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Key terms 
 
American dream – The widespread belief that the United States is a land of opportunity 
and that individual initiative and hard work can bring economic success.  
Political culture --  a set of views that all or virtually all Americans hold in common 
Ideology – an enduring set of principles that some hold about the proper role of 
government in society; people disagree in their ideological outlook. (most people identify 
as liberal or conservative) 
Liberalism – A belief that government can and should achieve justice and equality of 
opportunity. 
Conservatism – A belief that limited government insures order competitive markets and 
personal opportunity. 
Values – philosophies about morality and justice… may contradict economic interests 
Identities – race, religion, geographic origin, language, and partisan identification 
Public opinion – focuses on specific individuals, policies or circumstances at a moment 
in time 
Political socialization – The process by which we develop our political values and 
beliefs on which the political system is based 
Agents of socialization – social institutions, including families and schools, that help 
shape individuals’ basic political beliefs and values: family, schools, social groups 
(voluntary and involuntary) and political condition (political condition includes geography 
and generation) 
Demographics – The study of the characteristics of populations. 
Political predisposition – A characteristic of individuals that is predictive of political 
behavior. 
Reinforcing cleavages – Divisions within society that reinforce one another, making 
groups more homogenous or similar. 
Cross-cutting cleavages – Divisions within society that cut across demographic 
categories to produce groups that are more heterogeneous or different. 
Gender gap – The difference between the political opinions or political behavior of men 
and of women; an enduring feature of American elections for some time 
Fundamentalists – Conservative Christians who (as a group) have become more 
active in politics in the last two decades and were especially influential in the 2000 
presidential election. 
Socioeconomic status (SES) – A division of population based on occupation, income, 
and education. 



Political efficacy (internal and external) – individuals’ belief that they can understand 
(internal) political events and have an impact on them (external) 
Misplaced self-interest – incorrect conclusion of voters that a policy will benefit them, 
generally due to political ignorance 
Poll – a scientific instrument for measuring public opinion 
Representative sample – a sample of a larger population 
Selection bias – a factor which diminishes the validity of a polling sample ( e.g. caller 
ID skews the sampling, as does a sample that does not include cell phones) 
Sample size – reliability of a poll depends on size of sample; larger size decreases the 
likelihood of sampling error (and selection bias) 
Measurement error – failure to identify true distribution of opinion within a population 
because of errors such as ambiguous or poorly worded questions 
Illusion of salience – because results are reported quantitatively, polls can give the 
impression that an issue is important to the sample when it really is not. 
 


