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I ntroduction 

Whether and to what degree publications of poll results might influence the opinions of 

the public has already been debated for a very long time.  Many different theories and 

diverse research designs have been developed to discover such effects (see de Boer & 

Brennecke, 2003; Hardmeier, 2008).  Assessing the potential impact of disseminated 

polls on the public, however, is complicated because of a wide range of possible effects, 

the indirectness of several effects (e.g. opinion leaders) and subgroup differences in the 

susceptibility to poll effects (Traugott, 1992).  Although research findings on poll effects 

are often ambiguous and inconsistent, the assumption remains that the media 

dissemination of poll information may produce substantial effects (Hardmeier, 2008, p. 

505).  Mutz (1998, pp. 182), for example, contends that ‘the absence of evidence for 

many of these theories is not necessarily evidence of their absence’.  Therefore, further 

empirical investigation of poll effects is required (Blais, Gidengil & Nevitte, 2006, p. 264; 

Faas, Mackenrodt & Schmitt-Beck, 2007).  In particular, effect-studies of polls on 

opinions about general (political) issues have received far less research attention 

compared to studies of electoral polls on voting intentions.  Accordingly, the main aim of 

the present paper is to investigate whether poll information affects personal opinions 

and perceptions of collective opinion on three general issues (i.e. the independence of 

the Flemish region in Belgium, retirement income and immigration policy).  To address 

this, an experimental study was conducted in which poll information was integrated into 

the survey of a randomly selected group of respondents.  Such a design allows us not 

only to test the overall impact of poll results on opinions but also to explore differential 

effects depending on individual characteristics, such as opinion strength, political 

interest and perceived poll influence. 

 

Background 

Studies on the opinion impact of poll information are closely related to news media 

effect studies, because news media are generally the most important disseminators of 

poll results and their interpretations to a wider public.  Therefore, the potential impact of 

opinion polls can be studied as a particular case of information dissemination effects 

(Traugott, 1992, pp. 127-128).  Early theories on such effects assumed a direct and 

linear effect from a sender’s message on a receiver.  In this perspective, the media are 
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considered powerful and influential (e.g. described by terms such as ‘hypodermic 

needle’, ‘magic bullets’).  Accordingly, opinion polls published by the mass media are 

assumed to have direct and negative effects on citizens in a democratic society.  Such a 

narrow viewpoint, however, is no longer tenable as differences in situations and persons 

reduce the effects of polls.  These differences are mainly related to processes of 

selective exposure to and selective retention of media information, the role of group 

norms, the importance of interpersonal communication, and the influence of opinion 

leaders (de Boer & Brennecke, 2003, pp. 37-38; 42).  As a result, the perspective of 

strong, direct and powerful media effects on the public is challenged, and the viewpoint 

of limited media effects has been proposed.   

 

Impersonal influence on perceptions of collective opinion 

From the limited media effects perspective, Mutz’s theory (1998) on ‘impersonal 

influence’ is particularly relevant for studying the effects of poll information on opinions.  

This term refers to the different studies that investigate the relationship between 

people’s political opinions and their perceptions of collectives (i.e. collective opinion and 

mass experience).  In particular, Mutz’s research about the perception of collective 

opinion is closely related to the study of poll publications.  The central idea is that 

knowledge about the opinions of distant, impersonal ‘others’ can influence people’s 

personal opinions.  I t is thus argued that the mass media may not affect people’s 

opinions in a direct way, but in an indirect way, namely by affecting the perceptions of 

collective opinion, which in turn might influence the individual political opinions (Mutz, 

1998, p. 22).   

 

Mutz (1998) considers the mass media as an important information source on which 

people base their perceptions of collective opinion, besides partisan predispositions, 

personal opinion and interpersonal communication.  Based on the literature and her own 

quasi-experiment, Mutz contends that personal experience primarily influences personal-

level judgments and that the mass media principally affect peoples’ collective-level 

judgments or their perceptions of collectives (Mutz, 1998; Mutz & Soss, 1997).  A 

possible reason might be that personal experience is not conceived as representative of 

greater society, whereas the mass media disseminate information on the opinions of 
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others, which may be easily integrated in the perceptions of collectives (Mutz, 1998, pp. 

77-79; 81-90).  Tyler and Cook (1984), for example, found empirical support for the 

impersonal impact hypothesis.  They observed that personal opinions and perceptions of 

collective opinion are distinct and that media impact can occur on the societal level 

judgments without influencing the personal level judgments (Tyler & Cook, 1984).   

 

An important indication of collective opinion may be poll information, which is widely 

disseminated by the news media.  Opinion poll results provide information on the 

general opinion climate with its minority and majority opinions (Lang & Lang, 1984).  As 

the apparently precise poll results give people an idea of the opinion distribution on a 

specific issue in the general public, they may primarily affect people’s perceptions of 

collective opinion.  Studies that specifically focused on the potential effects of poll results 

are discussed next. 

 

Poll effect studies 

Research designs that study poll effects are, according to Hardmeier’s meta-analysis 

(2008, p. 506), mostly experimental (69%); 22 percent of the studies are based on 

survey data and 9 percent on aggregate data.  The effects of opinion poll publications 

on the general public are primarily studied in the context of elections (e.g. Fleitas, 1971; 

Navazio, 1977; Ceci & Kain, 1982; Skalaban, 1988; McAllister & Studlar, 1991; Blais et 

al., 2006; Faas et al., 2007).  During the electoral campaign process, pre-election polls 

can provide citizens with essential information about the public support for the political 

parties and candidates before Election Day.  Such information may affect voters’ 

perceptions of the political spectrum and their expectations regarding the future election 

outcome, so that ultimately the participation in elections or the voting decision itself may 

be affected (Blais et al., 2006, p. 263; Hardmeier, 2008, p. 505).   

 

In the literature, two major mechanisms have been mentioned regarding poll effects on 

voters’ opinions: the strategic voting and the occurrence of a contagion or bandwagon 

effect.  The latter has also been investigated, though to a lesser degree, in the context 

of opinion formation on non-electoral, general issues.  A bandwagon effect occurs if the 

expectations of who will win the elections make people more likely to vote for a 
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candidate.  Such an effect may also arise in the opposite direction (i.e. underdog effect), 

if some people vote for a candidate because they expect him to lose (Simon, 1954, pp. 

245-246).  Similar effects of poll information have been studied, though to a lesser 

extent, regarding opinions on general issues.  These effects then can be defined as 

opinion movement toward (‘bandwagon’) or away from (‘underdog’) the perceived 

majority opinion (Mutz, 1998; Marsh, 1984). 

 

Marsh (1984), for example, conducted a bandwagon experiment on the issue of 

abortion.  Four groups of people were asked about their perception of collective opinion 

on abortion, in what direction they perceived this collective opinion to be going, their 

personal opinion about abortion and the intensity of this opinion.  At different points in 

the questionnaire, the subjects were exposed to experimentally varying information 

about the current state and trend of public opinion.  I t was found that exposure to the 

static poll information produced no effect; the information about the trend of public 

opinion, on the other hand, did affect the opinions on abortion (Marsh, 1984, pp. 54-56; 

51; 70).   

 

A similar experiment of movement in opinion on general issues was performed by 

Nadeau, Cloutier and Guay (1993).  They focused on two issues with different levels of 

opinion crystallization among the general public: abortion (higher level of opinion 

crystallization) and the constitutional future of Quebec (opinions are less crystallized).  

In order to find convincing evidence for a bandwagon effect, the researchers used an 

experimental design with random selection groups, panel data to assess individual 

change before and after the provision of new information about the majority opinion, 

and included a control group that received no information, so that any opinion 

movement that occurred independently of the experimental stimulus could be taken into 

account.  Three groups of subjects were interviewed twice about two general issues.  In 

the second wave, the experimental groups were exposed to varying poll results before 

they were asked again their personal opinion about the issues.  A significant bandwagon 

effect or movement toward the majority opinion was found.  This was observed 

regardless of the direction of the public opinion information provided and the level of 

opinion crystallization of the issues (Nadeau et al., 1993, pp. 204-206; 211).  
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Research objective 

Based on previous research, the present study used an experimental approach to 

discover effects of poll information on opinions. Similar to previous empirical studies, poll 

information was provided to respondents in an experimental setting so that it was 

certain that the respondents were exposed to the stimulus.  Following Mutz (1998), two 

different levels of opinions were distinguished: personal opinions (personal-level 

judgments) and perceptions of collective opinion (societal-level judgments).  

Accordingly, the main research question is as follows: What effects do poll results have 

on personal opinions and perceptions of collective opinion? It may be expected that poll 

information affects the societal level judgments, but not necessarily the personal level 

judgments (Mutz & Soss, 1997; Tyler & Cook, 1984). The main hypotheses tested are 

the following: 

- Personal opinions in the post-test condition (i.e. after the experimental group has 

been exposed to the experimental stimulus) will not be significantly different 

between the experimental and control group. 

- The perceptions of collective opinion in the post-test condition will be 

significantly different between the experimental and control group. 

 

An important prerequisite for these hypotheses is that the personal opinions and 

perceptions of collective opinion are not significantly different between the experimental 

and control group in the pretest condition (i.e. before the experimental group is exposed 

to the experimental stimulus).   

 

In addition to generally testing whether the provision of poll information affects the 

different levels of opinions, individual differences in impact were explored.  The reason 

for this is that poll effects might occur within particular groups of the public (Traugott, 

1992).  More specifically, the present study considers three individual characteristics that 

might be related to a differential impact of poll information: opinion strength, political 

interest and perceived poll influence.   

 

First of all, opinion strength can be considered an important source of individual 

differences in poll impact.  I t has been suggested that opinion effects of poll publications 
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are probably larger for newly emerged issues, on which people do not have stable and 

crystallized opinions (yet) and for which people know little about the general mood 

(Lang & Lang, 1984, pp. 133-136).  Furthermore, in Hardmeier’s (2008) meta-analysis of 

poll effect studies, it was found that undecided voters are most likely to be influenced by 

poll publications.  Likewise, those with weak or no predispositions towards a general 

issue show stronger poll effects (Hardmeier, 2008, p. 507).  Therefore, a differential 

impact of poll information due to different levels of opinion strength may be expected. 

 

Second, varying degrees of political interest may produce similar differences in the 

susceptibility to poll effects.  Zaller (1992), for example, contends that effects of 

information dissemination can differentiate, depending on individual political awareness 

(political knowledge and interest) and predispositions (partisanship).  He argues that the 

most politically aware people are the most attentive to media messages (Receive 

information; RAS-model), are able to evaluate these messages according to their 

personal partisanship (Accept or reject the information) and are therefore less likely to 

use each new piece of information as a consideration in forming their opinion (Sample 

information).  According to Zaller, the moderately aware persons are attentive to new 

information, but less able to evaluate them on the basis of political consistency, so that 

they are more likely to change their opinions.  The least politically aware persons, on the 

other hand, receive less media messages.  This reduces their probability of being 

affected by the media flows of communication (Zaller, 1992, pp. 151-157).  Hickman  

(1991, pp. 112-117; 100), on the other hand, argues that especially the political 

activists, who have high levels of political interest and engagement, are more likely to be 

affected by poll results than average citizens. 

 

Third, the perception of poll influence on one’s own opinion is considered as a possible 

source of differential impact.  Lavrakas, Holley and Miller (1991) explored the perceived 

effects of pre-electoral poll news.  Although such poll stories were conceived as 

‘informative’ by 63 percent of the respondents, two-thirds of the registered voters 

reported that the published pre-electoral polls were of no use in making their voting 

decision (Lavrakas et al., 1991, pp. 157-161).  Similarly, van Holsteyn and den Ridder 

(2005) found that 79 percent of the Dutch voters did not perceive influence of the polls 
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on their own vote decision in the elections of 2003.  Closely related are studies of the 

‘third-person effect’, which have found that people overestimate the effects of 

communications on others.  The central idea is the discrepancy between the perceived 

media impact on people’s own attitudes and those of others (Davison, 1983; Perloff, 

1996, p. 178-180).  Therefore, it may be assumed that different levels of perceived poll 

influence on one’s own opinion are related to different levels of susceptibility to poll 

effects. 

 

These expectations regarding the differential impact of poll results are summarized in 

the following hypotheses: 

Effects of poll results on personal opinions and perceptions of collective opinion will 

be different for different levels of: 

- opinion strength: people with weak opinions will be more likely to be affected by 

poll information than people with strong opinions 

- political interest: people with moderate levels of political interest will be more 

likely to be affected by poll information than people with the highest or lowest 

levels of political interest 

- perceived poll influence on one’s own opinion: people who perceive a higher 

degree of poll influence on their own opinion will be more likely to be affected by 

poll information than people who perceive little or no poll influence on their own 

opinion 

 

Data & Method 

In order to explore the impact of poll results on opinions, an experimental study was 

conducted in which poll information was integrated in the survey of a randomly selected 

group of respondents.  First, the experimental design is described.  Second, information 

about the sample obtained is provided, as well as information about the method of 

analysis and the variables under consideration.  
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Experimental design 

The research design was a pretest – posttest experiment in which individuals were 

randomly assigned to one experimental group and one control group.  In figure 1 the 

experimental design is described. 

 

Figure 1: experimental design 

Groups Pretest Experimental 

stimulus 

Posttest 

Experimental 

group 

Individual opinion at time 1 

Perception of collective opinion 

at time 1 

Yes Individual opinion at time 2 

Perception of collective opinion at 

time 2 

Control 

group 

Individual opinion at time 1 

Perception of collective opinion 

at time 1 

No Individual opinion at time 2 

Perception of collective opinion at 

time 2 

 

Both the experimental and the control group were surveyed about their individual 

opinions and their perceptions of collective opinion on three issues (pretest opinions at 

time 1).  During the survey, the experimental group was exposed to information about 

poll results, but the control group was not exposed to this information.  At the end of 

the questionnaire, both groups were again asked their individual opinions and their 

perceptions of collective opinion about the same issues (posttest opinions at time 2).  

Respondents thus had been asked their opinions before they were exposed to the 

experimental stimulus (i.e. poll information).  This allowed us to examine differences in 

opinions before and after the poll information was provided.  Since the control group did 

not receive information on opinion polls during the survey, a comparison of their 

opinions with those of the experimental group enabled us to assess the potential impact 

of the poll information provided, controlled for movement of opinion that occured 

independently of the stimulus experiment.   

 

Although the questionnaire explored opinions about several issues, the focus of the 

experiment was on three topics in particular: the independence of Flanders, retirement 

income and immigration policy.  Opinions on these issues were surveyed in both the 

pretest and posttest condition.  The first issue, the independence of Flanders, was 
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chosen because the Flemish news media frequently commissioned polls on it and widely 

disseminated the poll results through television and newspapers in the months 

preceding the experiment.  During that period, Belgium faced a precarious political 

situation in which difficulties of forming an (interim-) government after the Federal 

elections (of June 2007) provoked questions about a possible independence of the 

Northern region Flanders.  The finding that 12 percent of the Flemish population 

favoured the independence of Flanders (VRT-news, “The Flemish favour state reform”, 

09/11/2007) was provided to the experimental group during the survey.  I t was the 

result from a poll jointly commissioned by the public broadcasting television channel 

‘VRT’ and the quality newspaper ‘De Standaard’ in November 2007.  This poll result 

followed, and contrasted with, various polls which had been claiming that more than 40 

percent of the Flemish agreed with an independent Flanders (e.g. VTMnews poll 24/08; 

Canvas-programme poll 04/09; Het Laatste Nieuws polls 18/09; 05/11/2007).  However, 

the poll finding of 12 percent was more in line with longitudinal academic research on 

the issue (e.g. 9% by ISPO; Institute for Sociological and Political Research, Belgium; 

Swyngedouw & Rink, 2008), and may therefore represent more closely the ‘true’ state of 

collective opinion in Flanders. 

 

The second issue focused on was the retirement income since far less, though some, 

opinion polls on the issue were published by the news media in the months preceding 

the experiment.  In August (cf. De Morgen, “One third of the Belgians does not lose any 

sleep over retirement”, 02/08/2007) and October (cf. De Tijd, “Three third of the 

Belgians fears losing their independence in old age”, 30/10/2007), several news media 

reported the results of two polls commissioned by ‘Swiss Life Belgium’ (an insurance 

company) on attitudes towards (future) retirement.  Their poll result that 30 percent of 

the Belgians did not know whether their income in old age would be sufficient enough to 

pay extra health-care costs was used as a second experimental stimulus.  In contrast to 

the first issue, the news media did not commission the polls about retirement income, 

and the subject was less topical at the moment of the experiment. 

 

The third issue on which the experiment focused was the immigration policy, and more 

specifically opinions regarding the number of immigrants from poorer countries outside 
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Europe to be allowed living in Belgium.  This issue was selected because no opinion polls 

about this particular issue were reported in the Flemish news media in the months 

preceding the experiment.  This allowed us to examine the impact of poll information 

that was new to all subjects.  The information provided to the respondents of the 

experimental group was based on data from the academically driven ‘European Social 

Survey’ (Round 3, 2006), in which it was found that 43 percent of the Flemish agrees 

with allowing only a few or none of the immigrants of poorer countries outside Europe 

to live in Belgium.   

 

Additionally, poll results about two other, unrelated, topics (i.e. terrorism, work) were 

included in the questionnaire of the experimental group.  The reason for this was to 

ensure a higher level of external validity of the experiment.  Subjects in the 

experimental condition did not have to pay attention to a single poll result provided, but 

they were exposed to poll information about several issues.  I t may be assumed that 

this resembled more closely the information flow of the news media than an 

experimental stimulus which would have consisted of only one poll result.  In order to 

ensure a similar length of the survey questionnaire for the experimental and control 

group, the survey of the latter comprised questions about two topics (i.e. attitudes 

towards environment and feelings of insecurity) that were unrelated to the issues on 

which the experiment focused. 

 

Sample information 

Data were collected through an online access panel survey, which means that the survey 

was conducted online with a sample of previously recruited panel members.  Based on 

an information database of the panel members, a stratified sample was drawn of adult 

panel members aged between 18 and 74 years old, living in the Flemish region of 

Belgium.  The sample was stratified according to gender, age and education, based on 

census information.  Additionally, certain groups of respondents were over- or under-

sampled according to previously achieved response rates within the stratified cells.  The 

survey was conducted between 28 January and 29 February 2008.  After each week a 

reminder was sent, and as an incentive the respondents could win gift vouchers from 

multimedia shops.  The effective sample consisted of 2704 completed interviews for the 
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experimental group (completion rate of 42.5%1) and 969 completed interviews for the 

control group (completion rate of 41.5%).  Since the main concern of experimental 

research is not representativeness, but success of the random assignment, problems 

related to limited coverage and self-selection of online access panel surveys (cf. 

Loosveldt & Sonck, 2008) are less important for the present study. 

 

To evaluate the random assignment process, differences between the experimental 

group and the control group were tested by performing Chi square tests for categorical 

variables and two-sided t-tests for ordinal and (quasi-) continuous variables.  I t was 

found that several attitudinal variables, such as opinion strength, political interest and 

perceived poll influence, as well as several factual questions, such as attention to polls 

and news media use did not differ significantly (at the 0.05 level) between the 

experimental and control group.  Regarding socio-demographic background variables, 

however, it was found that the distribution of age significantly differed between the 

groups.  Therefore, weights were assigned to both groups, based on univariate census 

information of age.  After weighting, differences between the groups were tested again 

and no additional variables were found to be different.  Although analyses were 

performed on both unweighted and weighted data, only minor differences could be 

observed.  Therefore, the impact of weighting on the findings can be considered 

minimal.  (Only the weighted results will be reported.) 

 

Method of analysis 

To study differences in opinions before and after subjects are being exposed to poll 

information, it is tempting to calculate change scores as a difference between the two 

opinion measures and subsequently search for relationships between the change scores 

and variables that could cause this change.  However, various scholars (e.g. Bohrnstedt, 

1969; Allison, 1990; Cronbach & Furby, 1970; Peter, Churchill & Brown, 1993) have 

argued that change scores are highly unreliable.  Moreover, due to the phenomenon of 

regression toward the mean, spurious relationships with independent variables could be 

                                                 
1 ‘Completion rates’ for online access panels can not be considered comparable to response rates 

of traditional surveys (cf. Loosveldt & Sonck, 2008).  
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found.  To avoid such problems, the ‘regressor variable method’ has been suggested in 

which the posttest variable is the dependent variable and the pretest variable is used as 

a control variable in regression analyses (Allison, 1990).  Likewise, it is recommended 

not to use change scores when studying differences as a consequence of experimental 

treatments, but instead explore differences in the posttest condition between the 

experimental and control group (Cronbach & Furby, 1970, p. 78).   

 

Therefore, the mean differences in personal opinions and perceptions of collective 

opinion were tested by two-sided t-tests in both the pretest and posttest condition.  The 

personal opinion variables were five-point scales of agreement with the opinion 

questions asked (strongly agree; agree; neither agree, nor disagree; disagree; strongly 

disagree) and the perception variables were percentages (0-100%) with which people 

estimated the state of collective opinion.  More information about the variables and 

questions asked can be found in Appendix A.   

 

Additionally, in order to explore differential patterns of impact at the individual level, 

multivariate regression analyses were performed, in which interaction effects were 

included.  In these analyses, the primary dependent variables were the personal 

opinions and perceptions of collective opinion on three issues in the posttest condition.  

To study potential change, the pretest opinions were included in the analyses as control 

variables (Allison, 1990; Cronbach & Furby, 1970).  The main independent variable was 

group, a dichotomous variable which specified whether the respondents were in the 

experimental or control group.  Therefore, this variable indicated the effect of the poll 

information provided to the experimental group.  Additionally, three interaction effects 

were included in the regression analyses2.  The first is the interaction between group 

and opinion strength, as it may be assumed that people with weak opinions are more 

likely to be affected by the poll information provided.  Opinion strength was measured 

by a five-point scale in terms of the degree of issue importance in deciding one’s 

electoral vote.  The second interaction tested is between group and political interest.  

This variable was a four-point scale on which people could indicate their degree of 

                                                 
2 In addition to these interaction terms, the variables opinion strength, political interest and 
perceived poll influence were included in the regression analyses to control for the main effects. 
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interest in politics.  The third interaction term included in the analysis was between 

group and perceived poll influence (eleven-point scale).  Although respondents were 

asked their perception of poll influence on politics, public opinion and their own opinion, 

only the last question was used in the analysis since the third-person effect hypothesis 

contends that people overestimate such influence on others.  

  

Main findings 

To study the impact of the poll information integrated in the experimental questionnaire, 

differences in both personal opinions and perceptions of collective opinion on three 

issues were tested between the experimental and control group by two-sided t-tests.  

Findings are summarized in Table 1. 

 

First, it was tested whether the opinions in the pretest condition were similar (i.e. not 

significantly different) in both the experimental and control group.  The groups being 

comparable in their pretest opinions is a prerequisite for studying potential movement in 

opinions after being exposed to the poll information.  As can be seen from Table 1, the 

means of both the personal opinions and perceptions of collective opinion did not differ 

significantly in the pretest condition.  For example, the between-group differences in 

means for the independence of Flanders were -0.043 (p= 0.401) for the personal 

opinions and -0.87 (p= 0.175) for the perceptions of collective opinion.  Similar results 

were found for the other two issues.   

 

Secondly, based on the assumption that the poll results provided during the 

questionnaire might affect people’s opinions, it was tested whether the experimental and 

control group differed significantly in their opinions in the post-test condition (i.e. after 

the experimental group had been exposed to poll information).  Table 1 shows that the 

personal opinions on the three issues considered did not differ significantly in the 

posttest condition between the two groups.  On average, the respondents of both the 

control group and experimental group answered most frequently the balanced middle 

category ‘neither agree, nor disagree’ regarding the independence of Flanders (mean 

control group= 2.66; mean experimental group= 2.73) and concerning the restrictive 

immigration policy (mean control group= 3.17; mean experimental group= 3.17).  
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Likewise, both groups tended to agree with not knowing whether their income in old age 

would be sufficient enough to pay extra health-care costs (mean control group= 3.68; 

mean experimental group= 3.64).  The finding that the means of the personal opinions 

on these three issues did not show significant differences between the groups in the 

posttest condition (i.e. p-values of t-tests >  0.05) implies that providing the poll 

information to the experimental group did not affect their personal opinions between the 

pretest and posttest measurement. 

Table 1: opinion differences tested between groups ( t- test)  

 Personal opinion Perception collective opinion 

Issue Pretest Posttest Pretest Posttest 

Independence of 

Flanders Mean  Mean Mean Mean 

Control group  2.735  2.658 44.291 45.348 

Experimental group 2.779  2.731 45.161 40.881 

Diff mean (Ctr-Exp) -0.043 -0.073 -0.869 4.467 

     

t-test (df) t; p (df= 3569) -0.84;  

p=0.4010 

(df= 3486) -1.36; 

 p=0.1746 

(df= 3644) -1.19;  

p=0.2351 

(df= 3644) 5.83; 

p<0.0001 * * *  

     

Retirement income Mean Mean Mean Mean 

Control group 3.686 3.677 63.157 62.103 

Experimental group 3.657 3.643 63.036 55.665 

Diff mean (Ctr-Exp) 0.028 0.034 0.122 6.437 

     

t-test (df) t; p (df= 3584) 0.73; 

 p=0.4635 

(df= 3523) 0.84; 

 p=0.4000 

(df= 3644) 0.19; 

 p=0.8466 

(df= 3644) 9.18;  

p<0.0001 * * *  

     

Immigration policy Mean Mean Mean Mean 

Control group 3.660 3.169 52.081 51.632 

Experimental group 3.636 3.168 52.117 48.635 

Diff mean (Ctr-Exp) 0.025 0.001 -0.036 2.997 

     

t-test (df) t; p (df= 3585) 0.61;  

p=0.5390 

(df= 3503) 0.02;  

p=0.9805 

(df= 3644) -0.04; 

 p=0.9662 

(df= 3644) 3.67; 

p=0.0002 * * *  

 



 16 

In addition to the tests for personal opinions, the between-group differences were 

tested for the posttest perceptions of collective opinion regarding the same three issues.  

As can be seen from Table 1, these perceptions did differ significantly between the 

experimental and control group in the posttest condition, while they were similar in the 

pretest condition.  Regarding the first issue studied, the experimental stimulus was that 

12 percent of the Flemish favoured the independence of their region.  Table 1 shows 

that in the posttest condition the experimental group reported a significantly lower 

percentage of Flemish favouring independence of Flanders (40.88%) compared with the 

control group (45.35%).  However, the Cohen’s measure of effect size was rather small 

(Cohen’s d= .219).  Concerning the second issue, the experimental questionnaire 

disclosed that 30 percent of the Belgians did not know whether their income will be 

sufficient enough to pay extra health-care costs.  The respondents’ estimates of the 

state of collective opinion on this issue differed on average by 6.4 percent between the 

groups in the posttest condition; the average responded percentage was 62.20 in the 

control group and decreased to 55.67 in the experimental group.  The size of this effect 

was small (Cohen’s d= .354).  Likewise, the groups significantly differed in their posttest 

perception of collective opinion on immigration policy after the experimental group had 

been exposed to the survey result that 43% of the Flemish agreed with allowing only 

some or none of the people from poorer countries outside Europe to come and live in 

Belgium.  Again, the mean percentage of the experimental group in the posttest 

condition was significantly lower (48.64%) compared with the control group (51.63%), 

but the effect size was very small (Cohen’s d= .136). 

 

I t is thus observed that the personal opinions on the three issues studied (i.e. 

independence of Flanders, retirement income, immigration policy) did not differ 

significantly between the experimental and control group, neither in the pretest 

condition, nor in the posttest condition.  On the other hand, the perceptions of collective 

opinion on the same three issues did not differed between the groups in the pretest 

condition; whereas they significantly differ in the posttest condition.  These results 

indicate that the poll information provided to the experimental group may have affected 

the subjects’ perceptions of collective opinion, but not their personal opinions on the 

independence of Flanders, retirement income and immigration policy.  
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To explore differential patterns of impact, multivariate regression analyses were 

performed with the posttest opinions (both personal opinions and perceptions of 

collective opinions) as the dependent variables.  Descriptions of the variables included in 

the analyses can be found in Appendix A.  In Tables 2 to 4, the results of the analyses 

(i.e. standardized regression coefficients, their standard errors and 95% confidence 

limits, as well as the t-test values and p-values) are presented by issue.  As can be seen, 

the R-square values indicated relatively high proportions of variance explained by the 

variables included in the regression analyses; they ranged between 41 and 81 percent.  

Especially the pretest variables, which were included in the analyses as control variables 

(Allison, 1990; Cronbach & Furby, 1970), were responsible for these high R-square 

scores.  Tables 2 to 4 show a positive relationship that is statistically significant (p <  

0.0001) between the pretest and posttest opinions.  This may be an indication of the 

reliability of the pretest-posttest opinion measurement. 

 

In line with the previously discussed results (cf. Table 1), the variable group was not 

significantly related with the personal opinions on the three issues (p >  0.05).  

Regarding the posttest perceptions of collective opinion, the main effect of group 

remained significant for the independence of Flanders (p= 0.0014) and retirement 

income (p= 0.0396), but not for the issue of immigration policy (p=0.3700).  The 

regression models for this last issue, however, did show a significant p-value for the 

posttest perception of collective opinion when the interaction effects were not included 

(not shown here).   

 

As Tables 2 to 4 show, the main effect of opinion strength on personal opinions and 

perceptions of collective opinion was mostly significant.  People with a stronger opinion 

on the independence of Flanders, for example, reported a higher percentage of Flemish 

favouring the independent state of Flanders.  The interaction effect between group and 

opinion strength, however, was in none of the cases significant.  This indicates that 

people with stronger opinions on the three issues were not affected differently by the 

poll information provided, compared to people with weaker opinions.  The second 

interaction term tested was between group and political interest.  Varying degrees of 
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political interest were significantly related to the personal opinions on retirement income 

(b= -0.128; p= 0.0002) and immigration policy (b= -0.086; p= 0.0247), but not on the 

issue of an independent Flanders.  For none of the issues, the interaction effect between 

group and political interest was significant.  Therefore, people with higher levels of 

political interest were not affected differently by the experimental stimulus than those 

with lower levels of political interest.   

 

 

Finally, neither the main effect of perceived poll influence, nor its interaction with group 

were significant for the two issues about which media disseminated poll information was 

provided (i.e. independence of Flanders and retirement income).  For the issue about 

which new survey information was disclosed, however, different results were observed.  

The main effect of the variable was significant on the perception of collective opinion 

(b= 0.397; p= 0.0374), which indicates that people who perceive more influence of polls 

on their own opinion reported a higher percentage of Flemish favouring a more 

restrictive immigration policy.  The interaction effect, however, was significant for the 

personal opinion (b= 0.036; p= 0.0129).  This indicates that people who perceive more 

influence of polls on their own opinion were more likely to be affected by the poll 

information in their personal opinion.   

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Based on previous empirical research (e.g. Marsh, 1984; Nadeau et al., 1993), real poll 

information was provided to respondents in an experimental setting concerning three 

issues (i.e. the independence of Flanders, retirement income and immigration policy).  

Although the personal opinions of the respondents did not seem to be affected by the 

provision of poll information, the perceptions of collective opinion did differ significantly 

between the experimental and control group in the posttest condition.  These findings 

support the idea of impersonal influence (Mutz, 1998; Mutz & Soss, 1997; Tyler & Cook, 

1984) of poll information on the perceptions of collective opinion (societal level 

judgments) without influencing the individual opinions (personal level judgments).  In 

exploring differential effects of poll results due to different levels of opinion strength, 

political interest and perceived poll influence on one’s own opinion, however, the 
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interaction terms included in the analyses were mostly not statistically significant, with 

the exception of perceived poll influence on personal opinions about immigration policy. 

 

Although experimental designs are typically more successful in discovering effects of poll 

information, limitations of the method have to be mentioned.  In particular, the question 

of artifact has to be raised (Hardmeier, 2008).  Subjects of an experimental group are 

often given a very clear indication of the collective opinion, compared with the reality in 

which a large part of the public is rather inattentive to political information or poll results 

(Nadeau et al., 1993, p. 211).  A related problem is that a single message will rarely 

make people ‘with firm convictions or clear ideas about the subject to abandon their 

views’ (Lang & Lang, 1984, pp. 133-136).  Although these limitations also apply to the 

present study, it is attempted to reduce them by providing the respondents with several 

messages on poll results of which only some were actually related to the experiment.  

Furthermore, it has to be noted that the data were collected by an online access panel 

and that the time between the two opinion measurements was rather short, as the 

respondents were asked twice their opinions in the same survey.  Despite this short time 

lag, however, differences in the perceptions of collective opinion could be observed in 

the experimental group after being exposed to the poll information.   

 

The finding that perceptions of collective opinion can be affected by poll results, may 

have important implications, especially if people’s perceptions of what others think in 

society might eventually also influence the personal opinions.  Whereas Tyler and Cook 

(1984, p. 695; 705) contend that personal level judgments and societal level judgments 

are separate and can not influence each other, Mutz (1997, p. 447) suggests that 

perceptions might influence political attitudes and actions of both policy makers and 

citizens.  This might be reinforced when poll results are not merely reported as raw 

data, but also frequently used by the media in their general news content.  To study 

this, longitudinal research is necessary in which personal opinions and perceptions of 

collective opinion on the one hand, and the news media use of poll results on the other 

hand, are closely monitored over a longer period of time.  With such a design, 

movements in the different levels of opinions can be studied in a more natural setting 

than with an experimental design. 
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Table 2: multivariate regression analysis with opinions on independence of Flanders as dependent variable 

 Dependent variable: posttest personal opinion  Dependent variable: posttest perception of collective opinion 

Independent 
variables  b SEb 95% CL t p   b SEb 95% CL t p 

Group: Experimental    
Ref: Control 0.02 0.065 0.105 [ -0.141; 0.271]  0.62 0.535  -0.14 -6.289 1.966 [ -10.144; -2.434]  -3.2 0.001 
Pretest personal 
opinion 0.67 0.686 0.012 [0.663; 0.710]  56.34 < .0001  0.75 0.790 0.012 [0.766; 0.814]  64.16 < .0001 
Opinion strength 0.28 0.285 0.018 [0.250; 0.320]  16.13 < .0001  0.1 1.551 0.297 [0.968; 2.134]  5.22 < .0001 
Interaction opinion 
strength* group 0 -0.004 0.017 [ -0.038; 0.030]  -0.22 0.825  0 -0.023 0.331 [ -0.671; 0.626]  -0.07 0.945 
Political interest 0.02 0.041 0.026 [ -0.009; 0.091]  1.62 0.106  -0.05 -1.161 0.480 [ -2.101; -0.220]  -2.42 0.016 
Interaction political 
interest* group -0.02 -0.019 0.030 [ -0.077; 0.040]  -0.63 0.528  0.04 0.640 0.558 [ -0.454; 1.734]  1.15 0.251 
Perceived poll 
influence -0.01 -0.008 0.008 [ -0.024; 0.009]  -0.9 0.367  0.02 0.178 0.157 [ -0.130; 0.485]  1.13 0.258 
Interaction perceived 
poll influence* group 0.01 0.007 0.010 [ -0.012; 0.026]  0.72 0.473  -0.01 -0.096 0.183 [ -0.454; 0.262]  -0.52 0.601 
              
n  3338       3426     
R²    0.81             0.67         
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Table 3: multivariate regression analysis with opinions on retirement income as dependent variable 

 Dependent variable: posttest personal opinion  Dependent variable: posttest perception of collective opinion 
Independent 
variables  b SEb 95% CL t p   b SEb 95% CL t p 
Group: Experimental    
Ref: Control 0.02 0.041 0.228 [ -0.405; 0.487]  0.18 0.856  -0.19 -8.007 3.890 [ -15.634; -0.380]  -2.06 0.04 
Pretest personal 
opinion 0.6 0.624 0.014 [0.596; 0.652]  44.37 < .0001  0.63 0.709 0.015 [0.680; 0.738]  48.41 < .0001 
Opinion strength 0.17 0.247 0.039 [0.171; 0.322]  6.4 < .0001  0.05 1.254 0.664 [ -0.047; 2.556]  1.89 0.059 
Interaction opinion 
strength* group -0.1 -0.054 0.045 [ -0.142; 0.033]  -1.22 0.223  0.06 0.546 0.767 [ -0.957; 2.049]  0.71 0.476 
Political interest -0.1 -0.128 0.034 [ -0.194; -0.061]  -3.77 0.0002  -0.02 -0.349 0.579 [ -1.484; 0.787]  -0.6 0.547 
Interaction political 
interest* group 0.06 0.051 0.039 [ -0.026; 0.128]  1.3 0.195  0 -0.068 0.675 [ -1.390; 1.255]  -0.1 0.92 
Perceived poll 
influence 0.01 0.004 0.011 [ -0.018; 0.025]  0.33 0.738  -0.01 -0.056 0.188 [ -0.425; 0.314]  -0.3 0.767 
Interaction perceived 
poll influence* group 0.03 0.013 0.013 [ -0.012; 0.038]  0.98 0.326  -0.02 -0.118 0.219 [ -0.548; 0.312]  -0.54 0.59 
              
n  3394       3495     
R²    0.41             0.42         
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Table 4: multivariate regression analysis with opinions on immigration policy as dependent variable 

 Dependent variable: posttest personal opinion  Dependent variable: posttest perception of collective opinion 
Independent 
variables  b SEb 95% CL t p    b SEb 95% CL t p 
Group: Experimental    
Ref: Control -0.1 -0.278 0.217 [ -0.703; 0.146]  -1.28 0.199  -0.06 -2.922 3.259 [ -9.311; 3.467]  -0.9 0.37 
Pretest personal 
opinion 0.64 0.767 0.016 [0.736; 0.798]  48.39 < .0001  0.73 0.696 0.011 [0.674; 0.718]  62.22 < .0001 
Opinion strength 0.09 0.125 0.035 [0.055; 0.194]  3.52 0.0004  0.08 1.886 0.535 [0.836; 2.936]  3.52 0.0004 
Interaction opinion 
strength* group 0.01 0.007 0.041 [ -0.073; 0.088]  0.18 0.858  -0.04 -0.397 0.624 [ -1.620; 0.825]  -0.64 0.524 
Political interest -0.06 -0.086 0.038 [ -0.162; -0.011]  -2.25 0.025  -0.03 -0.915 0.588 [ -2.067; 0.237]  -1.56 0.119 
Interaction political 
interest* group 0.05 0.046 0.045 [ -0.042; 0.134]  1.03 0.302  0.08 1.290 0.682 [ -0.047; 2.627]  1.89 0.059 
Perceived poll 
influence -0.03 -0.016 0.013 [ -0.041; 0.008]  -1.31 0.19  0.05 0.397 0.191 [0.023; 0.772]  2.08 0.037 
Interaction perceived 
poll influence* group 0.08 0.036 0.015 [0.008; 0.065]  2.49 0.013  -0.06 -0.413 0.222 [ -0.848; 0.022]  -1.86 0.063 
              
n  3377       3476     
R²    0.46             0.55         
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Appendix A: overview of variable information, questions and answer categories 
( translated from Dutch)  
 
Personal opinion -  Pretest 
Five-point scales: mean of two question items per issue. Values are recoded so that the higher the 
scores, the higher the agreement with item 1.  
Q. We would like you to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement below (For 
reasons of clarity, the order in which these statements were presented to the respondents is 
changed here).  Answer categories: 1.Strongly agree /  2.Agree /  3.Neither agree, nor disagree /  
4.Disagree /  5.Strongly disagree /  Don’t know 

Item 1: Flanders should become independent.  Independence of Flanders  
(M=2.77; SD=1.36; 

Cronbach’s alpha= 0.89) 
I tem 2: I t is better not to split Belgium. 

  
I tem 1: I  do not know whether my income in old age will be 
sufficient to pay extra health-care costs. 

Retirement income 
(M=3.66; SD=1.02; 

Cronbach’s alpha= 0.60) I tem 2: I  have a good knowledge of my retirement income and extra 
health-care costs. 

  
I tem 1: Belgium should not allow any or only allow a few people 
from poorer countries outside Europe to come and live here.  

Immigration policy 
(M=3.64; SD=1.06; 

Cronbach’s alpha= 0.75) I tem 2: Belgium should allow many people from poorer countries 
outside Europe to come and live here. 

Personal opinion -  Posttest 
Five-point scales: one question per issue.  Values are recoded so that the higher the scores, the 
higher the agreement with the opinion question. 
Answer categories: 1.Strongly agree /  2.Agree /  3.Neither agree, nor disagree /  4.Disagree /  
5.Strongly disagree /  Don’t know 

Independence of Flanders 
(M=2.71; SD=1.41) 

Q. How much do you agree or disagree with: Flanders should 
become independent 

  
Retirement income 

(M=3.65; SD=1.07) 
Q. How much do you agree or disagree with: I  do not know whether 
my income in old age will be sufficient to pay extra health-care 
costs. 

  
Immigration policy  

(M=3.17; SD=1.27) 
Q. How much do you agree or disagree with: Belgium should not 
allow any or only allow a few people from poorer countries outside 
Europe to come and live here. 

Perception of collective opinion 
Pretest =  Posttest 
Continuous variable: one question per issue. Answer categories: open (percentages between 0 and 
100) 

Independence of Flanders 
(Pretest: M=44.93; SD= 19.48/  

 Posttest: M= 42.06; SD=20.49) 

Q. In your opinion, what percentage of Flemish people favours 
the independence of Flanders? 

  
Retirement income 

(Pretest: M=63.07; SD= 16.71/  
 Posttest: M= 57.36; SD=18.88) 

Q. In your opinion, what percentage of Belgians does not know 
whether their income in old age will be enough to pay extra 
health-care costs? 
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Immigration policy 
(Pretest: M=52.11; SD= 22.75/  

 Posttest: M= 49.43; SD=21.76) 

Q. In your opinion, what percentage of Flemish people says 
that Belgium should not allow any or only allow a few people 
from poorer countries outside Europe to come and live in 
Belgium? 

  
Group  
Dichotomous variable: 0=control group (Reference category) /  1=experimental group 
  
Opinion strength  
Five-point scale of importance per issue (i.e. Independence of Flanders; M=2.93; SD= 1.38 /  
Financing retirement income; M= 4.34; SD= 0.73 /  Immigration policy; M= 4.07; SD=0.89); values 
are recoded so that the higher the scores, the higher the opinion strength.   

Q. I f elections were held today, how important would you rate each of the issues below in deciding 
your vote? Answer categories: 1.Very important /  2.Somewhat important /  3.Neither important, nor 
unimportant /  4.Somewhat unimportant /  5.Very unimportant /  Don’t know 
 
Political interest 
Four-point scale: values are recoded so that the higher the scores, the higher the political interest. 
(M=2.60; SD=0.83) 
Q. How interested would you say you are in politics? 
Answer categories: 1.Very interested /  2.Quite interested /  3.Hardly interested /  4.Not at all 
interested /  Don't know 
 
Perceived poll influence 
Eleven-point scale: one question.  The higher the scores, the higher the perceived poll influence. 
(M=4.06; SD=2.29) 
Q. To what degree do you think opinion polls have an influence on your own opinion? 
Answer categories: scale between 0 and 10, where 0 means no influence at all and 10 means a lot 
of influence /  Don’t know 

 


