” (ibid, p. 61). If the higher educated have a belief system 

that is more organized, it is more likely to be salient to the person, due to it being 

more actively acquired. These people then are able to reason out which questions fall 

within the belief system and which questions, given their ability to reason, cannot be 

answered properly, with the knowledge/belief system that they hold. This is similar to 

the argument of Schuman and Presser that was mentioned earlier. 

 Converse (1964) also found that education was very important in the 

understanding of the nonattitudes phenomenon. He divided the population into five 

groups, categorized by their understanding of the basic ideological terms that saturate 

political discussion, from ”ideologues”, those that know the most, to ”no issue 

content”, those that have no knowledge of these basic ideological terms. He then 

correlated these categorizations with occupation and vote preferences and found, 

”...the ’ideologues’ and ’near-ideologues’...are opinion leaders par excellence. While 

they tend to be disproportionately well educated, they nevertheless include 

representatives from all broad social milieux” (ibid, p. 232). It may not be obvious 

from this particular quotation, but Converse really believed that education was the 

main variable and believed that the opinions of people with little education were 

hardly worth listening to. He has been criticized by many, both for his ideas on 

ideology and his methods of measurement and has been forced to play down 

education as as variable (Converse, 1975, 1980). Smith (1989) has a potentially 

devastating line of argument that basically rejects Converse’s and his critics’ way of 

measuring the education variable. However, considering the fact that education has 

been found to be a solid variable in other nonattitude/pseudo-opinion research, the 

details of that discussion are irrelevant for this paper. 
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 Ferber (1956) dealt with the extent to which people give ”misinformed” 

answers in polls. Because of the uncertainties surrounding the notion of pseudo-

opinion, such misinformed responses may or may not count as pseudo-opinions, but it 

is clear from the general discussion of pseudo-opinions that misinformed statements 

of opinion will in many cases at least amount to pseudo-opinions as the concept is 

understood in the literature. Ferber found  that ”a little learning is a dangerous thing”: 

those people who were, according to his survey, ”misinformed”, were as likely to 

offer an opinion as those that were informed. It was those with a higher level of 

education that offered an opinion without having the knowledge to back it up. They 

also displayed unjustified self-confidence (ibid). Since the questions put by Ferber 

were filtered, this again is in general agreement with the finding that the less educated 

more readily admit ignorance in a filtered situation. 

Apart from education, there are only two variables that are sufficiently 

prominent in the literature to merit mention here. 

Race.  Race was also an important factor in how people answered questions. 

Blacks are more likely than whites to offer a pseudo-opinion (Bishop, et al. 1980, 

1983; Schuman & Presser, 1996). Bishop, et al (1980) found that in one particular  

case, the Monetary Control Act (an obscure issue), race was a more important 

variable than education. Race was also more prevalent in the standard form 

(unfiltered) as opposed to the filtered form. 

Faith-in People Scale. There was one fascinating finding that Bishop, et al. 

(1980) called ”totally serendipitious” (p.205). They  decided to include in the survey 

an index that measured interpersonal trust. ”When we correlated responses to this 

index with those on the public affairs question, a highly significant interaction 

emerged: in the filter condition there was virtually no association at all, but in the 

nonfilter condition mistrustful respondents were more than twice as likely to say they 

had an opinion on the PAA that those with more faith in other people” (ibid, 205). 

 

Why do people offer pseudo-opinions? 
 Bishop, et al., 1980 is the only author that bothers to offer an explanation of 

why people, when given the opportunity to decline to express an opinion, do so 

anyway. It seems, according to their findings, that there is one common factor that ties 

together all of the variables and that is ”saving face.” As we have noted earlier, using 
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a filter is much more effective in decreasing the number of volunteered opinions in 

the lower educated group, while the better educated are more likely to refrain in a 

non-filter situation. ”Two quite different processes may then be operating to produce 

the same result: in one case because respondents don’t know any better (i.e., the less 

educated); in the other, because they don’t want anyone to know that they ’don’t 

know’” (ibid, p.204). The race and trust-in-people variables also fit this pattern: 

blacks do not want to be thought of as fitting the stereotype the ”dumb darky,” 

especially when the interviewer is white. As for trust, there is ”a documented 

connection between trust and self-esteem.Our question about a credible-sounding 

Public Affairs Act can be viewed as a threat to the sense of personal competence of a 

misanthropic individual and so he or she volunteers an opinion as a form of self-

protection against being thought ’stupid’ or ’uninformed’” (ibid, 206). As a result of 

such factors (according to this line of explanation), people are willing to offer 

opinions on issues they do not understand or know anything about (as described in 

Morin, 1999; Ferber, 1956; Bishop, et al, 1980; Smith, 1984; Schuman & Presser, 

1980, 1996). 

Of course, in many cases people are in fact willing to admit ignorance on an 

issue so a general unwillingness to admit ignorance cannot be invoked to account for 

pseudo-opinions. The desire to ”save face” is operative only in certain circumstances. 

Thus, as noted above, blacks may be particularly unwilling to admit being uninformed 

to white people. 

Two final comments, on factors that may be thought to affect the occurrence 

of pseudo-opinions. It has often been suggested that people offer pseudo-opinions 

because they mistake the issue or a person at hand with some different issue or 

person. This has in fact been found not to be the case, according to Smith (1984). 

However, Bishop, et al. (1986) found that if the topic seems familiar to a person, they 

may answer the question because they confuse it with a related subject on which they 

do have an opinion. In other words, although people may well confuse an unfamiliar 

or fictitious issue (for example the Public Affairs Act) with an issue where they hold 

an opinion (such as the general issue of government spending), the evidence suggests 

that they do not normally misidentify named persons, groups, or real bills and express 

pseudo-opinions on that basis. 

It should also be noted that people’s readiness to respond with pseudo-

opinions cannot be explained only in terms of how questions are worded, even though 
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question wording does play an important role (as further commented on in Chapter 4). 

Question wording is well known to be a subtle and important aspect of polling in its 

own right. An example of seemingly baffling effects when it comes to word choice 

comes from polls taken by the Washington Post during the Lewinsky-Clinton scandal 

in the United States. Half of a random sampling were asked if Clinton should resign if 

he were impeached or should ”fight the charges in the Senate.” The other half of the 

sample was asked if he should ”remain in office and face trial in the Senate.” The 

questions appear to be essentially the same but the results of the poll are striking. 

Fifty-nine percent said Clinton should quit rather that fight the charges but 43% said 

he should resign when the alternative was to remain in office. The word ”fight” is 

assumed to give negative associations, accounting for the discrepancy in the 

electorate’s opinion. As confusing as the effects of word choice can be, it is a well-

documented problem and pollsters are aware of the way certain words affect people’s 

opinions (Morin, 1999; Schuman & Presser, 1978, 1996). 

The question of how pseudo-opinions arise will be considered from a rather 

different perspective in Chapter 3. 

 

”Don’t Know” as a nonattitude 
 As explained in chapter 1, nonattitudes comprise both apparent expressions of 

opinion that are not in fact based on any relevant attitude, and the absence of any 

attitude, as manifested in a disavowal of having any opinion on an issue. In polling, 

these two possibilities pose different problems. There is a considerable body of 

literature that has studied the occurrence of nonattitudes in the latter sense, or ”DK’s” 

(”don’t know” answers to questions), and the conclusions and findings of these 

authors are relevant in different ways to the study of nonattitudes in the former sense. 

For example, the question naturally arises what factors influence whether people 

respond with a self-confessed nonattitude, or with a nonattitude masquerading as an 

attitude or opinion. 

 Many of the researchers have made a distinction between two types of DK’s. 

Faulkenberry and Mason (1978) have called these two states ”don’t know,” where the 

person has no position on the issue (approximately the same as this paper’s 

nonattitudes) and ”no opinion,” an ambivalent state where the person who possesses 

an attitude or familiarity cannot choose between the alternatives presented. Other 
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authors, for example Schuman and Presser (1978) and Smith (1984) have also made 

this distinction but used different terms to describe it.  

It has been argued that a separation of these two states is important in the 

study of DK answers. Of course in order to be able to separate them, either forms 

must be designed so as to allow and elicit different types of  DK responses, or 

interviewers must be trained in and apply techniques for making the distinction on the 

basis of how people express or qualify their answers, and how they respond to follow-

up questions. The latter method was used in the Faulkenberry-Mason study. 

Including DK answers among nonattitudes is shown by experience to be 

reasonable, since the variables that characterize nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions as 

positive statements of apparent opinion are the same that characterize DK’s. So not 

only do education and race affect who responds with pseudo-opinions, they also affect 

who answers with DK. These variables show up in DK’s in approximately the same 

way as they do with pseudo-opinions, that is to say that typically people with a lower 

degree of education and blacks are those who do not offer substantive positions (J. 

Converse, 1976 (not to be confused with the other Converse!)); Faulkenberry & 

Mason, 1978; Francis & Busch, 1975). ”Although on certain questions this 

educational difference evens out and occasionally reverses direction, the stock of 

opinions on hand does, too. The relationship between No Opinion and education 

appears sturdy” (J. Converse, 1976). However, when the two groups of 

nonsubstantive responses, in the sense of the distinction introduced above, are 

analyzed separately, there are clear differences in what characterizes the two. The 

definite nonattitude group had a lower level of education and made less use of the 

mass media than the group that was ambivalent (Faulkenberry & Mason, 1978). Smith 

(1984) points out that in the 1956-1958-1960 SRC panel data that Converse drew 

from, the ambivalent group had a higher degree of political activity.  

How the answers are split up is also of interest. Faulkenberry and Mason 

(1978) found that the ”Don’t Know” group was larger, 15.3 percent, than the ”No 

Opinion” group, 12.6 percent (p. 537).  However, on the SRC data that Converse uses, 

it is shown by Smith’s analysis that ”ambivalent responses are common and may on 

average account for one-third to one-half of nonsubstantive responses” (p. 229). 

Converse treats both groups equally and as pointed out earlier, places them into the 

same category of nonattitudes. He then discusses at length how unknowledgeable and 

negligible those that had self-confessed nonattitudes were. It is this author’s opinion 
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that Converse should instead applaud people for being willing to admit a lack of 

knowledge and not giving into the pressure to answer, and that one can wonder how 

good his black-and-white model is at predicting nonattitudes. 
 

Summary of Chapter 2 

Of the variables that affect people’s tendency to respond with nonattitudes or 

pseudo-opinions, their level of education is by all accounts the one that is most 

definitely ascertainable. This variable affects people’s response to filtered and to non-

filtered questions differently, and to some extent at least its effect admits explanation 

in terms of the general intellectual habits (rather than specific political or other 

knowledge) of those who have a higher level of education. But it would be rash to 

make any general assertions on the basis of our present knowledge, and it may well be 

that we need finer distinctions, and more discriminating methods of interviewing, as 

suggested by the literature on different kinds of DK responses, in order to understand 

what variables are really significant and how they affect people’s responses. 
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Chapter 3: Pseudo-opinions as cognitive structures: political 
reasoning and schemas 

 
Thinking is the hardest work there is, which is the probable reason why so few 
engage in it. – Henry Ford. 

 

What are the causes and mechanisms underlying the expression of pseudo-

opinions and nonattitudes? Perhaps the possibilities that most immediately come to 

mind are the phenomenon of acquiescence and similar psychological propensities, 

having to do with interpersonal relations and social interaction. Thus in Chapter 2, 

reference was made to a suggested explanation by Bishop et al. in terms of the desire 

to ”save face” under different circumstances. While there is no doubt that such 

phenomena play a large role in prompting people to respond to questions with 

pseudo-opinons and nonattitudes, there is also a strong line of argument in the 

literature to the effect that pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes can to a considerable 

extent be understood as prompted by cognitive mechanisms, and as not essentially 

different from views that we do not hesitate to accept as genuine opinions or 

expressions of genuine attitudes. 

The researcher who introduced the concept of nonattitudes did not at all 

emphasize any such interpretation. Instead Converse repeatedly refers to nonattitudes 

as “haphazardly chosen alternatives,” “meaningless opinions that vary randomly,” and 

“very ad hoc feelings.” However, the fictive-question literature, represented by 

Schuman and Presser (1980, 1996) and Bishop, et al. (1980) shows that there is some 

form of thought process involved in the answering of these questions. It is a given that 

if the answers were completely random as Converse suggests, then the answers would 

be divided roughly 50/50, which they are not on most questions (ibid). On the 

contrary, there seems to be some form of reading a meaning into the question, even if 

it deals with fictitious matters. Where, then, are respondents getting their cues from in 

answering the questions? There is strong evidence that schemas are being utilized to 

help the respondent to reason and to figure out what they regard as an appropriate 

response to survey questions, whether these questions concern matters they know 

about or matters they are unfamiliar with or even fictitious matters. 

The basic idea in this approach to the interpretation and explanation of  

nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions is to see them as prompted by some form of 

reasoning or attitudes  rather than by social responses or self-image. Of course it is not 
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assumed that one excludes the other. As noted above, it seems safe to say that ”saving 

face” and other such factors clearly play an important role. But it also seems that we 

may definitely characterize ”haphazardly chosen alternatives” and other such extreme 

descriptions sometimes used by Converse as not doing justice to the cognitive 

component of pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes. Indeed many researchers seem to 

agree on this point. Thus Bishop, et al. (1980), finding that those who had a general 

disposition to mistrust their fellow man were more in favor of repealing the fictitious 

Public Affairs Act, put forward an interpretation of this in terms of underlying and not 

altogether irrelevant attitudes. The  researchers speculated that “... for a significant 

segment of the population (a third?), we may be measuring not much more than their 

general positive or negative affect toward the government [when the questions 

concern matters that are obscure to the respondents, author’s note], rather than 

specific beliefs about the policy alternatives contained in our questions” (ibid, p. 208). 

Schuman and Presser (1980) in their similar study using the Agricultural Trade Act, 

which was a real but basically unknown piece of legislation, came up with a similar 

conclusion. “Our clearest conclusions, therefore, are first, that some people favor or 

oppose congressional passage of the ATA on the basis of their general confidence in 

government, regardless of the specific content of the act, and second, that some 

people reach an opinion based on what the words “Agricultural Trade” suggested to 

them” (ibid, p. 1220-21). Ferber (1956) also found that those not informed about an 

issue, rather than giving haphazard responses tried to answer in terms agreeing with  a 

middle position, whereas those who were informed about the issue tended more 

towards extremes, again pointing to a form of reasoning going on in the expression of 

pseudo-opinions. 

 As remarked above, the form of reasoning going on may not be explainable so 

much in terms of logic and knowledge as in terms of schemas. Schemas are defined as 

“an abstract, general expectation about how some part of the world operates, built up 

on the basis of our own past experience with specific examples” (Oskamp, 1991, 

p.31). There are several different types of schemas, role schemas, self-schemas, and 

event schemas. A role schema is the behavior and norms expected of a person due to 

that person’s different social categories (sex, age race, etc), such as a librarian or a 

truck driver. A self-schema is a simplified, hierarchically organized knowledge 

pertaining to one ‘s own traits, feelings, behavior, etc. Different individuals stress 

some traits (sense of humor, weight) while ignoring or playing down others. An event 
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schema contains the knowledge about the normal sequence of an occurrence in 

familiar social settings, such as going to a restaurant, taking the bus or getting a hair 

cut. An event schema is also called a script, due to the fact that they include props, 

rules for the sequence of the event, and roles (Oskamp, 1991; Milburn, 1991). Many 

comedians have successfully used the idea of breaking the norms of everyday scripts 

or pointing out the absurdity of these scripts to get a laugh (as in “Monty Python”, 

“Smack the Pony,” and Jerry Seinfeld). Finally, there are also political schemas which 

individuals use to evaluate politics. There are also several types of political schemas. 

These can include class schemas, partisan schemas (Democrat/Republican) and 

ideological schemas (Milburn, 1991). 

 Schemas are an efficient shortcut to help people know how to react efficiently 

in social situations and to organize information.  What we observe in a particular 

situation depends in part on which schemas we have internalized as a result of earlier 

experiences, and in part on which schemas we have activated within ourselves at the 

moment as a result of the activity we are involved in. “Though schemas can change 

over time, one of their main features is their perseverance, even when the evidence 

that produced them is completely discredited. When discrepant information is 

encountered, a schema about an individual is more likely to change than is a 

stereotype about a whole social group” (Oskamp, 32). The same can be said about 

certain types of attitudes, that they are hard to change even when conflicting 

information is presented (ibid). As has been pointed out earlier, people often do not 

have sufficient knowledge about politics to respond with an answer based on 

knowledge and logical reasoning, and indeed may lack any attitude toward the actual 

object in question, so if they choose to respond, they must rely on the schemas that 

they have available to them. 

 People do use their individual schemas to process and retrieve political 

information. “Differences in the consistency of individuals’ attitudes and the way 

different groups of people think about politics reflect differences in the structure and 

elaboration of the political schemas individuals have available” (Milburn, p. 76, 

1991). It has been shown that there are clear differences in the processing of political 

information between political experts, often defined as politicians, and political 

novices, that is to say the electorate. 
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To be able to understand how schemas affect the answering of questions, one must 

also look at different forms of political reasoning, that is the ways in which people 

reason when presented with a political question or problem. One researcher, Shawn 

Rosenberg (1989), was inspired by Jean Piaget’s work on the cognitive development 

of children. Piaget divided up cognitive development into four stages. The last two 

stages are the ones that are important in this discussion. The third stage is called the 

concrete operations stage and occurs some time between the ages of 7 and 11. In this 

stage it is supposed that a child develops logical thought processes that can be applied 

to concrete objects or situations but not abstract ones. The fourth and final stage 

Piaget called formal operations. This stage was achieved between the ages of 11 and 

15 and is when the child is able to reason and apply logic to abstract and hypothetical 

situations. Piaget supposed that all adults achieve the fourth stage of cognitive 

development. This does not appear to be the case. Only approximately 30% to 40% of 

all adults have reached the formal operations level in their thinking (Milburn, 1991). 

According to Milburn, this conclusion has been confirmed by other researchers as 

well. Rosenberg also concluded that there are significant differences in how adults 

reason about politics and that this can be explained by the fact that many issues in the 

political realm are both of a concrete and hypothetical nature. 

Rosenberg (1989) created three categories to explain how people reasoned 

about politics and about a few Piagetian tests: sequential thought, linear thought and 

systematic thought. Sequential thinkers were those that thought in a context specific 

manner. They could not see the whole picture and understood events in a concrete and 

immediate manner. There was no attempt to connect events and actors to each other. 

Linear thinkers thought causally and they analyze that which they observe. However, 

the immediate reality is what dominates their thinking and ”...[c]onsequently, the 

political agenda is readily changed” (Rosenberg, p. 545, 1989). An interesting aside is 

that Converse’s category ”group interest” in describing the level of conceptualization 

of the electorate  (1964) closely matches the description of Rosenberg’s linear 

thinkers, and both comprise approximately the same percentage of the electorate, 42 

vs. 47.5%. Maybe Converse was on the right track after all! 

Finally, systematic thinkers recognize that relationships are complex and 

compare them to one another. They recognize that politics and actions happen within 

a certain context and the different actors must be understood from the position they 

have within the political system, what Converse called ”ideologues” and ”near 
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ideologues” (1964). Rosenberg found that there is a strong correlation between 

political reasoning and performance on the Piagetian tests. In 42 of the 50 cases 

tested, the subject performed at the same level on all four parts of the study (84%). Of 

those 42, nine reasoned at the sequential level, 20 subjects on the linear level, and 

thirteen reasoned at the systematic level (Rosenberg, 1989). Rosenberg did not have 

education as a variable but another group of researchers, Milburn, Cistuli, and Garr 

(as reported in Milburn, 1991), in a similar study, did and found that the complexity 

of a person’s thinking was significantly related to the person’s level of education. 

 Researchers have found that it is difficult to train people to think logically 

from problem to problem. If  they are taught a cue to help them to reason logically, 

their reasoning schema must be primed every time. It is difficult for them to learn how 

to apply it from situation to situation. “Thus, it is not the type of problem per se but 

specific elements in the description of the problem that activate more or less 

sophisticated thinking” (Milburn, p. 70, 1991). The use of schemas to arrive at 

answers to questions in polls and surveys represents ”less sophisticated thinking.” 

So what does all this tell us about nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions? Perhaps 

only that the phenomenon under study is yet more multi-faceted and complicated than 

one may at first suppose. People’s responses to questions and apparent expressions of 

opinion may in many cases accurately reflect their general outlook, hopes or 

expectations, even if they are not in any logical way related to the issue (real or 

fictitious) asked about, and information about those outlooks, hopes or expectations 

may still be relevant to the aims of pollsters. But it would seem that only some highly 

refined methods of polling, screening and interpretation could distinguish in practice 

between nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions that are ”random” or ”irrelevant,” and 

those that are informative because they are based on relevant schemas. 
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Chapter 4: Filters and other solutions as a way of dealing with 
nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions 

 
If a man would register all his opinions upon love, politics, religion and learning, 
what a bundle of inconsistencies and contradictions would appear at last. – Jonathan 
Swift 

 

In the foregoing, the discussion has centered on what nonattitudes and pseudo-

opinions are, on the extent to which polls and surveys in fact report nonattitudes and 

pseudo-opinions, and on the variables and mechanisms underlying such responses. 

From the point of view of the many organizations that seek information about public 

opinion, or about the opinions and attitudes of some particular segment of the 

population, the question of primary interest is of course how to avoid being misled by 

nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions in interpreting the results of polls and surveys. 

 There seems to be agreement in the literature that filters are the main tool 

available for this purpose. They are, however, not a common practice (Schuman & 

Presser, 1996). A filter, as was explained above in Chapter 2, is a question formulated 

so as to explicitly allow the respondent to have no opinion about the issue, or admit 

that he/she is unfamiliar with the subject matter. A filter may be more or less 

elaborate. The non-filtered form of a question, usually called ”the standard form” in 

the literature, either only allows a statement of opinion as an answer, usually in the 

form of a choice between several alternatives, or else leaves it to the respondent to 

formulate a ”Don’t Know” answer.  

There are two basic types of filter forms, basic and elaborate. The basic 

filtered form also has an explicit option ”Don’t Know” (DK) which interviewees may 

if so inclined choose as their response. McClendon (1984) calls this a quasi-filter. A 

more elaborate filter may introduce a question with a statement saying that many 

people do not have an opinion about the matter at issue, and first asks the question 

whether the respondent has any opinion at all, before going on to ask what, if so, that 

opinion is. Clearly, a large number of variants are possible, for example asking 

whether the respondent has thought about the issue, and if so, how much. Even before 

carrying out any actual experiment, it seems reasonable to assume that a filter will 

lead to more DK responses, and in particular an elaborate filter, in that it encourages 

people to admit to ignorance or not having an opinion, and presents the DK 

alternative as acceptable. It is also clear that the use of filters is not unproblematic or 

uncontroversial from the point of view of the organizations sponsoring the poll or 
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survey. They usually want significant results giving information about actual opinions 

and attitudes, and too elaborate filters may encourage too many respondents to choose 

the DK option, causing an unacceptably high level of missing data from the selected 

population. In the case of certain obscure questions with very strong filters, up to 48% 

of the interviewees responded with DK (Bishop, et al., 1983). On the other hand, it is 

realized that a prudent use of filters may be a way of avoiding spurious information in 

the form of reports of nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions being mixed up with the 

significant information gained. 

In connection with filters, the concept of a floater, a term introduced by 

Schuman and Presser (1978), is central. A floater is somebody who expresses an 

opinion on the standard form, but chooses a DK alternative in response to a filtered 

form of the question. It is a natural assumption that floaters will in many cases offer 

pseudo-opinions as responses to the standard form. By introducing filters, the number 

of pseudo-opinions offered should decrease, and more reliable information about 

people’s actual opinions should be obtained. On the other hand, as has been 

commented on earlier, although DK responses may be due to people actually having 

no opinion, it may also be due to ambivalence, to people having conflicting opinions 

and not being able to settle on any definite response. Clearly it cannot be excluded 

that increasing the number of DK responses by using filtered questions will instead 

give a misleading impression that people have no opinion about an issue, while not 

using a filter might show that opinions are in fact strong and divided. 

On one point the literature seems to be unanimous. Introducing filters does 

significantly increase the number of DK responses (Schuman & Presser, 1981; Bishop 

et al., 1983; McClendon, 1986), typically by as much as 20%.  It is also a consistent 

finding that the wording of the filter influences the number of floaters. A more 

elaborate filter, which emphasizes the acceptability of a DK answer, does encourage 

more people to give a DK response. Also, a filter which asks people how interested 

they are in an issue, or how much they know about it, will generally screen out more 

people than one which only asks if they have an opinion (Bishop, et al., 1983). Why is 

this so? As was pointed out earlier, people are more willing to admit ignorance when 

they are asked what they know. Bishop and his collegues (1983) tested several filters, 

varying in how strongly worded they were. The strongest filter, Form E ”Have you 

already heard or read enough about it to have an opinion?” (p.534), removed a 

significant number of respondents, especially on obscure issues. One can speculate 
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that such a wording can make people consider what they may or may not know about 

the issue, turning the filter into a type of question that probes knowledge instead of 

opinion. So a filter asking people if they have an opinion or not, considering people’s 

general readiness to offer opinions, will not remove pseudo-opinions as effectively as 

a filter formulated so as to indirectly prompt people to think about how much they 

know about the question. Schuman and Presser (1996) presented similar results and 

showed that the stronger the wording of the filter, the larger the number of people 

answering DK. 

It is not necessarily the case that inferences made on the basis of a poll about 

the relative occurrence of different opinions will be affected by eliminating floaters. 

If, for example, floaters choose random pseudo-opinions in responding to a question, 

the distribution of opinions can be expected to remain the same when those random 

pseudo-opinions have been eliminated from the poll. On this point there are some 

apparent differences between the findings of different researchers. Schuman and 

Presser (1978) find, on the basis of 11 experiments, that there is no significant 

difference between the distributions of opinion in response to standard and to filtered 

forms of a question. Bishop, et al., (1983), on the other hand, find that ”filters can, in 

some instances, dramatically affect the conclusion we would draw about the 

distribution of public opinion on an issue” (p. 543).  They do not however find any 

definite pattern in or any obvious explanation of such cases, but resort in their paper 

to such asides as ”for whatever reason” and ”we can only speculate.” Thus for 

example they found that the percentage agreeing that the ”Public Affairs Act”, the 

fictitious item used by Bishop et al., should be repealed was consistently higher when 

a filter was used. They speculate that this reflects ”a form of acquiescence among 

respondents,” but it is far from clear that this explains anything, since it seems that 

one might have described the opposite reaction too as ”a form of acquiescence.” 

The distribution of opinions, although the most salient piece of information 

yielded by polls and surveys, and usually the most publicized one, is not the only 

information sought. The results are also analyzed for correlations between opinions on 

different issues, and between opinions on certain issues and such variables as sex, age, 

race, degree of education, and so on. The question therefore also arises whether 

filtering makes a difference to such correlations. Here Schuman and Presser found a 

dramatic difference in one particular survey: 
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On the standard form, respondents who agree that the Russians are 

trying to get along with the Americans also tend to agree that the 

Arabs are working for peace with the Israelis. On the filtered form, 

however, there is no association whatever between response to the 

Russia item and response to the Arab item. (Schuman & Presser, 

1978, p. 256-257) 

 

Therefore if only one form of the items were used in a survey, conclusions 

would be qualitatively different than if the other form were used. They discuss this 

example at length, considering different possible explanations of the difference. In the 

end they arrive at the somewhat surprising conclusion that there is indeed a 

”meaningful attitudinal association” between the two issues, and that the effect of 

using filters to exclude floaters is in this case to hide a meaningful correlation carried 

by the floaters. Their general idea here is that ”general positive or negative feelings 

about political leaders” prompt similar responses to questions about Russians and 

about Arabs among floaters, who have no opinion based on a specific knowledge of 

the matters referred to. On the other hand, in considering the correlation between 

willingness to trust the Russian leaders and a lenient attitude towards the use of 

marijuana, which the authors regard as significant, they find that the correlation is 

significantly larger when floaters are eliminated, so that in this case floaters ”reduce 

meaningful associations rather than create them".  They also emphasize that in several 

other cases they found no significant difference in correlation between filtered and 

unfiltered forms. Thus, as usual, the upshot of their discussion is that further study of 

floating is necessary to draw any definite conclusions. Indeed the authors describe the 

theoretical nature of floaters as ”mysterious.” 

The above example concerned correlations between opinions on different 

issues. There is also the question whether filtering affects the correlation between 

responses and background variables, such as education, which is known to be an 

important variable affecting DK responses. The effect of filters in connection with 

this variable was discussed at some length in chapter 2. 

The work by McClendon (1986) identifies a further set of uncertainties and 

difficulties in connection with filters. He considers the possibility that the filtered 

form affects the responses not only of floaters (who by definition change their 

response from the unfiltered to the filtered form) but also of nonfloaters. His idea here 
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is that filtered questions explicitly or implicitly indicate that not everybody has an 

opinion on the issue, which might increase any uncertainty felt by nonfloaters. Also, 

the mere fact that filtered questions are longer than the corresponding nonfiltered 

question may influence nonfloaters, since it has been found that longer questions 

affect people’s substantive responses, perhaps because a longer question suggests that 

the matter is more weighty and prompts people to give it more careful consideration. 

He finds that such an effect exists, by using a set of nine questions, where the first 

three questions are filtered, but the last six are not. The presence or absence of a filter 

in the first three questions affected both attitude strength and substantive opinion 

relating to the last six questions. He concludes that ”DK filters not only increase the 

expression of no opinion, which is their manifest function, but they also affect the 

opinions of nonfloaters, a latent function”(p. 391). Clearly, these findings, whether or 

not they have a general application, point to yet another area of uncertainty in 

connection with the effect of using filters, as far as the interpretation of results is 

concerned. 

The above comments have only touched on the basic issues surrounding the 

use of filters. The literature contains a wealth of further distinctions and problems, 

and attempts to separate and analyze the significance and correlations of the variables 

involved. Even slight alterations in the wording of a question, or in the order of 

questions, may be significant in influencing the responses of floaters or potential 

floaters, and as mentioned above, those who have devoted extensive work to the 

analysis of floating can yet consider floaters ”mysterious”. Natural assumptions 

concerning floaters and the factors affecting floating have sometimes been supported 

by experiment, but just as often, it seems, been disconfirmed, and theories explaining 

this or that outcome of an experiment often seem to be essentially guesswork. Yet the 

basic principle applies, that filters are the only practical way available of discouraging 

the expression of pseudo-opinions and non-attitudes, and so one needs to gain an 

understanding of the extent to which they succeed in this task. Schuman and Presser 

recommended that filters be used in situations where the issue is of a more complex 

character and where it is crucial to be able to understand if the respondent really 

understood or has knowledge on the subject. On the other hand a researcher, in this 

case usually a pollster, should abstain from filters and discourage DK answers when 

the interest of the pollster is to obtain an general underlying affect (1980, 1996). 
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At this point it should be noted, however, that apart from filters in the sense of 

suitably formulated questions, there is also the possibility of filters in the sense of 

verbal and non-verbal cues and encouragement given by the interviewer, in situations 

where polls are conducted person-to-person.  Both Schuman and Presser (1980) and 

Bishop, et. al (1986) mention the importance of interviewer pressure. Although 

interviewers had been given specific instructions not to exert any pressure on the 

respondent, for example by repeating the question, such behavior did occur, and ”the 

finding suggest that people give opinions on fictitious issues, in large part, because of 

the pressure to answer which is created by the form in which the questions are asked 

and the manner in which the ”don’t know” responses are handled by the interviewer” 

(Bishop, et al., 1986). Naturally enough, there is no body of experiments regarding the 

effects of such ”human interaction” filters corresponding to those regarding question 

filters in the sense defined above, but it seems likely that such experiments if carried 

out would reveal similar phenomena and associations. 

Abstinence seems to be the only true solution to the problem posed by pseudo-

opinions. One cannot expect to get meaningful responses to questions of a nature that 

the electorate generally has no interest in or knowledge about. There are a few 

researchers who question the pursuit of conducting studies that are doomed to give a 

distorted reflection of reality. ”The diagnosis, in fact, can imply the stern prescription 

of sheer abstinence: abandoning the study of certain problems to which a researcher 

may bring the greatest intellectual interest simply because the general public bring so 

little” (Converse, J., 1976). However, this is not a feasible plan. There are too many 

interests that want and need such polling to continue. As Bishop, et al (1986) point 

out, ”[It does not]...make good copy to say that many people have no opinion on the 

issues of the day” (p. 249). 
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Chapter 5: Final thoughts and speculations 
 

Those who do not care about politics, risk being ruled by fools – Aristophanes, 
approx. 400 B.C. 

 
Democracy substitutes selection by the incompetent many for appointment by the 
corrupt few. – George Bernard Shaw. 

 
The original impetus for this paper came from watching a documentary that 

illustrated and commented on the phenomenon of pseudo-opinions in its most striking 

form: people expressing, with all apparent seriousness, opinions on completely 

fictitious individuals and issues. The question originally posed was, How is this 

phenomenon to be understood? Why do people respond with opinions even to 

questions about matters where no real opinion can exist? For several reasons, it was 

decided to investigate this question through an examination of some of the literature 

on the subject rather than by attempting to repeat or refine any experimental 

investigations. 

 Difficulties in studying the phenomenon. Considered only as an amusing 

phenomenon, it may seem that the occurrence of such blatant pseudo-opinions as 

those expressed about fictitious persons or events can be understood well enough in 

general terms. People tend to be unwilling to admit ignorance, they tend to appreciate 

being asked their opinion and reluctant to ”disappoint” the interviewer by not having 

any. Other such explanations can be suggested, invoking psychological mechanisms 

known both from everyday experience and from psychological research (such as 

acquiescence). However, everything, as usual, becomes a great deal more complicated 

when one attempts a more rigorous and systematic study. In the case of purported 

opinions on fictitious issues, there is no doubt that we are dealing with pseudo-

opinions in a fairly well-defined sense, but the question inevitably arises, how often 

do responses to polls and surveys on very real issues also express something that 

should be called pseudo-opinions rather than opinions?  Here one is not only 

concerned with explaining an amusing psychological phenomenon, but with a 

question that would seem to be of great significance, both practically and 

theoretically, in the design and execution of polls and surveys, and in the 

interpretation of their results. Hence the literature on nonattitudes and pseudo-

opinions, parts of which have been studied for the purposes of this paper. 

 A study of nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions that attempts to be rigorous and 

systematic must deal with a number of problems. The first concerns the definition of 
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what is to be studied. When we are not dealing with fictitious issues, it is far from 

obvious what is required for a response to count as a pseudo-opinion. A response to a 

question may be irrelevant, for example because the respondent has mixed up two 

names in his mind, but may yet express a perfectly real opinion, only not an opinion 

about the matter asked about. On the other hand, a response that is purely arbitrary or 

random must surely count as a pseudo-opinion, whatever prompts it.  What are we to 

say then about opinions based on some vague acquaintance with or attitude towards 

an issue, but not on any real knowledge of it? As was suggested earlier, it may well be 

the case that no generally applicable definition of pseudo-opinion can be given, and 

that we must instead suitably delimit the concept in any particular context where we 

wish to apply it. Similar observations apply to the concept of nonattitude. As with 

pseudo-opinions, there is one special category of nonattitudes that is clear enough, 

namely DK responses, or explicit disavowals of attitudes, what Converse calls ”self-

confessed nonattitudes.” In the case of ”hidden” nonattitudes, the problems associated 

with pseudo-opinions about actual issues again arise. 

 Another difficult question associated with the systematic study of pseudo-

opinions and nonattitudes is how to judge in practice whether an apparently  

substantive response is to be classified as a pseudo-opinion or nonattitude. It seems 

safe to say, judging by the literature, that there really is no way of doing this except 

by follow-up questions, probing respondents’ knowledge of the issue, testing their 

attitude strength, their overall consistency, and other factors thought to be relevant in 

some particular context for the distinction between opinion and pseudo-opinion. Of 

course, it is usually not feasible or even advisable to carry out such probing, both 

because of constraints of time and money (and people’s patience and willingness to 

answer questions) and because using such elaborate forms or interviews introduces a 

whole set of further factors which influence the outcome of the survey in all sorts of 

ways that are themselves difficult to judge or determine. 

 The chief way of dealing with the problem in practice is by means of filter 

questions. It may be difficult or impossible to say which responses are pseudo-

responses, but it may yet be possible to ”weed out” many or most such responses by 

encouraging people to give DK answers. As commented on earlier, the natural idea 

that the people who respond with nonattitudes or pseudo-opinons are to be found 

among the ”floaters” has some experimental support, but experiments have also 
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shown that a number of unanswered further questions arise concerning the effects of 

filters and the relationship between floating and pseudo-opinions. 

 Finally, in a systematic study of pseudo-opinions and nonattitudes one also 

seeks knowledge of any systematic correlation between responding with nonattitudes 

or pseudo-opinions to a question and any of a number of apparently relevant factors, 

such as the formulation of the question, the subject matter of the question, the 

conditions of the interview, and the age, sex, race and level of formal education of 

respondents. There is a great body of experimental evidence available, but the 

interpretation of that evidence is very much in dispute among the experts. There are 

so many variables involved, and their interactions are, it seems, so intricate, that it is 

very difficult indeed to arrive at any definite statements about how they are correlated. 

Even the question of the statistical significance of various findings is by no means 

agreed on by the experts. No attempt has been made here to comment on such 

questions of statistical significance, because frankly it is beyond the competence of 

the author to do so. The contribution of this paper is at best to present in clear terms 

the subtlety and difficulty of the issues involved, and to point to some weaknesses of 

the current literature. 

 Ramifications. So just what is the conclusion of this paper? It has 

been concluded that nonattitudes and pseudo-opinions exist, in some form. Mistaken 

identity is a rare occurrence and not a significant source of nonattitudes/pseudo-

opinions. There are times when nonattitudes disappear completely in the responses to 

polls, but this happens only with highly charged issues or issues that deal with a 

person’s values and/or morals, such as abortion. Often the question wording, the order 

of questions and the interviewer influence can increase or decrease the number of 

pseudo-opinions and DK answers. Unfortunately, this  is highly dependent upon the 

situation and the issue at hand, so general guidelines about how to write questions and 

filters are hard to produce in a form that would make them a useful tool in polling. As 

Kinder (1983) so aptly described the situation, ”Instability [in public opinion] reflects 

both fuzzy measures and fuzzy citizens” (p.397). To discern how much is fuzzy 

measures and how much is fuzzy citizens is nearly impossible, although the tendency 

in the greater part of the literature leans toward fuzzy citizens but with many 

reservations.  

Researchers have also established that respondents offer some form of pseudo-

opinions or lack solidified attitudes on many important and in the eyes of politicians 
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everyday issues. Many also lack the basic political knowledge required  to understand 

the current political debate, so much so that researchers have more or less given up 

conducting studies on the electorate’s knowledge because they already know that it is 

so poor (Delli Carpini, 1996). Not surprisingly, it is probable that only 30% of the 

adult population have the capacity to reason about politics in an abstract manner 

(Rosenberg, 1989). In other words, the electorate does not have the knowledge nor the 

reasoning capacity to understand the political debate. It is no wonder that the myths 

about politics and politicians flourish and persist! Nor it is a surprise that people 

cannot answer survey questions. 

One should be concerned about the apparent difficulties in conducting a 

reliable and accurate survey of political issues. These problems are not taken into 

account by newspapers and other organizations that conduct haphazard surveys to 

ascertain public opinion on a current issue. These surveys are presented as if they 

were THE truth but even on the most conservative estimates, approximately ten 

percent of the offered opinions are pseudo-opinions. That is a highly significant 

margin of error! These surveys are often given much weight in the press as well and 

one often sees politicians on the evening news, explaining how they are going to 

adjust their policies or look into a problem based on what a survey has brought to 

light. Politicians are given erroneous information on which to base their future 

considerations for policies. One issue that comes to mind as a possible case loaded 

with pseudo-opinions is EMU. Politicians are avoiding taking a definite stand, due to 

the fact that the voters have said they are against the EMU.  

Future research might focus on the possibility of finding a simpler way of 

asking people their opinions, while at the same time weeding out the pseudo-opinions. 

Or it may be that research should instead focus on determining which issues are worth 

asking about and which are best left aside. In any case, what we do know about 

pseudo-opinions needs to become better known by everybody concerned – pollsters, 

media, politicians, and so on - they can more easily judge and criticize the quality of 

the information that they are given or that they collect or propagate. 

It is not to be expected, however, that the institution of polling will decline in 

political significance. Since the information obtained is seen as necessary to 

understand current political trends, there will always be pollsters and researchers 

trying to decipher what the public is thinking. All the evidence strongly suggests that 
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both pseudo-opinions and the political need to dress up collective pseudo-opinions as 

a significant public opinion will be with us for a long time. 
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