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FOCUS: POLITICS IN NEW MEXICO

Introduction

ThisQuarterlyProfileissomewhat
different from previous ones be-
causeit doesnot focuson particular
issues like gaming or public land
use. Instead, we seek to uncover
how New Mexicans think about
politicsand the political processin
general.

Toexaminethepolitical land-
scape in New Mexico, we asked
questions that probed New Mexi-
cans political knowledge and be-
liefs. The first question was how
much New Mexicans know and
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think they know about the political

TABLE 1
New Mexicans' Knowledge of Political Facts Percent
Answering

Question Correct Answer Correctly

Who ran against Bill Clinton in the 1992 Presidential Bush & Perot 11%
election?

Are the United States Supreme Court Justices elected Appointed 79%
by the people or appointed by the President?

Which political party has the majority in the US House Republicans 71%
of Representatives?

How long is a Senator's term of office in  the United 6 years 31%
States Congress?

Who is the current governor of the State of New Gary Johnson 79%
Mexico?

Which political party has the majority in the New Democrats 52%
Mexico House of Representatives?

Is the New Mexico Attorney General elected by the Elected 51%
people or appointed by the Governor?

process. We asked New Mexicans
how effectivethey think they arein

political arenas and how respon-
sivegovernment officia saretotheir
concerns. We also learned whom New Mexicans hold responsible
for education, crime, and environmental concerns. In addition, we
took an early look at whom New Mexicans favor in the 1996
presidential €lection, and discovered New Mexicans' views of the
Presidential Election Campaign Fund.

Political Knowledge

Many pollsand surveysabout political topics are conducted every
year. These surveys assume that respondents have some knowl-
edge about politicsand political issues. We tested this assumption
by asking respondents how much they thought they knew about the
American political process and presidential elections, then gaug-
ing their knowledge about specific political facts.

We asked survey participantsto rate their knowledge of the
American political process and presidential election procedures.
The majority of respondents perceived themselves to be only
somewhat knowledgeabl e about both the American political pro-
cess (54%) and the process for electing presidents (53%). Only
14% of our respondents rated themselves as very knowledgeable
about our political process, whereas more than a quarter (27%)
perceived themselvesto be only slightly or not at all knowledge-
able. With regard to U.S. presidential elections, a quarter of
respondents said they perceived themselvesto be very knowledge-
able about this process, and only 17% rated themselves as only
dightly or not at all knowledgeable.

Wealso asked four factual questionspertainingto American
politics and three factual questions pertaining to New Mexico
politics. For most of the U.S. knowledge questions, respondents
fared rather well. Table 1 liststhewording of each question andthe

percent of respondents answering correctly. When asked who ran
against Bill Clinton inthe 1992 presidential el ection, only 11% of
New Mexicansknew that it wasboth Ross Perot and George Bush.!
The other question in this section that posed difficulty to the
respondents was the term of U.S. Senators: 31% of respondents
answered correctly that theterm is six years, but 29% of respon-
dents thought senators' terms lasted only four years.

Table 1 also showsthat amajority of respondents answered
correctly each of the three questions about New Mexico poalitics.
Seventy-nine percent of respondentswere ableto namethe gover-
nor of New Mexico, but the remainder failed to do so, even though
we had identified Johnson as governor earlier in the survey.

Although it was interesting to see how many people were
able to answer each of the questions correctly, we also wanted to
see how many people could answer all of the questions correctly.
Of 570 respondents, 185 (32%) answered the four U.S. politics
questions correctly, and 179 respondents (31%) correctly an-
swered the three New Mexico government questions. One-fifth of
all respondents (20%) answered all seven questions correctly.

(continued on page 2)

LFifty-four percent of respondents answered that George Bush wasin the election,
and 5% said that Ross Perot ran against Bill Clinton. Inthe analysesthat follow, we
treated these answers (of only Bush or only Perot) as correct.
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Political Efficacy

(continued from page 1)

Aside from what they know about
politics, do New Mexicansfed that
they can understand politics? Do
they feel that they are effective at
making government officials rep-
resent their interests? These two

Palitical Habits and Opinions of New Mexicans with
Low, Medium, and High Political Efficacy

TABLE 2

Political Efficacy

broad questions represent the con-

cept of “political efficacy.” There
aretwodimensionsof political effi-

cacy: feelings of personal effec-

tivenessand system responsiveness.

Personal effectivenessreferstohow
competent individuals consider

themselves in the political arena.

Political Habit or Opinion Low Medium High
Registered to vote 72% 80% 86%
Currently supporting a candidate in the

1996 Presidential election 31% 41% 48%
Approve of public officials’ job performance 31% 36% 43%
Approve of police’s job performance 49% 54% 71%
Strongly identify with a political party 20% 23% 31%
View themselves as liberal or conservative 20% 30% 35%

Can citizens understand current is-

sues and reach sound judgments

about them? System responsivenessisthe degree to which citizens
believe the political system responds to their concerns. Previous
research suggests that citizens lacking political efficacy withdraw
from the political process, so measuring political efficacy can help
us gauge the health of New Mexico’s civic culture.

We asked respondents to react to three statements about
personal effectiveness and three statements related to system re-
sponsiveness. For each statement, interviewees said whether they
strongly agreed, agreed, disagreed, or strongly disagreed.

Overal, responsestoour questionsweremixed, but they showed
that the mgjority of New Mexicans considered themsel ves somewhat
competentintheworld of politics, and they believed that they canhave
political influence, even when public officials appear unresponsive at
first. Forty-eight percent of those surveyed believed they were* better
informed about politics and government than most people.”? A bare
majority (51%) despaired that “sometimes politics and government
seem so complicated that a person like me can not understand what' s
going on.” However, it appeared that issues only sometimes over-
whemrespondents: 77%said that, ingeneral, they “haveapretty good
understanding of the important political issues facing our country.”

Not only did most New Mexicansbelievethey wereoftenwell
informed, but they al so believed that they had theahility toinfluence
government through their actions. Fewer than one-in-three respon-
dents(31%) agreed with the statement, “Peoplelike medo not have
any say about what government does.” Instead, 73% believed that
there exist “many legal ways for citizens to successfully influence
what the government does.” In fact, amajority (54%) believed that
onecan makepublicofficialslistentotheir concerns, even*if public
officials are not interested in hearing what people think.”

Therewere some striking differencesbetween the majority of
respondents, who felt politically efficacious, and thosewho felt less
knowledgeable and effectivein the political world. To demonstrate
these differences, we created a classification scheme that distin-
guished among respondents with low, medium, and high levels of
overall political efficacy.?

Weimmediately noticed stark demographic differencesamong
thesethreeefficacy groups. Forty percent of thosewithlow political
efficacy reported a household income under $20,000, compared to
only 31% of those with medium efficacy and 19% of thosewith high
efficacy. The plurality (46%) of Anglos reported high efficacy,
whereas anarrow plurality (37%) of Hispanic respondents had low
efficacy. The majority (52%) of men surveyed had high efficacy,
whereas women were evenly divided among the low, medium, and
high efficacy groups. For exampl e, 61% of malesbelievedthey were
“better informed about politics and government than most people,”
whereas only 39% of females believed they were better informed
than most others.

Partly due to these demographic differences, thethree differ-
ent efficacy groups varied considerably intheir political habitsand
opinions. Table 2 shows that respondents with a low sense of
political efficacy were lesslikely to beregistered and less likely to
support any of the current presidential candidates. Low efficacy
New Mexicansgavelower approval ratingsto public employeesand
the police, were less likely to label themselves asliberal or conser-
vative, and less likely to strongly identify with a political party.

Although some of these differences are stronger than others,
the overall trend is clear: among New Mexicans, higher levels of
political efficacy are positively linked to greater partisan political
engagement, as well as stronger support for government and the
political system asawhole.

Assigning Political Responsibility

Determiningwhoisresponsiblefor creating public policy isno easy
task inacomplex political system such asours, yet giving credit and
laying blame are important citizen roles in the political process.
Evaluations of public officials past actions and future plans some-
times trandate directly to how the public votes in re-election
campaigns. (continued on page 3)

2 Forty-eight percent might seem high at first, but technically, on any given subject, 49.9% of all people are better informed than “most others’ (i.e., the other 50.1%).
Consequently, this statistic suggests that New Mexico citizens' self-appraisals were accurate.
3 Low efficacy was defined as having an average score below the midpoint on the six efficacy itemswe studied (n = 135). Respondents with average scores above 3.0 on the

four-point efficacy scale were treated as having high efficacy (n = 213), and those between high and low had medium efficacy (n = 148).
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Assigning Political Responsibility

(continued from page 2)

To addr%§ this issue, we TABLE 3
?ﬁé?g gsgrehﬁ;eé:]?;s”:ggpgs "Who is more responsible for New Mexico's economy?"
tors and governors, senators and President 8% President 10% Governor 51%
presidents, and presidentsand gov- Governor 69% Senators 59% Senators 11%
zgg;?rzgrf;\;es rﬁgn?ég}/gf Shared Equally 23% Shared Equally 31% Shared Equally 38%
dergarten throug% tV\yeIfth g;]rade Total Percent 100% Total Percent 100% Total Percent 100%
education, national defense, elec- Sample Size 519 Sample Size 494 Sample Size 513
tion campaign reform, the New
Mexico economy, protecting the
environment, and hel ping the poor.

Respondents considered TABLE 4
somepolicy areastobeclearly state "Who is more responsible for national defense?"
or federal responsibilities. For ex-
ample, responsibility for the New President 74% President 40% Governor 16%
Mexicoeconomy wasclearly astate Governor 9% Senators 14% Senators 61%
issue. WhenthePresidentyvascom- Shared Equally 17%  Shared Equally 46%  Shared Equally 23%
tp;’rsegrtlz ?r?;hég?/l:rigrwlrex' ?nsd(;i; Total Percent 100% Total Percent 100% Total Percent 100%
viewed state elected ’of?gajs (the Sample Size 518 Sample Size 517 Sample Size 504
Governor and our Senators) asmore

responsible. Table3 showsthat over

two-thirds (69%) of New Mexicans believed that the Governor was
more responsible than the President for the condition of New
Mexico's economy. And when the President was compared to
Senators, nearly three-fifths (59%) of New Mexicanssaid that their
Senators had greater responsibility. When thetwo different types of
state officials were compared, over half (51%) of those surveyed
indicated that the Governor wasmoreresponsiblefor New Mexico’s
economy than New Mexico Senators, whom only 11% of New
Mexicans held responsible for the economy.

National defensewasanother issuethat respondentsappeared
to consider aong national versus state lines. Table 4 showsthat the
President was clearly responsible for national defense, athough
Senators also played an important role. When the President was
compared to the Governor, nearly three-quarters (74%) of our
respondents indicated that the President was more responsible for
national defense. When the President was compared to Senators,
however, two-fifths (40%) of New Mexico citizens indicated that

the President was more responsible for national defense, whereas
nearly half (46%) indicated that national defenseresponsibility was
shared between the Senators and the President. This finding is
consistent with both the Constitutional authority of the President as
Commander-in-Chief and the unique role the Senate was given in
foreign affairs through its Congtitutional authority to approve
treaties with other nations.

Citizens had a harder time identifying a single responsible
party for other policy areas. On both hel ping the poor and protecting
the environment, over half of New Mexicansindicated that respon-
sibility is shared equally among all three offices studied. Overall,
thesefindings show that many New M exicans distinguish between
national and state concerns, and they often make a distinction
between | egidativeand executiveresponsibilities. For someissues,
though, citizenshold all major el ected official sresponsible and see
no sharp delineation between federal versus state and executive
versus legidlative responsibilities. (continued on page 4)
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SURVEY DATA

TheUNM Institutefor Public Policy conducted itssurvey of New Mexico citizensthrough
telephoneinterviewswith 570 adult New Mexicansin Novemberr of 1995. Thetelephone
numbersweresel ected randomly by computer. Theresultsof thepoll haveafour percentage
point marginof error at a95 percent level of confidence, which meansthat 19 out of 20times
the findings should be within four percentage points of the results that would be obtained
if all New Mexico householdswere surveyed. The margin of error islarger for subgroups
of thesampl ebecause of the smaller number of observations. Aswithany survey apotential
source of error isthe possibility that variation in the wording of questions or the order in
which questions are asked could produce different results.
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Presidential Preferences

(continued from page 3)

In November 1996, the United States will hold presidential elec-
tions, and President Bill Clinton will be the incumbent running on
the Demoacratic ticket. At the time of our November survey, the
Republican nomination had not yet been secured. Senator Robert
(Bob) Dole seemed to be the clear front-runner among a pool of
Republican hopefuls. Just before we conducted our survey, Colin
Powell was considering running for President but withdrew his
name.

We asked respondents whom they would vote for if the
election were held immediately and allowed them to say anyone
they chose. Twenty-seven percent of respondents said they would
vote for Bill Clinton, and 12% supported Bob Dole. A very large

(continued on page 5)

33%
Undecided

FIGURE 1

Whom New Mexicans Would Vote For if the Presidential
Election Were Held Today

Would Not Vote

11% Bill Clinton
34%

23%
Bob Dole

Inthissurvey, wewere ableto deter-
mine whom New Mexicans held ac-
countable for a specific policy ac-
tion. In November the federal gov-
ernment closed down due to the
government’s inability to reconcile
the federal budget. This shutdown

occurredjust after webe-

our question to reflect that the shut-
down was over.

Of the 439 respondents asked
about the shutdown, 28% said they
felt that Congress was mostly or en-
tirely responsible, compared to 19%
of respondents who assigned either

"...the federal government has been shut down...over
the federal budget. ...whom do you hold responsible?"

Responsesvaried considerably,
however, when broken down among
Democrats (n = 171 respondents),
Republicans(n=159), andthosewith
noaffiliation(n=77). Figure2 shows
that 46% of Democrats held Con-
gress responsible versus only five
percent who blamed

gan our survey, so we
decided to poll respon-
dents to see whom they
held responsible for the
shutdown. Prior to No-
vember 20, we asked,
“Asyoumay haveheard,
much of the federal gov-
ernment has been shut
down. This is due to a
disagreement between
the President and the
Republican Congress
over the federal budget.
We would like to know
whom you hold respon-
sible. Is it entirely the

Percent of Respondents

FIGURE 2

Percent of Respondents of Each Political Affiliation
Placing Responsibility for the November Shutdown with

the President, the Congress, or Both

President Clinton for the
shutdown. By contrast,
37% of Republicanssaid
thePresident wasrespon-
sible and 12% thought
Congress was respon-
sible. A moretellingfind-
ing is that New Mexi-
cans with no political

Republican

Democrat No Affiliation

O President party affiliation leaned
toward the Democratic
M Both view, with 29% blaming
B Congress Congress for the sh_ut-
down and 12% holding
President Clintonrespon-

sible. It is this reality—
seen nationwide in simi-

President, mostly the
President, mostly the Congress, en-
tirely theCongress, or arebothequally
responsible?’ After November 20,
when the federal government re-
opened, we altered the wording of

most or all of the blame to the Presi-

dent. The magjority of respondents

(52%) said that both the President
and Congress were equally respon-
sible for the government shutdown.

lar polls—that may have
forced the Republicansto seek abud-
get compromise in late January, re-
treating from their earlier threats of
continued budget gridlock until No-
vember 1996.
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Presidential Preferences

(continued from page 4)

proportion of our respondents said they did not know whom they
would support (33%) and another eight percent said that they woul d
not vote. Two other people were named often, even though neither
was a potential candidate: Colin Powell was endorsed by 7% of
respondents, and 3% chose Ross Perot. Phil Gramm, Ronald
Reagan, Newt Gingrich, Steve Forbes, Alan Keyes, George Bush,
Jerry Brown, and Pat Buchanan were all named by more than one
person, although each was endorsed by fewer than 2% of respon-
dents.

We then asked those respondents who had chosen someone
other than Bill Clinton or Bob Dole whom they would support if
their choice was between Bill Clinton and Bob Dole. Thirty-three
percent of those 114 respondents supported Bill Clinton, 54%
endorsed Bob Dole, 11% said they would not vote, and an addi-
tional 3% said they did not know. Combining these results for the
full sample of New Mexicans, Figure 1 on page 4 shows that 34%
would have voted for Clinton, 23% would have voted for Dole,
33% said they did not know, and 11% would not have voted.

Many things must betaken into consideration when thinking
about these results. First, only 79% of respondents said they were
registered to vote. Second, of those who said they were registered,
only a fraction will actually make it to the voting booth for the
primary and general elections. Although Clinton led Dole in our
survey, theaforementioned caveats, aswell astheuncertainty of the
present political climate, make it impossible to predict which
candidatewill winNew Mexico’ sfiveelectoral votesin November.

Public Financing for the

Presidential Campaign
Atthetop of afederal incometax return, thereisabox you
can mark if you want three dollarsto go toward ageneral
presidential election campaign fund. This federal money
isusedto helpfund presidential el ection campaigns, inthe
hope of leveling the playing field for those contenders
who do not have extraordinary personal funds or external
funding sources. Marking this box does not require any-
thing further from thetaxpayer; thethree dollarsaretaken
from the taxes already paid.

We asked respondentsiif they had ever marked this
box on their federal tax return. Sixty-nine percent of
respondents said they had never marked the box, whereas
only 31% said they had done so. Of those 31%, only a
narrow majority (53%) said they had marked the box in
1994.

Theremay beseveral reasonsfor |ow percentagesof
people contributing to the campaign fund. First of all, it
may not be clear to taxpayerswhat that money will doand
that they don’ t haveto pay any extrataxesif they mark the
box. A second reason may be the perception that three
dollarsisjust adropinthebucket comparedtothemillions
of dollars needed for a successful presidential campaign.
Finally, some citizens simply oppose the notion that tax
dollars should go directly to political candidates and
decline to mark the box as a matter of principle.

TRENDS

Most Pressing Policy Concerns

Once again, New Mexicans cited
crimeastheir most pressing policy
concern: 29% of respondents said
that crime was their biggest con-
cern. Twenty-threepercent saidjobs
and the economy were their pri-
mary concern, and 22% said that
public education was the biggest
problemfacingNew Mexico. Nine-
teen percent said that drug abuse
wasthebiggest stateproblem. Only
5% of respondents were most con-
cerned about public hedth care,
with another 2% primarily con-
cerned about environmental qual-
ity (see Figure 3).

Overall, 48% of New Mexi-
cansview crime and drug abuse as

Drug Abuse
19%

top priorities. Analmost equal per- Crime

centage (45%) see education, jobs,
andtheeconomy asthestate’ smost
important concerns.

Environment

FIGURE 3

"What would you say is the single biggest problem facing
people in New Mexico today?"

Public Health
Care Jobs &
204 505 Economy
23%

Public
Education
22%




TRENDS

Citizen Approval Ratings

With every Quarterly Profile, we
ask New Mexicans to rate the job

performanceof several government 80%

"How would you rate the job performance of...?"

FIGURE 4

officials. Figure4 showsthat public o0

—Q

servants, the New Mexico Legisla
ture, and the police al received

—&—— Police in Your
Area

approval ratings similar to those of

60% _7&7‘,,4/“\3:"-’\_%
50%

the previous (August 1995) Quar- 40%

—o—— Mayor Chavez*

terly. (Although not shown in Fig-

—0O— Governor

ure4, Clinton’ sapproval ratingwas 0% o J_/D———’/ o i
unchanged since August at 28%, 20% —— Public Servants
and the rating for Congress was 10% *— NM Legislature
0,

stable at 23%.) _ 0% : : : : : : :

Approval ratings for both s & 3§ & 8 & 8§ &  *Mayor Chavezsrating is based upon
Governor Johnson and Mayor a > © 3 = > 2 3 responses from 157 Bernalillo County
Chavez, however, droppedfromthe t = < 2 & =2 I 2 resdens

last Quarterly. Governor Johnson’'s
rating fell from 42% in August to 38%. Although this drop is not
large, it follows a trend that started when his May approval rating
(47%) fell to 42% in August.

The approva rating for Mayor Chavez (based only on re-
sponsesfrom Bernalillo county residents) dropped moredrastically
fromahigh of 72%in August to 56% in November. It isdifficult to
interpret this sharp decline until the next Quarterly, which will

revedl it either asan aberration or atrend.* One possible explanation
isthat the Mayor’ s stratospheric August rating of 72% wasimpos-
sible to maintain. Any controversial event involving the Mayor
could have peeled away the weakest layer of the Mayor’ s support.
Inany case, Mayor Chavez is till rated higher than all other public
officials, with the exception of local police, who have maintained
approval ratings at or above 60%.

4Our Quarterly surveys no longer include an additional Bernalillo County oversample, which we had previously added to the regular Bernalillo sample for the purpose of
calculating the Mayor’s approval rating. The loss of the oversample reduces the Bernalillo sample size considerably, which will cause minor, random fluctuationsin the
Mayor’s rating. Nevertheless, the drop shown in Figure 4 is considerably larger than any such fluctuation.
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