Public Opinion Profile

OF NEW MEXICO CITIZENS

FOCUS: PUBLIC TRUST IN GOVERNMENT AND THE CLINTON SCANDAL

Background

Dataon voting, voter registration, and opinion poll resultsrevea a
dramatic declinein Americans’ trust in government and sense of
civicengagement sincetheearly ‘ 60s. These phenomenahavebeen
examined in the mid-1990s by Robert Putnam (“The strange
disappearanceof social capital in America’) and others(see” Trust
in Government” article on page 5).

What hasbeen therole of scandalsinvolving public officials
intheprocessof alienation? Doinvestigationsof themoral failures
of incumbentsreflect only onthem, thosewhoinvestigatethemand
those who report about the investigations? Or do they weaken the
legitimacy of “the American system of government” intheview of
the people? Or do people just not care what is happening in
government, findingitirrel evant aslong astheeconomy isworking
well?

Explanations of and speculation about Americans' increas-
ing alienation from the political process are common topics of
media pundits as well as serious researchers. Some treat Ameri-
cans increasing cynicism and feelings of powerlessness as a
potential cause of alooming threat to the established democratic
order. The question is sometimes put this way: Can democratic
governance survive rising levels of alienation and declines in
participation? Others seek to understand how it came about, asthe
effect of a variety of socia or cultural forces. One “culprit”
suggested to be responsible for Americans’ “tuning out” issaid to
be political leaders whose bad behavior engenders disrespect for

the ingtitutions of democracy.

The IPP's research

In the fall of 1998 (before the November mid-term elections) the
I PP conducted itstwice-yearly telephone survey of public opinion.
For this survey, we obtained a statewide sample of 805 New
Mexicans. In addition, as is done annually each fall, we also
surveyed anationwide sample of 1,084 individuals. In developing
the survey instrument for this Winter 1999 Public Opinion Profile,
the IPP included several questions to test whether the evidence
supported someof these propositionsabout alienation and attitudes
toward political leaders.

IPP researchers viewed the recent Clinton scandal as an
opportunity to gain a better understanding of the relationships
between people’'s views of the president, their support for or
oppositionto possible sanctionsor “ punishments’ and anumber of
factorsthat mightinfluencetheseviews. Specifically wetested how
these views related to peopl€e's perceptions of the economy, their
level of trust in government, the degree to which they feel their
actions have any influence on what government does, and their
senseof theextent to which government respondstotheir concerns.

Is it ""the economy, stupid''?
Two questionsin our survey enabled us to identify people whose
assessment of the economy’ s performance was less positive than

most others found it to be. We asked respondents to rate their
perception of how well the U.S. economy was performing on a
scaleof 1to 7, where 1 wasvery poor and 7 wasvery good, and we
asked them whether they and their familieswere financially better
off, worse off, or about the same as a year earlier. There were
interesting differences in the response patterns of New Mexicans
and those of the nationwide respondents. Considering the New
Mexico datafirst, wediscovered (not surprisingly) that those New
Mexicanswho saw themsel vesasworse of f werenearly threetimes
as likely as those “better off” to view the overal economy as
performing poorly. Figure 1 shows the differences.

FIGURE 1
Perceptions of the U.S. Economy-NM Survey
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FIGURE 2
Perceptions of the U.S. Economy-U.S. Survey
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Data from the national sample (Figure 2) show that people
outside New Mexico had a somewhat more optimistic picture of

the economy and of their level of wellbeinginit. Almost twicethe
(continued on page 2)
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(continued from page 1)

percentage of peopleinthenational survey said they werebetter
off than ayear ago (58% of U.S. survey respondents; 30% of
NM respondents), while asmaller percentage (10% U.S.; 14%
NM) said they were worse off. Moreover, those in the U.S.
survey who were doing “about the same” financially were a
good deal more likely than their NM counterparts to give the
economy a“good” rating (86% versus 72%). Thissuggeststhat
respondents from the national survey may have been more
satisfiedwiththestatusquo than respondentsfromNew Mexico.
Thismay be becausetheir averageincome was higher than that
of New Mexicoresidents, or it may bethat they felt lessworried
about their financia future, or both.

Does the apparently healthy state of the U.S. economy
explain the public’s willingness to give President Clinton the
benefit of the doubt with regard to his actionsin the Lewinsky
affair?If so, weshould expect to seethosewhothemsel veswere
worseoff to bemorelikely, for instance, to favor impeachment.
But such a simple relationship was not borne out by the results
of our survey of New Mexicans. Figure 3 shows that New
Mexicanswho felt themselvesand their familiesworse of f than
ayear earlier were not much morelikely to want toimpeach the
president than those who rated themselves as being better off.

Analysisof thenational datareveal sasomewhat different
picture, however. It lends some credence to the idea that those
who were doing well financially were less inclined than those
who see themselves as worse off to want to see the president
impeached and removed. Figure4 showsthat thoserespondents
from the U.S. sample who saw their own financial situations
remaining“ about the same” weresignificantly morelikely than
those who saw themselves as “worse off” (76% to 61%) to
opposeimpeachment. But they werealso morelikely thanthose
“better off” to opposeit, as well!

These national findings suggest that factors other than
economic self-interest wereat work affecting people sdesireto
retain the president or see him removed from office. Else, why
would respondents who perceived the economy was healthy
and were “better off” financially be more likely to want the
president removed from office than those who were doing
“about the same”?

In answering our questions on job approval, for both the

U.S. and NM surveys, those who said they were doing “about
(continued on page 3)

FIGURE 3
Financial status and views on impeachment-NM Survey

H Should be impeached and
removed

E Should NOT be impeached
and removed

Better Off
(30%

R
Respondc)ants' finances (*:categoryna)s a
percentage of the total respondents)

Worse Off
(14%*

Same
(56%*)

FIGURE 4
Financial status and views on impeachment-U.S. Survey
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TABLE 1
Positive job performance approval ratings and financial status

Overall rating of “Excellent” or “Good” | Rating by those whose status is:
The job Bill Clinton is Better ~ Aboutthe  Worse
doing as President off same off
Nationwide 55% 52% 59% 63%
New Mexico 48% 47% 51% 43%,
The federal government
overall in governing in
the U.S.
Nationwide 45% 44% 33%
New Mexico 44% 42% 0 33%
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SURVEY DATA

The UNM Institute for Public Policy conducted its surveys of U.S. and New Mexico
citizensthroughtelephoneinterviewswith 1,889 adultsin October-November of 1998. The
telephone numbers were selected randomly by computer. The results of the polls have a
four percentage point margin of error at a95 percent level of confidence, which meansthat
19 out of 20 times the findings should be within four percentage points of the results that
would beobtainedif all U.S. and New Mexico househol dswere surveyed. Themargins of
error are larger for subgroups of the samples because of the smaller numbers of observa-
tions. Aswith any survey, apotential source of error isthe possibility that variationin the
wording of questionsor order inwhich questionsareasked could producedifferent results.
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the same” were also more inclined to say the federal government was,
overall, doing an “excellent” or “good” job than either those doing
“worse” or “better” financially. And for the U.S. respondents, those
who were “worse off” were most inclined to rate the president’s
performanceas*excellent” or “good,” whilein New Mexico they were
least likely to do so. (See Table 1 onthe preceding page.) Sothe picture
isnot simple, but “the economy” isfar from being asufficient explana-
tion for the public’s opinion on thisissue.

The effects of party affiliation and moral

judgment

About two-thirds of our New Mexico and U.S. respondents opposed
impeaching and removing the president from office. For those who
identified themselves with either of the two major parties, however,
party affiliation was the one characteristic most significantly associ-
ated with a position on impeachment. A majority of self-identified
Republicansfavored impeachment. Sixty-one percent of New Mexico
Republicans were for impeachment, while asmaller majority, 55% of
the Republicansin the U.S. survey, also favored impeachment.

The importance of party affiliation is dramatically revealed in
assessments of theimportance of four “ qualities” a president might be
expected to possess, and President Clinton’ sratings on those qualities,
as measured on a zero-to-ten scale. The four qualities measured were
sound judgment in acrisis, experience in foreign affairs, high ethical
standards, and ability to work well with Congress. The results are
showninFigure5. Theline showsthe averageimportance respondents
assigned to each of the four qualities, while the columns show how
President Clinton measured up according to New Mexico Democrats
and Republicans.

FIGURE 5
NM Democrats and Republicans. average ratings
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However, positions on impeachment are even more closely
associated with respondents’ judgments about whether the president’s
moral behavior was significantly different (worse or better) than the
behavior of “other political leaders in Washington.”

In both the U.S. and New Mexico surveys, of those who judged
the president to have behaved “ alot worse” than other political leaders,
more than three-quarterswanted to see him impeached. However, only
dightly over a third of those who found his behavior just “dlightly
worse” than that of others were in favor of impeachment. Thisdid not
mean, however, that “the American people” as represented in our

(continued on page 4 )

Measuring Trust

Political scientists have been trying to develop
reliable and valid measurements of trust and politi-
cal efficacy since the 1950s. Craig, Niemi and
Silver (1990) conducted a pilot study as part of the
National Election Studies (NES) in 1987 to de-
velop a set of questions to measure trust and
political efficacy. The authors distinguish between
regime-based trust (RBT) and incumbent-based
trust (IBT). RBT measures “feelings of attachment
or loyalty to the political system.” IBT measures
what citizens expect to gain from government
officials. The authors conclude that it is useful to
try to measure separately what people think of
incumbents and what they think of the political
system.

Usingthesedistinctions, wewanted totest whether
it was possible to use survey scores on RBT and
IBT topredict respondents’ standardsfor thepresi-
dential officeandtheir assessment of Bill Clinton’s
qualities as president. Using the authors' ques-
tions, we created two scales consisting of three
guestionseach for the RBT and IBT. We analyzed
scores on these scales against an index created
fromfour questionsabout qualitiesassociated with
excellenceinthepresidentia officeandhow Clinton
rated on those qualities. (For more on presidential
qualitiesseethediscussioninthe FOCUS article.)

We found that IBT scores correlated with re-
sponses on how President Clinton measures up,
but did not correlate with the standards respon-
dents set for the office of president. That is,
respondents who have higher trust in incumbents
tend to give Clinton a higher “quality” rating, and
vice versa. Thus the IBT scale worked as pre-
dicted by the authors. RBT scores correlated with
standards of quality for the presidential office, as
expected. But they also correlated with respon-
dents’ assessments of Clinton’s qualities. That is,
those who expressed greater trust in “the system”
could also be predicted to give Clinton a higher
rating on presidential qualities. Our analysis sug-
gests that the questions designed to measure re-
gime-based trust may be too ambiguous, since
responses can also be used to predict trust in an
incumbent.

Craig, StephenC., Richard G. Niemi and GlennE.
Silver (1990). “Political efficacy and trust: a
report on the NES Pilot Study items.” Palitical
Behavior, Vol. 12, No. 3: 289-310.
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samples were interested in giving President Clinton afreeride.
Not many more wanted him to resign than wanted to impeach
him, but about two-thirds(69% of New M exicansand 65% of the
U.S. respondents) favored expressing “disapproval of his ac-
tions’ through a censure resolution. Figure 6 illustrates the
relationship of moral judgment to the interest in impeachment.

We analyzed the datato see whether interest in censuring
the president could be associated with the public’'s “trust in
government.” Had the president’ sbehavior undermined Ameri-
cans confidenceinthebasicinstitutionsof our national govern-
ment? Several questionsin our survey had attempted to measure
peopl€e strust of current officehol ders (incumbents) and of our
system of government (theregime™). Wediscovered that trustin
incumbents was quite low. Most people said that many elected
leaders were more inclined to “look out for special interests
rather than for all the people.” Only athird thought government
leaders “usually tell the truth” to the people. And less than half
thought they could generally trust people in government to “do
what isright.”

However, thisdid not keep most Americansfrom believ-
ing that the American form of government is “the best for us,”
or from disagreeing strongly with the statement that our form of
government gives us “not much to be proud of.” See Figure 7.

A team of graduate studentsworking for the | PP reviewed
recent political scienceliteratureontrust and“ efficacy” —that s,
the public’ ssensethat the government is*working for us’ —and
conducted further analysis of the data. Like trust, efficacy can
also be thought of as being incumbent- or regime-based. Their
findings are summarized in the box entitled “ Measuring Trust.”
In another sidebar article they review arecent book relevant to
thisissue, and provide annotated linksto pertinent | nternet sites.

How different is New Mexico?
New Mexicans and other Americans generally agreed on many
basic measurements regarding the qualities they would like to
seein apresident, basic faith in the American form of govern-
ment, and views on impeachment. On severa indicators, how-
ever, itisclear that opinionin New Mexico was somewhat more
negative and judgmental than was opinion nationally. That is,
higher percentages of New Mexicans compared to the national
survey respondents in our study were critical of President
Clinton. This becomes more interesting when the findings are
“disaggregated” — that is, when portions of the samples are
broken out separately, by gender, party, age, financial status, or
other factors. (We found that age made little difference.)
Women in New Mexico weremorelikely (by 2.7%) than
women nationally to want the president impeached, for in-
stance. We aready noted (see Table 1 above) that peopleinthe
U.S. survey who saw themselves to be “worse off” were the
most likely to give the president an excellent or good approval
rating, whilethose“worse off” in the New Mexico survey were
the least likely to do so. Finally, New Mexico Demaocrats were

" People often think of “regime” as referring to the government or
peoplein power. Political scientists use the term to mean the form or
system of government, and that is how we use it here.

FIGURE 6
Assessment of President Clinton's moral behavior
and the desire to impeach
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more critical of Clinton than their national counterparts (giving him
about an 0.2 lower mean score on judgment, foreign affairs, ethics, and
ability to work with the Congress). But it was New Mexico Republi-
canswho diverged most fromthe U.S. Republicans on these measures,
anearly 0.6 difference in mean scores. The differences are shown in
Figure 8.

Conclusion

Our findings overall confirm the “ conventional wisdom” that Ameri-
cansmakedi stinctionsbetween“ public” and“ private’ domains. Though
they can be very critical of leaders’ bad behavior in the private realm

(continued on page 5)
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(continued from page 4)

most are not interested in going so far as to remove an elected
president whose official actionsthey generally approve of. The
comparatively few who would do so appear motivated by strong
moral sentiments and to alesser degree by partisan affiliation.

The state of the economy and individuals' assessments of the state
of their own finances are inconsistently related to their attitudes
about the president or impeachment, though they appear to affect
views about how well the federal government is performing.

Trust in Government

Book Review

Joseph S. Nye Jr., Philip D. Zelikow, David C. King, Ed. (1997).
Why People Don'’t Trust Government. Harvard University Press.
ISBN 0-674-94057-1 (Paper).

Americans’ trustingovernment at all levelsbegan erodinginthe
1960s. This may be a cyclical phenomenon, or perhaps the
heightenedtrustingovernment following WW || wasananomaly.
Regardless, many political scientists assert the connection be-
tween confidence in institutions and “regime stability.” They
argue that trust in government is a necessary precondition to
citizens' willingly submitting to taxation, going into public
service, and voluntarily complying with laws.

This publication from Harvard’ s Kennedy School of Gov-
ernment examines possible causesfor plummeting confidencein
government and exploreswhat thisloss of trust may meanfor the
sustainability of democratic institutions. The book is structured
in three sections. The first lays out the “existing conditions’
around which the debate isto be framed by examining the scope
of government operations, government’ s performance, and how
Americans perceivethat performance. The second offersexpla-
nations, using several methodologies. Richard Neustadt pro-
vides a qualitative historical look at how politics and political
actors have increased mistrust. David King uses quantitative
analysis to argue that voter mistrust is afunction of apathy and
frustration resulting from the polarization of party elites. Asthe
leaders take positions increasingly further away from the rank-
and-file, a growing number of Americans leave the parties and
identify themsel ves asindependents. Thethird section compares

Europe, Japan and the United States. The book’s final chapter
interweaves the earlier arguments into a qualitative overview of
the problem. Though it offers no solutions for the gap in trust
between the governors and the governed, it begins to lay the
groundwork for solutions by more clearly defining the problem.
Web Resources

http://www.trustingov.org/

Partnership for Trust in Government is a project of the Ford
Foundation and the Council for Excellence in Government. This
site includes several public opinion polls with commentary,
essays about public trust and a book review.
http://www.people-press.org/trustrpt.ntm

The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press is an
independent opinion research group that studies attitudes toward
the press, paliticsand public policy issues. In late 1997 and early
1998 Pew conducted aseries of surveysandfocusgroupsin order
to understand trust in the American government. They report
information on historical trends.
http://www.gallup.com/POLL_ARCHIVES/1997/970619.htm
This report from The Gallup Organization gives an historical
view of trust in government. Gallup uses questionsfirst askedin
May of 1972 and most recently updated in June 1997 to study the
effect that Watergate has had on shaping faith in government.
http://www.excelgov.org/op-ed.htm

PatriciaMcGinnis, President and CEO of the Council for Excel-
lence in Government, uses an editorial format to explain why,
despite the current scandal, Americans should trust government.

TRENDS

Most Pressing Policy Concerns

Aswe noted in POP 36 (Summer 1998) crime is continuing on
adownward trend asapressing policy concern. Asof thisissue,
it is not the “single, biggest problem” facing New Mexicans
today, having been squeezed out (by astatistically insignificant
0.2%) by jobs and the economy. Both are now ranked first by
about 26% of our respondents.

For this POP, we also surveyed a national sample. Asis
evident by examining Figure 9, New Mexico respondents set
different priorities for public policy than did those in the nation
at large. New Mexico lags behind most other statesin personal
incomegrowth and hasahigher rate of unemployment. Thismay
account for the fact that the New Mexico respondentsrated jobs
andtheeconomy asthe" biggest problem” at nearly twicetherate
asthe U.S. survey respondents, who continued to placeit inthe
bottom half of their issues. (continued on page 6)

Environmental Quality

Jobs and the Economy

FIGURE 9
Public perceptions of "the biggest problem"
facing peopleinthe U.S. or New Mexico today
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TRENDS

Most Pressing Policy Concerns

(continued from page 5)

Giventhehighrate of New Mexicanswithout hedthinsurance,  education third among their concerns, while it was first for the U.S.
it appearssurprising that New Mexico respondentsareonly about half  respondents. The percentage of both groups of respondents who
aslikely as U.S. respondents (9% versus 16%) to report public health  ranked it first, however, is about the same (just above 22%). Concern
careastheir most pressing concern. (It hasremained at between6and  about public education has been trending upwards among our New
9 percent since 1994.) New Mexicans in our survey ranked public  Mexico respondents since 1996, when it stood at about 18%.

Citizen Approval Ratings

We have begun to see, among New
Mexicorespondentstoour surveys,a
gradua upward trend in approva
ratingsfor public officias and insti-
tutions since about November 1995.
This is reflected in Figure 10. A
notable exception isadeclinein ap-
proval for President Clinton between
the spring and fall 1998 surveys.
Governor Johnson's rating spiked
abruptly from 45% to 58% between
the spring and fall surveys, perhaps
reflecting hisvery successful re-elec-
tion campaign strategy.
Albuquerque’s Mayor Jim
Baca, elected a year ago with just
27% of the vote, has yet to achieve
appreciably more support; his ap-
prova rating stood at 30% in this
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FIGURE 10
Percentage of New Mexicans Who Appove of the Performance of
Selected Public Officials and Institutiions, 1995 - 1998
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* Albuquerque mayor's rating is based
on responses only from Bernalillo
County. Mayor Jim Baca's term began
in Spring 1998.

survey. (This reflects Bernalillo County responses only, most of  theNew Mexico L egidature continued their dow creep upward out of
whomareAlbuquerqueresidents.) Meanwhile, theU.S.Congressand  the dough of disrepute in which they have been mired for years.
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