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What is public opinion, and 

what factors help to shape it?
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How is public opinion 

measured or known?



Measuring Public Opinion

Elections Voting results can sometimes reflect public opinion

Interest Groups
Key way public opinion made know, but difficult to 

know number of people and strength of views.

Media
Mirror and mold public opinion, but often reflect 

views of vocal minority

Personal Contacts Officials gauge views through interactions

Public Opinion Polls
Collect information by asking people questions –

best measure of opinion – if they are well-done

Straw Vote/Click Polls

Asks large number of people same question –

unreliable because not based on scientific 

techniques

Scientific Polling

Define the survey universe, construct a sample, 

prepare valid questions, select and control how poll 

will be taken, analyze and report findings.



How has the development of 

different media helped inform 

the public about politics?

What are the benefits, limits and 

dangers of the media?



The Role of Mass Media

• A medium is a means 

of communication

• Five major elements of 

the mass media are 

significant in politics

• TV, Newspapers, Radio, 

Magazines, Internet

• Their relative  

importance has 

changed over time….. 

• From 1996-2008 





The Mass Media’s Impact on Public Opinion

Benefits

• Informs the public

• Helps to shape the agenda (what gets discussed)

• Informs voters about their choices

• Can provide in-depth coverage (if you look for it, particularly on the 

internet)

• Allows for more people to actively participate (esp on social media)

• Polls (measures of public opinion) can also shape public opinion



The Mass Media’s Impact on Public Opinion

Limits

• Few people pay much attention to the news

• People tend to be selective in choosing political coverage –

choose what they already agree with (“echo chamber”)

• Much media content is shallow and unrelated to actual policy 

topics (instead, we see scandals, personalities, campaign events)

• Election coverage tends to focus on who’s winning & polls, even 

months before election day (“horse-race journalism”)

• Media, esp radio and television, tend to carry only short reports on 

policy news and politics (“30 second sound bites”)

• Newspapers and television depend on advertising revenue, which 

can sometimes dictate coverage



Dangers of the Media

• Fake News /Click-bait ($$$ every time it’s shared)

• Fake news on Facebook/Twitter that spreads

• Partisan (and hyper-partisan) sites that may be sort-of 

truthful, but present only one side (echo-chamber)

• Anything not at the center or top of NewsPrism

• Major “mainstream” or traditional news sites (CNN, NBC, 

Washington Post) tend to be more liberal than the public overall

• FOX News was created to provide a counter-balance.  

• It’s almost impossible to be “bias-free” in the media

http://money.cnn.com/video/media/2016/10/30/fake-news-stelter.cnnmoney/
http://www.newsprism.com/


Ways that Media Can Show Bias
• Selection/Omission

• Would your editor be likely to cover this topic at all?

• What parts of this might you choose to highlight or ignore?



Ways that Media Can Show Bias

• Headline

• How can the title of the story affect readers? What if they only read the 

headline?



Ways that Media Can Show Bias
• Images and captions

• Pictures are powerful. Captions help us interpret 

pictures and set the stage for our reading.

• Word Choice & Names

• How do we describe people and events? Words evoke 

empathy or scorn, sympathy or distrust, anger or 

remorse.



Ways that Media Can Show Bias
• Sources

• What additional data is included? What/Whose studies are cited?



Ways that Media Can Show Bias
• With your group, watch the clip and discuss how you might report it using these techniques, 

from both sides of the partisan spectrum. Use this clip as a data source : 

http://www.newsy.com/videos/trump-campaign-launches-nightly-facebook-live-coverage/

• Selection/Omission

• What parts of this event might you choose to highlight or ignore in your story?

• Headlines

• Can you come up with two different headlines for this story?

• Images and captions

• What different pictures could you show to help spin this story?

• Word Choice and Tone

• How would you tell this story?

• Sources

• What additional data would you include in this story? Where might find a study 

to cite?

http://www.newsy.com/videos/trump-campaign-launches-nightly-facebook-live-coverage/


Media Analysis Current Event

• Pick a current topic that interests you.

• Find an article about this topic on a hyper-partisan 

website.    

• Find another article on either an opposing hyper-partisan 

site, or even better, a more neutral site.

• I suggest using AllSides.com or NewsPrism to help find 

sites.

• Compare the two articles, discussing the techniques we 

discussed in class.  

• What choices did the writer/editor make to “spin” their 

article in a partisan way?

http://www.allsides.com/
http://www.newsprism.com/

