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Abstract 

Public opinion and the various aspects that can influence opinion and therefore political behavior 

are invaluable resources in the American political system. The ways in which individuals 

perceive, process, and understand information is vital to how voters behave on Election Day, 

which is why understanding how individual opinion, and subsequently public opinion can be 

affected by information sources is essential. Understanding how to influence the perceived 

credibility of a particular source of information is a powerful tool in influencing public opinion 

and the democratic process. In order to gain a thorough understanding of some of the ways in 

which information sources can influence public opinion, a survey experiment was conducted in 

the Spring of 2015 at the University of Arizona to examine the effect of an author’s demographic 

characteristics on his or her perceived credibility, and therefore, public opinion with regard to 

gun control and affirmative action.  

 

I. Introduction 

 Political campaigns and commercial businesses live and die by public opinion and how 

the public perceives various information sources. Credibility is a primary factor that voters and 

consumers take into account when determining whether or not to buy into a campaign, support a 

candidate, or purchase goods or services. A perceived presence of lack of credibility can be the 

difference between full support, slight doubt, and ardent opposition. The ways in which 

individuals perceive, process, and understand credibility are primary factors in determining one’s 

support of, or opposition to, a person, company, or product. This is especially true with political 

campaigns and political parties.  
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 This paper details a survey experiment conducted during the Spring 2014 semester in the 

University of Arizona’s School of Government and Public Policy Research Laboratory, which 

examines the effect that a particular source of information can have on perceived credibility, and 

therefore public opinion about controversial topics. The two issues at hand in this experiment are 

gun control and affirmative action, with regard to priority admissions policies at universities. The 

goal of this experiment was to explore whether or not demographic characteristics of an author 

would influence respondents’ perception of the author’s credibility, and furthermore, if that 

perceived credibility affects one’s opinion on gun control and affirmative action.  

 The issues of gun control and affirmative action were chosen not only because of the 

controversial nature of those issues, but also because of the political polarization associated with 

those issues. Gun control tends to be a particularly divisive issue that rarely fails to become a 

salient issue when a violent firearm-related tragedy occurs and results in the death or injury of 

innocent people. Given that gun control is an issue because of the violence that is too often 

committed with firearms, public opinion can be emotionally-charged, causing the issue to 

become a hotly debated topic that routinely divides citizens. Similarly, affirmative action has the 

propensity to be controversial simply because such policies are centered on race and racial 

inequality, which tends to elicit emotional reactions from people of all races and ethnicities. 

Unlike gun control, affirmative action is unique in that affirmative action policies deal with 

demographic differences that are beyond one’s control, as opposed to a behavior as is the case 

with gun control. Affirmative action was chosen to be a topic for this experiment because while 

an emotional topic, it is less frequently debated.  
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II. Background Research 

 Research about the effects of information sources on the perception of information is well 

documented and has become more readily available in the last couple of decades. The effect of 

information sources has extensively been explored by Hovland and Weiss, who conducted social 

experiments to examine the effect of credibility on communication effectiveness. Hovland and 

Weiss found in their 1951 study that “there was a marked difference in the way the subjects 

responded to the ‘high credibility’ and ‘low credibility’ sources,” even though both sources 

presented the exact same information to the respondents (Hovland & Weiss, 1952). Having 

established the fact that individuals perceive, process, and evaluate information depending on the 

perceived credibility of the source of that information, I believe that same effect will be found in 

the results of this survey experiment.   

 Interestingly, research shows that there is no difference in the amount of information 

understood and acquired by individuals between high and low credibility sources (Hovland & 

Weiss, 1952). While individuals’ ability to absorb information correctly does not depend on the 

level of credibility of the source of the information, there is a significant effect on one’s 

likelihood of changing a previously held opinion. Respondents in Hovland & Weiss’s 

experiments were much more likely to change opinions on issues when respondents were told 

that the information presented was attributed to a high-credibility source, while respondents who 

were given the exact same information that was instead attributed to a low-credibility source, 

were far less likely to adjust their previously held opinions (Hovland & Weiss, 1952). This result 

clearly demonstrated the influence of perceived credibility of an information source on one’s 

evaluation of information.   
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 Beyond mere source credibility and its effect on how information is evaluated, I am 

interested in learning more about how the perceived credibility of a source of information affects 

public opinion, as public opinion heavily influences political behavior. I find the possible effect 

of source credibility on information evaluation to be particularly interesting with regard to 

controversial political issues—especially social topics. Unfortunately, there is little research with 

regard to information source credibility and its effect on particular issues.  

 Another area of public opinion and political psychology research that is relevant to my 

experiment is the study of cognitive heuristics and source cues. Cognitive heuristic processing 

occurs when individuals have limited information and are made to make a judgment regardless 

of that lack of information. Humans use heuristics daily to make judgments and evaluate 

information, as heuristics enable “expedience in information processing” (Mondak, 1993). 

Individuals use heuristics to evaluate people, places, messages, and events, which means that 

respondents in my experiment used heuristics in an attempt to process and evaluate (however 

subconscious it may have been) the information presented to them, and the source to which the 

information was attributed to.  

 In addition to the use of heuristics, the effect of source cues is highly relevant to my 

study, as source cues can “spark acceptance or rejectance of a message” (Mondak, 1993). Such 

cues include the perceived expertise of the source of information and the length of the message 

being communicated. The expertise of the source of information is closely related to the 

perceived credibility of an information source, and had a heavy influence on the design of my 

experiment. The use of heuristic processing as an efficient means of making decisions and 

evaluating information, and is particularly relevant to political issues, as many Americans do not 

spent a great deal of time concerning themselves with political issues, and therefore rely on 
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heuristic processing in many cases to assist them in making decisions and forming opinions 

(Ottati, 1990).  

 In addition to research with regard to the study of cognitive heuristics and source cues, I 

conducted research about public opinion on the issues at hand in my survey experiment: gun 

control and affirmative action. In order to accurately gauge the relevancy of the topics, I did a 

simply internet search that returned hundreds of news articles about public opinion polls on the 

subjects, which suggests that both gun control and affirmative action are widely understood 

topics (at least a surface-level understanding). This research led me to believe that the two issues 

would therefore be familiar and relevant to respondents.  

 For the purpose of gaining a better understanding of the general opinion of the public 

about gun control and affirmative action, I read several public opinion polls, which showed 

interesting trends that I wanted to be aware of when the time came to analyze my data. For 

example, a Pew Research poll showed in December 2014 that for the first time in two decades, 

public opinion had flipped from being in support of more restrictions on firearms to being in 

favor of fewer restrictions and more protections for gun owners. With 52% of Americans being 

in favor of more protections for gun owners and only 46% of Americans being in support of 

more restrictions, I thought gun control would be a perfect issue to feature in a survey 

experiment (Bedard, 2014).  

Further research showed that 57% of Americans agree that owning a gun allows for more 

personal protection and safety, where as only 38% said that owning a gun was dangerous (Morin, 

2014). These polling data are what inspired me to look at gun control and gender, given that an 

argument often made by pro-firearm advocates is that guns help individuals protect themselves, 

and women are more often assaulted sexually and otherwise than men. Another poll conducted 
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by Pew in July 2014 showed that Republicans were twice as likely to own guns as Democrats 

(Morin, 2014). While that polling data is far from surprising, that is still a significance difference 

in likeliness of owning a firearm. Such a strong difference sparked my interest in examining gun 

control support based on partisanship so see if the same pattern here would hold true for my 

sample. Research about gun control support based on race is limited, but in general, does suggest 

that non-whites have “remained in support of gun control,” which I was interested in exploring in 

my experiment (Kohut, 2015).  

Research about public opinion with regard to affirmative action is less prevalent than 

research about gun control, but most research shows that opinions on affirmative action are 

largely influenced by partisanship and race/ethnicity. For example, one study showed that 

Democrat respondents inferred that fictional political candidates who were Hispanic or African 

American were themselves Democrats, when presented with candidates in a non-partisan 

context. In contrast, when given the same information in a partisan context, there was no effect 

of race on partisans inferring partisanship. This study suggests that “ethnicity does not negatively 

affect perceptions of competence and qualifications,” but says nothing about whether or not 

ethnicity positively affects such perceptions, or credibility of a source of information (Anewalt-

Remsburg, 2013). 

Because affirmative action policies are crafted with the intention of assisting 

disadvantaged groups, such as racial minorities who have historically been systematically 

discriminated against, I researched the possible effects of race on circumstances in which 

discrimination might occur. For example, racial and other types of discrimination are often said 

to occur in the American judicial system. A study about the effect of race and juror judgment 

revealed that Caucasians were unaffected by race in making judgments, but African-Americans 
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“benefited from disproportionately positive judgments by African American appraisers” 

(Tamborini et al., 2007). While that study was specifically about the effects on race and 

discrimination in the legal system, the fact that African-American jurors sided more with 

African-American defendants than defendants or jurors of other ethnic backgrounds, shows that 

race does play some role in one’s judgments. That same study also established that “information 

load moderated heuristic influence” on judgments, which suggests that the amount of and type of 

information presented to respondents may impact how heavily respondents utilize heuristic 

processing (Tamborini et al., 2007).  

  

III. Method & Hypothesis 

A. Method 

In order to explore the effects that particular information sources have on public opinion, 

I designed and conducted a survey experiment. Respondents to the survey were all undergraduate 

students at the University of Arizona who all voluntarily participated. In some cases, respondents 

were offered extra credit by their professors for participating in the experiment, but there was no 

other incentive or reward offered. This survey experiment was designed in accordance with the 

Scientific Method and utilized random assignment. This experiment utilizes seven different 

conditions: three gun control conditions, and four affirmative action conditions. The experiment 

also includes a battery of questions regarding demographic characteristics, questions to measure 

respondents’ comprehension of the article they were given to read, and basic public opinion 

questions regarding the topics of race, education, and economic inequality. 

B. Hypothesis 
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My hypothesis is that the source of information does in fact have an effect on how people 

process and evaluate information--especially when that information is incongruent with opinions 

they already hold. I suspect that when respondents are presented with an opinion on a 

controversial issue that is not consistent with what that sort of person stereotypically is thought 

to believe, that respondents will be more likely to consider and possibly even alter their opinions 

about that issue. I believe this will be the case because of perceived credibility of certain 

demographic groups in relation to issues that are generally considered to concern them more than 

other groups.  

For example, abortion is generally considered to be a women's issue and therefore, most 

Americans believe that women are more credible when speaking about the issue than men are 

(Pew Research Center 2012). With regard to gun control, while there is not necessarily one 

demographic group that is stereotypically thought to be more affected by gun control, I 

hypothesize that women are more likely to be considered credible than men on the issue. I 

believe this because women are more likely to be considered to be in need of personal protection 

than men are. Because women are more likely to be assaulted or raped (according to a 

government survey in 2011, one in five women surveyed reported having been raped or sexually 

assaulted, or having experienced an at attempted assault) than men are, women more likely to be 

seen as being in need of having access to firearms to protect themselves (Rabin 2011). With that 

said, I hypothesize that respondents will be more sympathetic to and more willing to consider the 

opinions of a woman with regard to her right to keep and bear arms.  

For the issue of affirmative action, the demographic groups most often considered to be 

affected by the issue are racial and ethnic minorities. Given that the University of Arizona is 

located in Tucson, the racial minority most relevant to our campus is Hispanics, which is a 
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demographic group that I will be using as a condition in my experiment. I hypothesize that if 

respondents are presented with a pro-affirmative action article that is written by a Hispanic 

author, that the respondents will be more likely to be sympathetic to and find credible the 

opinions of that author, than they would if the author of the article were Caucasian.  

 

IV. Experiment Design & Conditions 

A. Experiment Design 

The issues we explored in our experiment were gun control and affirmative action in 

higher education. Respondents were randomly assigned to two of the seven conditions: one being 

about gun control and one being about affirmative action. For both issues, there was a brief 

article that respondents read, which described a general opinion either in favor of or in 

opposition to a policy. Each article also appears to have been written by a fictional author, whose 

picture and name are shown next to the article. The appearances and names of the fictional 

authors were carefully chosen to examine whether or not certain demographic characteristics of 

an information source have an effect on how respondents perceive, process, and evaluate 

information.  

The two gun control articles were in support of and in opposition against a fictional 

proposed legislation that would limit the ability of the federal government to regulate magazine 

capacity, ammunition sales, and firearms sales. The text of the articles in terms of describing the 

fictional proposed legislation is identical. There are two versions of the anti-gun control article 

and one version of the pro-gun article, with the only difference between the two being the name 

and picture of the author. For gun control, I was interested in examining whether the gender of 
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the author would make a difference in how respondents evaluate the information presented in the 

articles, so the two authors used for the gun control articles are a male and a female. 

Similar to our gun control articles, the two articles used for affirmative actions were 

written either in support of, or in opposition to a fictional proposed policy at the University of 

Arizona that would give priority admission to certain disadvantaged groups. The text of the two 

articles is exactly the same, in terms of describing the proposed policy. Both articles have a 

sentence describing a rationale for the author's opinion either for or against the policy. Identical 

to our gun control articles, there are two versions of each pro/anti affirmative action article, with 

the only difference being the appearance and name of the authors. Again, the authors are 

fictional and being that affirmative action tends to be identified by many as a race issue, I 

decided to manipulate the race of the authors to explore whether the race of the author made a 

difference in how respondents evaluate opinions regarding affirmative action.  

When respondents signed up for the experiment, they were presented with all possible 

risks and in accordance with Independent Review Board requirements, respondents were 

required to provide consent and were able to leave the experiment at any time. All respondents 

were and have remained anonymous, and no identifying information was collected.  

When respondents began the experiment, they were presented with an article about gun 

control as described above. After reading the article, respondents answered 17 questions that 

ranged from their evaluation of the author's opinion and their comprehension of the author's 

opinion. After answering those questions, respondents were then presented with and asked to 

read an article about affirmative action (as described above), and asked to answer as military set 

of questions about the author's opinions about affirmative action. Next, respondents were asked 

to answer questions about their own political opinions, questions about their interactions with 
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those with whom they disagree with politically, and finally, a few non-identifying demographic 

questions.  

Questions about respondents’ demographic characteristics and political opinions were 

placed after the questions about the articles specifically to avoid any priming that could influence 

respondents’ answers. In order to encourage respondents to be as honest as possible, the survey 

was made entirely anonymous and the few demographic questions included only asked for non-

identifying information such as age, race, and mother’s highest level of education. In order to 

avoid respondents picking up on any bias in the survey, the wording for the “in favor of” and “in 

opposition to” articles is identical with the exception of the statement indicating support of 

opposition to the fictional legislation. This holds true for both the gun control and affirmative 

action articles.  

B. Conditions 

The aforementioned seven different conditions used in this experiment are listed in the 

following pages, along with an explanation about each condition. Below is the text of the articles 

that were used in each condition: 

Pro-Gun Conditions 

Following the introduction of new gun rights legislation in Congress, many pro-
Second Amendment groups and supporters are rallying behind the legislation in 
hopes of convincing their representatives to pass the bill. The bill would prohibit 
the government from putting in place limitations on magazine sizes or 
ammunition purchases, as well as prohibit any additional government action to 
limit access to law-abiding citizens’ ability to legally purchase a firearm, while 
also increasing the legal limit for magazine capacity.  
 
Many lobbying and non-profit groups from both the Democratic and Republican 
parties support the bill, explaining that having access to legally obtained firearms 
is not only a constitutionally protected right, but also a necessary precaution 
when it comes to protecting one’s self, family, and property. 
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Anti-Gun Conditions 

Following the introduction of new gun control legislation in Congress, many anti-
Second Amendment groups and supporters are rallying behind the legislation in 
hopes of convincing their representatives to pass the bill. The bill would put in 
place further restrictions such as mandatory back-ground checks and limits on 
magazine capacity and ammunition purchases.  
 
Many lobbying and non-profit groups from both the Democratic and Republican 
parties support the bill, explaining that the right to bear arms has been abused 
and exploited, resulting in increased gun violence in recent decades. Supporters 
say that the regulations put forth in the bill are necessary to prevent further gun 
violence and make our communities safer 
 

Pro-Affirmative Action Conditions 
 

Last week, the Arizona Board of Regents (ABOR) announced that it will consider 
and vote on a plan to give priority admission to students who come from low-
income families. The plan would allow for such students to be considered by the 
admissions offices of all three public universities before applicants of higher 
income backgrounds.   
 
Many parents, students, and faculty across the state support the plan, explaining 
that such a plan would greatly help improve diversity on campus, while also 
making it easier for many students to go to college and have a chance of 
breaking out of poverty by obtaining a university education. Supporters also say 
that priority admission for low income students would also allow such students to 
have a greater chance of being considered for financial aid and awards, as those 
applicants would be considered before much of that money is already given away  

 
Anti-Affirmative Action Conditions 
 

Last week, the Arizona Board of Regents (ABOR) announced that it will consider 
and vote on a plan to give priority admission to students who come from low-
income families. The plan would allow for such students to be considered by the 
admissions offices of all three public universities before applicants of higher 
income backgrounds.   
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Many parents, students, and faculty across the state oppose the plan and claim 
that such a plan would only further divide citizens by giving preferential 
treatment to some and not others. Many opponents are also concerned that 
providing priority admission to low-income students could adversely put students 
from higher-income backgrounds at a disadvantage by making it more difficult 
for those students to gain admission 

 
Female Gun Control Conditions (please refer to Appendix I) 

The author’s name (Nicole Jensen) was chosen because if its simplicity and both the first 

and last name are known to and easy to pronounce for most readers. Both names are familiar and 

Caucasian sounding, while the first name is particularly feminine. I chose a feminine name that 

was not likely to have any masculine connotations or gender ambiguity (as opposed to non-

gender-specific names such as Taylor or Alex) in order to emphasize the author’s gender, given 

that the point of this particular condition in the experiment is to examine whether or not gender 

has an effect on how respondents receive and process information. The author’s picture was 

chosen by conducting a basic internet search for “young professional caucasian women,” which 

yielded the above image as a result. This image was chosen specifically because of her 

professional appearance, which I hoped would make her look like a writer for a newspaper. This 

picture was also chosen because of her medium-long length of hair, which makes her appear 

more feminine than shorter hair does (Synnott, 1987).  

Male Gun Control Conditions (please refer to Appendix I) 

Choosing the name for the male author was fairly simple, as the goal was to find a name 

that was undoubtedly a male name, but not too masculine sounding. I avoided the most popular 

baby names for boys for the last 30 years as reported by the US Social Security Administration. 

According to Douglas Harper, the etymology of the name “Stephen” is “a masculine proper 

name” with both Latin and Greek roots, which suggests high familiarity with most people 
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(Online Etymology Dictionary). Again, I chose a name based on likely familiarity and ease of 

pronunciation, which both “Stephen” and “Riley” meet. The image for the author’s picture was 

found by searching the internet for “caucasian young man.” When initiailly including 

“professional” in the image search, the vast majority of results were of young men in suits, which 

is fancier dress than I was looking for for my author here. This image was eventually chosen 

after considering several because of the man’s facial expression, which according to several of 

my peers whom I consulted, gives the impression of him being friendly and welcoming, rather 

than some of the images which were often characterized by friends and peers as appearing as 

“too macho” or “standoff-ish.”  

Hispanic Affirmative Action Conditions (please refer to Appendix I) 

 For the Hispanic author, I chose a woman over a man because out of all the stock images 

I was able to find on the internet that resulted from “professoinal Hispanic male” and 

“professional Hispanic female,” there were far more options for the female search. Additionally, 

the female results appeared to look more like journalists than the male results, just based on their 

clothing. I chose this author’s first name because of its evident Hispanic origin and because after 

consulting family and friends, I came to the conclusion that “Maricela” is a more familiar name 

and is easier to pronounce. The surnmane “Ramirez” was chosen also because of its clear 

Hispanic origin, and again, becase “Ramirez” was a name that most respondents would be able 

to pronounce. While respondents were not made to actually say aloud and pronounce the 

authors’ names, I know from personal experience (my own last name is difficult for most to 

pronounce) that when names look intimidating, many people tend to shy away from that person.  

Caucasian Affirmative Action Conditions (please refer to Appendix I) 
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 The above image was chosen after a lengthy internet search for “professional young 

female” because of the model’s friendly-looking face and smile. Her appearance is disarming 

and does not stand out. The lack of boldness was a primary factor in choosing images to use for 

the fictitious authors because I had hoped that participats would not be distracted by any physical 

or demographic attributes of the supposed authors. This author’s name was chosen, again, 

because of its familiarity with most people, ease of pronounciation, and lack of boldness. Similar 

to the image of the female gun control author, this picture was chosen because her long hair 

emphasizes her femininity. Furthermore, her blonde hair signals a European or otherwise 

Caucasian ethnic background (Synnott, 1987).  

 

V. Results & Analysis 

A. Results 

After closing the experiment at 173 complete responses, an analysis of the survey data 

shows that there is no difference of responses between respondents, based on race, gender, and 

especially political party. For all graphs presented, the responses documented are the average of 

the responses collected for a given group. The opinion scale used resembles a Likert scale, with 

options ranging from “strongly oppose” (given the numerical value of 1), to “neutral” (4), to 

“strongly support” (7). The y-axes represent the average opinion expressed by respondents in this 

study. The x-axes represent the various conditions that the respondents were randomly assigned 

to, and are labeled according to the view that the fiction author had in the article that the 

respondents were asked to read.  

It is important to note that the two issues used in this experiment were represented by 

articles about two fictitious pieces of legislation/policies. For gun control, the fictional legislation 
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is pro-gun rights, or rather, anti-gun control, as the legislation would provide more protections 

for gun owners and make regulating firearms more difficult for the government. In contrast, the 

proposed fictional policy that the University of Arizona was supposedly considering was pro-

affirmative action. The policy would support and institute an affirmative action program that 

would give particular minority students priority admission to the university. Understanding these 

two fictional proposed pieces of legislation/policy is necessary in order to accurately understand 

the data and what the various responses of respondents truly represent.  

 

Figure 1. The data in the graph include responses to the question: “Do you support or oppose 
gun control? By gun control, I mean regulations such as mandatory background checks, wait 
periods, limitations on magazine size and ammunition purchases, and prohibiting particular 
types of firearms.  
 

Upon analyzing the data for responses to various gun control conditions, I was interested 

in comparing the average responses to support of gun control between male and female 

respondents. The greatest difference in opinion between males and females occurred when men 

and women were assigned to the anti-gun male author condition. According to Figure 1, the 

difference in the average response for the anti-gun male author was 0.65, while the difference for 
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the pro-gun male author was 0.6, and 0.14 for the pro-gun female author. The greatest difference 

in opinion across gender occurred when respondents read an article that was supposedly written 

by a male, who championed gun rights and expressed a pro-gun, anti-gun control view, while the 

smallest difference occurred when respondents read a pro-gun article written by a woman.  

I suspected that women would be more likely to agree with the author’s articulated view 

if the author was female, and that men would be more likely to agree with a male author, which 

appears to be true. Female respondents agreed with the author most when the author was female, 

while men agreed with the position of the author least when the author was female. This may be 

the case simply because of familiarity and self-identification with someone of the same gender, 

as men and women are more likely to feel as though they relate better to members of their gender 

than members of the opposite gender. Because of the likelihood that men and women will relate 

better with those of their same gender, I believe that men and women also find members of their 

same gender to be more credible than members of the opposite gender.  

 In order to better understand the potential effects of the gender of an information source 

(the fictional authors), I thought it would be useful to examine whether or not such effects occur 

across political parties. Figure 2 shows the average responses for both Democrats and 

Republicans, across all three gun control conditions. Respondents had the options of ranking 

their political party affiliation on a 7 point scale ranging from “Strong Republican” to 

“Independent” in the middle, to “Strong Democrat.” For the purpose of analyzing the data, I 

grouped “Strong Republican,” “Republican,” and “Republican-Leaning Independent” together 

and considered them all to be Republican responses. Likewise, I grouped “Strong Democrat,” 

“Democrat,” and “Democrat-Leaning Independent” together into one group that is considered to 

be Democrat responses. Because of the small number (25 out of 173) of respondents who 
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indicated that their party affiliation is purely “Independent,” I only looked at Republican and 

Democrat responses. In total, there were 89 Democrat and 59 Republican respondents, which 

comes out to a 51% to 34% split between the parties.  

 

Figure 2. The data in the graph include responses to the question: “Do you support or oppose 
gun control? By gun control, I mean regulations such as mandatory background checks, wait 
periods, limitations on magazine size and ammunition purchases, and prohibiting particular 
types of firearms.  
 

Perhaps the most obvious result of analyzing party affiliation and opinion on pro-gun 

legislation is the fact that there is a significant difference in the average opinion of Democrats 

and Republicans for all three gun control conditions. The greatest difference between 

Republicans and Democrats occurred when respondents were given the pro-gun female condition 

and read an article supposedly penned by a female that supported pro-gun legislation. 

Republicans average a 4.5, which is half-way between “Neutral” and “Somewhat support,” while 

Democrats averaged a 2.13, which is just barely past “oppose.” This is no surprise, as gun 
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control is often a divisive issue in partisan politics, and is often an issue that is used by both 

parties to rally their political bases.  

 What is interesting is the fact that the greatest difference among Democrats and 

Republicans with regard to their support of and opposition to pro-gun legislation occurred with 

the pro-gun female condition, while the pro-gun and anti-gun male conditions had noticeably 

smaller differences. For example, the pro-gun female condition results in a 2.37 difference 

between the average opinions for both sides of the aisle, whereas the pro-gun male condition 

only resulted in a .98 difference, and the anti-gun male condition yielded a 2.18 difference. I 

believe the greatest difference occurred with the female condition because of the ideological and 

political arguments that both Democrats and Republicans often express. For example, Democrats 

often argue for gun control by appealing to women and mothers, who tend to consider violence 

to be an important issue more than men do (Izadi, 2013). Similarly, Republicans often make the 

self-defense argument, often citing that women are more likely to be assaulted than men are, and 

therefore, are more in need of a firearm with which to protect themselves. I think the fact that 

both parties attempt to appeal to women or use women in their arguments on this issue accounts 

for why the greatest difference in opinion between partisans occurs in the female author 

condition.  
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Figure 3. The data in the graph include responses to the question: “Do you support or oppose 
affirmative action? By affirmative action, I mean programs that benefit particular disadvantaged 
minority groups in an effort to help them overcome such disadvantages.  
 

The above graph illustrates the average opinion of partisans with regard to a fictional 

proposed affirmative action admissions policy for the University of Arizona, across all four 

conditions. As the graph shows, Democrats are more supportive of affirmative action than 

Republicans are, with the exception of the pro-affirmative action Hispanic author. Democrats 

and Republicans differed in their opinions the most with the Caucasian anti-affirmative action 

author (the difference in the average opinion for this condition was 1.2), and with the Caucasian 

pro-affirmative action author (the difference in the average opinions of Democrats and 

Republicans here was 1.1). There was no difference between Democrats and Republicans for the 
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condition with the Hispanic pro-affirmative action author, and there was a 0.61 difference for the 

condition with the Hispanic anti-affirmative action author.  

Overall, the pattern of Republicans being consistently more in opposition to affirmative 

action than Democrats is no surprise, given that affirmative action is often considered to be a 

partisan issue that can be very polarizing. The fact that the most significant differences in 

opinion between partisans occurred with the Caucasian author conditions is not surprising, as I 

predicted that a Caucasian author would have less of an effect on opinion than an author of a 

minority race. I find it worth noting that the difference in opinion for Democrats and Republicans 

for the two conditions with the a Caucasian author are very close—1.2 versus 1.1—which, I 

believe indicates that the effect (or rather lack thereof) of a having a Caucasian author is 

minimal, regardless of whether the author is in favor of or in opposition to affirmative action.  

The condition with the Hispanic author who was in favor of affirmative action resulted in 

Democrats and Republicans having exactly the same opinion, on average. I found this to be 

interesting because all three of the other conditions had significant differences in opinion, 

including the Hispanic author who was against affirmative action. This stark contrast among the 

various conditions suggests that the condition that had the most powerful effect on opinion is the 

Hispanic author. I suspect this to be the case because of credibility, seeing as affirmative action 

policies do no generally benefit Caucasians, and are much more likely to benefit Hispanics. 

Furthermore, the Hispanic pro-affirmative action condition resulted in the highest level of 

support for affirmative action from Republicans, which I think occurred because Republicans 

found the Hispanic author to be more credible and empathized with her. Although the articles 

were all written with a matter-of-fact tone and feature no emotional appeals of social pressure, I 

think that Republicans may have felt a sense of social desirability bias when they were hearing 
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about affirmative action from someone who might actually benefit from the policy. Additionally, 

I think that Republicans may have projected their own emotional appeal onto themselves simply 

because hearing about a cause that affects a particular group of people—especially when the 

issue is race—can be emotional and cause one to empathize with that group when a member of 

that group is speaking to them.  

 

Figure 4. The data in the graph include responses to the question: “Do you support or oppose 
affirmative action? By affirmative action, I mean programs that benefit particular disadvantaged 
minority groups in an effort to help them overcome such disadvantages.  
 

 Figure 4 is a graphical representation of the average opinion of respondents when broken 

up into two racial groups: Caucasian and minorities. While respondents were given the options 

of indicating their race as “Caucasian,” “African American,” “Hispanic,” “Native American,” 

“Asian/Pacifica Islander,” and allowed to write in their race, I have combined all of those groups 

into one “minority” group. The reason for combining all of the non-Caucasian races into one 

racial “minority” groups is for the sake of ease and simplification, and because there simply were 
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not enough respondents who indicated that they belonged to those groups. For example, there 

were 89 Caucasian respondents, 13 African American, and 47 Hispanic. The other categories had 

too few respondents to work with. But, when all of the non-Caucasian groups are combined into 

one racial minority group, the sample is nearly evenly, with 89 Caucasian and 86 minority 

respondents.  

 The condition that resulted in the highest levels of opposition for Caucasian respondents 

was the condition with the Caucasian anti-affirmative action author, while Caucasian support for 

affirmative action was highest when respondents were assigned to the conditions with Hispanic 

authors. The average opinion for Caucasians who read articles written by the Hispanic author are 

3.41 for the pro-affirmative action article, and 3.39 for the anti-affirmative action article, which 

both fall between “somewhat support” and “neutral.” This clear difference between Caucasian 

opinion when the information source is their own race, versus a race that is affected the issue at 

hand, demonstrates that when facing an issue that affects a particular group, that people are more 

likely to be swayed by a member of the affected group, rather than their own. This is exactly the 

effect I expected to see.  
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Figure 5. The data in the graph include responses to the question: “Do you support or oppose 
affirmative action? By affirmative action, I mean programs that benefit particular disadvantaged 
minority groups in an effort to help them overcome such disadvantages.  
 

 Similar to Figure 4, Figure 5 is a graphical representation of the average opinions of 

Caucasians and Hispanics across the four different conditions for affirmative action. I decided to 

look at Caucasian opinion versus Hispanic opinion separately from Caucasian opinion versus 

minority opinion because I was curious to see if there would be any significant differences 

between Hispanics and the combined minority group. I suspected that there might be a stronger 

effect with the Caucasian versus Hispanic opinion than with the combined minority group’s 

opinion simply because of the location of the University of Arizona and its subsequent racial 

make-up and culture. Being a border state, Arizona has many Hispanics, and Tucson is no 

exception. With 41.6% of the population in Tucson being Hispanic, as compared to 47.2% being 

Caucasian (United States Census Bureau), Hispanics are clearly the largest, most prevalent racial 
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minority group in the region, and therefore more relevant to respondents here than other racial 

minority groups.  

 The data in Figure 5 shows that in some cases, Hispanic respondents had higher levels of 

support for affirmative action policies than Caucasians did, and in other cases, just the opposite. 

When presented with an article written in favor of an affirmative action admissions policy for the 

University of Arizona, Hispanics were less in favor of the policy than Caucasians. Yet, when 

presented with an article in support of affirmative action that was supposedly written by a 

Hispanic author, the average response of Hispanics jumped from 3.8 to 2.8, which translates to 

going from being between “neutral” and “somewhat in favor,” to being in between “somewhat 

support” and “support.” A one point change on the seven point response scale is statistically 

significant and indicates that Hispanics are more likely to agree with new information when that 

information is attributed to a Hispanic source.  

 The lowest levels of support for affirmative action among Caucasians occurred when 

respondents were assigned to Caucasian conditions, regardless of whether or not the Caucasian 

author was in support of, or in opposition to affirmative action. For example, the pro-affirmative 

action Caucasian condition yielded a 3.52 response, which is about half-way between “neutral” 

and “somewhat support.” The condition that resulted in the lowest level of support for 

affirmative action among Caucasians was the anti-affirmative action Caucasian condition, which 

yielded an average response of 3.95, which translates to almost being completely “neutral.” 

 When respondents were presented with an article that was in opposition to affirmative 

action and was supposedly written by a Hispanic author, both Caucasian and Hispanic 

respondents had the same opinion. With an average opinion of 3.4, Hispanics and Caucasians on 

average were between “neutral” and “somewhat support” with regard to support for affirmative 
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action. This is worth noting because unlike the other conditions, the anti-affirmative action 

Hispanic condition does not appear to have an effect on the average opinion of respondents 

based on being Caucasian or Hispanic.  

B. Analysis  

 The results of this survey experiment both exceeded my expectations and surprised me in 

several ways. First, I was curious to see if women would be more in support of guns and 

protection for firearms owner if the source of information were supposedly a woman. The results 

in Figure 1 confirm this prediction as holding true for this experiment.  

 Second, my hypothesis that partisanship would play a major role in the difference of 

opinion on the issues of gun control and affirmative action proved to be true, though I was 

surprised by how stark the differences were among Democrats and Republicans on the issue of 

gun control, regardless of the conditions respondents were assigned to. I think that the fact that 

both Democrats and Republican clearly maintained their party’s platforms throughout the survey 

experiment with regard to gun control suggests that gun control is still a highly polarizing issue 

in America.  

 Third, I was impressed by the statistical significance of the effect that race and ethnicity 

have on respondent’s opinion of affirmative action. The fact that Caucasian responses differed 

from an average of 3.95 with the anti-affirmative action article written by a Caucasian author, to 

3.39 when the anti-affirmative action article was attributed to a Hispanic author, suggests a 

strong effect of the race of the author. I did not expect to see such a strong effect with this, so the 

results of Figure 4 were interesting to me. Lastly, a similar result is seen with Figure 5, which 

features data not just from all racial minorities in the experiment, but only data from Hispanic 
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respondents. Another one point change based on the race of the supposed author clearly signified 

that one’s race and the race of the source of information are strongly correlated.  

 

VI. Conclusion 

 At the conclusion of my survey experiment, I realized that there are several ways in 

which I could have improved my survey, my experiment design, and research. For example, I 

experienced a significant limitation in that my sample size was relatively small, with 173 

completed responses. I used all of the collected data that was available from the 173 respondents 

in mid-April, and having revisited my survey experiment online, have found that I ended the 

semester with 387 respondents. Had I ran my experiment online longer, or had more time to wait 

and use all of that data in my thesis, I believe my results would have been more interesting. 

Furthermore, I believe my results would show a stronger correlation between the various variable 

I examined. It is currently my goal to update my study with all 387 respondents’ data in order to 

explore whether or not a much larger sample size would have a noticeable effect on the 

experiment. By adding the rest of the 387 respondents’ data and updating my thesis, it is my 

hope that what will result is a study worth publishing in a peer reviewed journal of public 

opinion or political behavior.  

 Besides limitations regarding sample size, I did run into a few problems with my 

experiment. The most significant issue was the fact that I somehow over-looked a duplicate 

condition in my survey online, which resulted in the accidental omission of an eighth condition. 

The condition that was duplicated was the pro-gun male condition, which respondents were 

randomly assigned to twice as much as the other two gun control conditions. This resulted in 

much more data for the pro-gun male condition, but unfortunately also meant that the intended 
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pro-gun female condition was left out. Having missed the pro-gun female condition limited my 

experiment, because there was not enough data associated with a female author for gun control to 

analyze or see any patterns with.  

 Another problem I encountered with my survey occurred, again, with the online set-up of 

my experiment, in which I accidentally asked all respondents to indicate their support for gun 

control and affirmative action twice. Respondents were asked to rate their opinion on those two 

issues on a seven point scale ranging from “strongly support” to “strongly oppose” after reading 

both articles, instead of after the last article they read. For the most part, respondents were 

consistent with their answers for both questions both times they were asked. Because there was 

some variation, I chose to only use the data from the second time the questions were asked 

because at that point, respondents had read both an article about gun control and an article about 

affirmative action. One possible effect that this mistake may have had was a priming effect 

because respondents were given a gun control article and asked a question about affirmative 

action before having read an article about affirmative action, there is a chance that the placement 

of that question may have primed the respondents to anticipated later questions related to 

affirmative action.  

 There is another instance in which priming may have taken place: the demographic and 

race attitude questions that were asked at the very end of the survey, after respondents had read 

both articles. Given that respondents had read an article about affirmative action and then later 

were asked questions about the treatment and work ethic of various ethnic groups (these 

questions were of course asked in an effort to gauge participants’ attitudes on race), there 

certainly could have been a priming effect. Respondents very well could have also experienced a 

social desirability bias with race-related and affirmative action questions. I think the possibility 
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of a social desirability bias taking place with regard to gun control questions is less likely than 

with affirmative action questions, but it is worth noting that some respondents may have felt 

some pressure to answer those questions in a particular way.  

 Overall, I have learned a great deal from this experiment, including how to better build a 

survey experiment, the logistics of running the experiment, the amount of time required to collect 

enough responses to have a legitimate study, and how analyze and present data. Looking back on 

my experiment design, I think it would be interesting to have asked respondents questions about 

their opinions on gun control and affirmative action before anything else, just to gauge their 

attitudes and opinions prior to the experiment. I would then want to ask similar questions after 

presenting a gun control and affirmative action article to the respondents, and compare the 

answers to see if the race, gender, or ethnicity of the information sources (the authors) would 

have any noticeable effect on the evaluation of information and ultimately, public opinion.  
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Appendix I 

Included here are reproductions of the articles that respondents read. Below are the articles for 

gun control: 

 

Below are the articles that respondents were randomly assigned to read about affirmative action: 
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Appendix II 

 Provided here is an appendix of all survey questions that were utilized in this survey 

experiment. All participants were asked the same questions, and the same following four 

questions were asked after the participant read the article to which he or she was assigned.  

1. Did the author of the article you just read oppose or support affirmative action? 
o Opposed 
o Supported 
o Don’t Know 

2.  Do you think the author made a strong or weak argument? 
o Extremely weak argument 
o Weak argument 
o Slightly weak argument 
o Neither strong nor weak argument 
o Slightly strong argument 
o Strong argument 
o Extremely strong argument 

3. Do you support or oppose affirmative action? By affirmative action, I mean programs 
that benefit particular disadvantaged minority groups in an effort to help them overcome 
such disadvantages.  

o Strongly support 
o Support 
o Somewhat support 
o Neutral 
o Somewhat oppose 
o Oppose 
o Strongly Oppose 

4. Do you support or oppose gun control? By gun control, I mean regulations such as 
mandatory background checks, wait periods, limitations on magazine size and 
ammunition purchases, and prohibiting particular types of firearms.  

o Strongly support 
o Support 
o Somewhat support 
o Neutral 
o Somewhat oppose 
o Oppose 
o Strongly Oppose 

 
After reading two articles (one gun control, one affirmative action) and answering the above set 
of questions that followed, all participants were asked to answer the following questions: 
 

5. How much do you agree with the following statement: “I don’t really give much weight 
to the opinions of people with whom I disagree politically”? 
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o Strongly agree 
o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly disagree 

6. How much do you agree with the following statement: “I actively try to engage in 
political discussion with those with whom I know I disagree politically”? 

o Strongly agree 
o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly Disagree 

7. How much do you agree with the following statement: “I enjoy discussing/debating 
politics with those with whom I disagree”? 

o Strongly agree 
o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly Disagree 

8. How strongly would you say you hold your political beliefs? 
o Very Strongly 
o Strongly 
o Somewhat strongly 
o Not very strongly 
o Unsure of political beliefs 

 
For the next set of questions, participants were asked to rate how much the agreed or disagreed 
with the following statements: 
 

9. Over the past few years, blacks have gotten less than they deserve. 
o Strongly Agree 
o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly disagree 

10. Irish, Italian, Jewish, and many other minorities overcame prejudice and worked their 
way up.  Blacks should do the same without any special favors. 

o Strongly agree 



Kotzambasis 37 
 

o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neihter agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly disagree 

11. It's really a matter of some people not trying hard enough; if blacks would only try harder 
they could be just as well off as whites. 

o Strongly agree 
o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly disagree 

12. Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult 
for blacks to work. 

o Strongly agree 
o Agree 
o Somewhat agree 
o Neither agree nor disagree 
o Somewhat disagree 
o Disagree 
o Strongly disagree 

13. What is your political affiliation? 
o Strong Democrat 
o Democrat 
o Democrat-leaning Independent 
o Independent 
o Republican-leaning Independent 
o Republican 
o Strong Republican 

14.  What is your political ideology? 
o Very Liberal  
o Liberal 
o Somewhat Liberal 
o Moderate 
o Somewhat Conservative 
o Conservative 
o Very Conservative 

15. What is your race? 
o White/Caucasian 
o Hispanic 
o African American 
o Native American 
o Asian/Pacific Islander 



Kotzambasis 38 
 

o Other (participants were asked to type in their race with this option) 
16. What is your age? 

o 18-24 
o 25-34 
o 35-49 
o 50-65 
o 65+ 

17. What is your gender? 
o Male 
o Female 
o Other 

18. What was the highest level of education your mother achieved? 
o Some high school 
o A high school diploma 
o Some college 
o A college diploma 
o A post-graduate degree (e.g. MA, JD, PhD, MBA) 
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