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 We also explored the issue of cultivating friendships. Regardless of one’s positions on policy questions, Americans have 
always seemed to be friendly with those on the other side; to cross the divide partisan divide to be gracious and sociable. Many 
older politicians seem to lament the decline in friendships in government. Do we still feel that way? Figure 41 clearly suggests we 
do. An impressive 85 percent of respondents suggested elected officials should work to cultivate friendships with members of the 
other party. 

Finally, and more or less for the fun of it, we asked, “What training would you recommend for the least civil politicians?” 
The results are noted in Figure 42. Given three options, 39.5 percent of respondents felt that uncivil politicians have earned “a trip 
to the woodshed,” while 32 percent said that uncivil politicians should take “a manners class with Emily Post.” 

 In summary, our results seem to indicate that Americans see political and educational institutions as most crucial in 
improving civility in politics. While members of both parties generally agree on the role of political institutions, Democrats seem 
to more strongly favor education, with Republicans more likely to favor religion and families. Young people most strongly view 
education as a catalyst for improving civility. 
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Conclusion

On one level, the results of our study are unequivocal. There is nearly universal agreement that civil politics is essential for a 
healthy democracy. We must be engaged and passionate about the policy disputed, but remain respectful and polite. Asked if 
respectful political action was possible, given the nature of issues these days, Americans remain incredibly optimistic: well over 8 
in 10 believe we can do this. Passionate, respectful politics is not an oxymoron. 

Unfortunately, we found strong evidence that most Americans believe the tone of politics has declined in recent years. Things 
have gotten bad. This is especially true for respondents who report paying close attention to the news. Nearly twice as many 
Americans noted that we should be ashamed of the recent health care debate rather than be proud of how it was conducted. Not 
surprisingly, a significant majority of Americans who see politics becoming less civil also believe that our country is headed in the 
wrong direction.

Thus, a core finding of our study is the potential long-term danger posed by the conduct of contemporary politics. We believe 
our study signals a warning: Americans do not like the way we are “doing politics,” and they believe hostility and vitriol are signs 
of an ailing system. Several years ago, columnist and author E. J. Dionne Jr. noted that “a nation that hates politics will not long 
thrive as a democracy.” We could not agree more. 

Our survey suggests the blame for the decline in civility can be shared by numerous actors, but specifically political parties 
and the media. Many scholars have remarked that the resurgence of party politics is one of the great comeback stories in American 
history. By the 1970s, most had agreed with the title of David Broder’s oft-cited book: The Party’s Over. Due in large measure to 
their adaptability and a flood of soft money, parties rebounded and are today key players in many aspects of politics. But has the 
focus of party efforts shifted to where the drive to win the next election pleases most candidates, but also turns voters away? Are 
long-term connections to the voters, especially young voters, jettisoned in the name of raising ever-larger sums of money to win 
elections at all costs? 

Another important dimension of party dynamics is its impact on individuals. Has individual level partisanship become too 
intense, exceptional by any historic standard? This is a difficult question to answer, given that systemic survey research was not 
done prior to the 1940s. Also, even though partisan intensity seems heightened for some voters, the ranks of independent voters 
continue to swell. (It is likely that the traditional, normal distribution of ideological/partisan dispositions has flattened in recent 
years.) Yet much of our survey suggests the polarization of the electorate and aspects of the decline in civility can be attributed to 
this change.

Beyond party dynamics, changes in the media are also at work. Clearly, respondents blame radio and television for much of 
the acrimony. Is it possible that the same general approach that parties use to win elections also propels the media in their quest 
for higher ratings? Is it a drive for higher ratings at any cost? Cultural factors, such as the mean-spirited nature of most reality 
television programs, have also contributed to the problem. This might explain why young people are less optimistic about the 
chances for polite politics than are older Americans. A recent letter to the editor in The New York Times seemed to hit the nail on 
the head: “On sports’ fields, on popular reality television shows, power and humiliation, the strong celebrating over the weak, the 
many outshouting the few—these are staples of our social life and our entertainment.”6 

Our respondents also revealed some genuinely notable differences in views between Americans who do and do not blame 
radio talk shows, in particular, as a source of incivility. Differences exist in political ideology, partisanship, and even optimism for 
potential solutions to an uncivil political atmosphere. Our survey provides some real evidence that Americans believe radio talk 
shows track with polarized political views. 

Beyond the issue of respect and civility in politics, our survey draws a sharp focus on Americans’ willingness to compromise 
and push their elected officials to find middle-ground solutions. On one hand, slightly less than one-half of the respondents 
suggested compromise solutions were more important than standing firm for principles. But on the other hand, as we moved 
through a series of specific issues, most respondents indicated a willingness to find a middle ground. There were also some rather 

6     Slote, John, “A Culture of Bullying: Where do Kids Learn,” Letter to the Editor, New York Times OnLine, April 11, 2010.
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stark differences between liberals/Democrats and conservatives/Republicans. Indeed, one of the most significant findings in this 
study is that those on the right are significantly less likely to agree with compromise than those on the left. This might explain why 
many GOP officials seem more reluctant to compromise than in the past.

There are some important generational differences in our study. As our results show, younger survey respondents are much 
less likely to feel that disagreeing in a respectful manner is possible, and less likely to think Americans should be ashamed with 
the way the health reform process was handled. As well, surprisingly, 25- to 34-year-olds were the least likely to classify our listed 
public behaviors as uncivil, even less than the 18- to 24-year-olds or the older respondents we surveyed. Yet, younger Americans 
felt the strongest that politicians should compromise, and were much more likely to have faith in educational institutions as a 
solution to incivility. 

We also see a new story emerging among Americans who categorize themselves as independents. While prior to the 2008 
presidential election many independents’ political views tracked more closely to the views of the Democrats or to a liberal 
or progressive ideology, our survey results reveal this group now tracks more closely to the Republicans’ views and are more 
conservative than two years ago. 

Finally, we see that incivility is bad for democracy—it pushes people away from politics and from paying attention to politics, 
and lessens their willingness to be engaged. On a heartening note, more than half of our respondents have volunteered in their 
communities in the past 12 months, and a minority of respondents feel that nonviolent protesting or phoning one’s elected officials 
are uncivil acts. We seem to be a people eager for community-oriented institutions, such as schools, to join hand-in-hand with the 
political parties themselves to solve the incivility problem facing our nation. 

-

Our hope is that the information contained in this report will provide insight into what average citizens believe about 
the direction of our politics, and perhaps suggest avenues for change.  Once again, at the core of our effort rests a notion that 
Americans can be active, partisan and passionate without being rude, selfish, shortsighted and, finally, undemocratic.
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The Survey Instrument
Implemented by Zogby International, March 24–29, 2010

Hi, my name is _____ and I’m doing a poll of U.S. adults for Zogby International. May I ask you some 
questions? (Do you have a few minutes?)

2001. Are you registered to vote in the United States?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure 

2002. How likely are you to vote in national elections?
	 1. Very likely
	 2. Somewhat likely
	 3. Not likely
	 4. Not sure 

2003. In the 2008 presidential election, the candidates were Democrat Barack Obama, Republican John McCain, independent Ralph Nader, 
Libertarian Bob Barr and Green Cynthia McKinney. For whom did you vote?
	 1. Obama
	 2. McCain
	 3. Nader
	 4. Barr
	 5. McKinney
	 6. Someone else
	 7. Did not vote 
	 8. Not sure

2004. In which party are you either registered to vote or do you consider yourself to be a member of—Democrat, Republican, independent/
unaffiliated, or a minor party?
	 1. Democrat
	 2. Republican
	 3. Independent/unaffiliated
	 4. Minor
	 5. Not sure

1. Some people seem to follow politics most of the time, while others aren’t that interested. Would you say you follow what’s going on in politics 
most of the time, some of the time, only now and then, or hardly at all?
	 1. Most of the time
	 2. Some of the time
	 3. Only now and then
	 4. Hardly at all
	 5. Not sure (Do not read)

2. Generally speaking, would you say things in this country are heading in the right direction, or are they off on the wrong track?
	 1. Right direction
	 2. Wrong track
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)

3. Altogether, would you describe economic conditions in the country today as excellent, good, fair, or poor?
	 1. Excellent
	 2. Good
	 3. Fair
	 4. Poor
	 5. Not sure (Do not read)

4. Which of the following would you say is your main source of news—television, the Internet, newspapers, radio, or magazines?
	 1. Television
	 2. Internet
	 3. Newspapers
	 4. Radio
	 5. Magazines
	 6. Other
	 7. Not sure (Do not read)

5. Have you volunteered in your community during in the past 12 months?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)

6. Have you tried to persuade anyone to agree with you about a political issue in the past year?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)
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Now we would like to ask a few questions about the tone of politics in America. For the purpose of this survey, when 
we refer to civility or being civil, we’re talking about general politeness and respect.

7. Do you think civility in politics is important for a healthy democracy?
	 1. Yes, it is important
	 2. No, it is not important
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)

8. If you were able to create a rule book for civility in politics, which of the following would not be okay—that is, they would be against the rules? 

	 (Choose all that apply)
	 1. Interrupting someone you disagree with in a public forum
	 2. Shouting over someone you disagree with during an argument
	 3. Belittling or insulting someone
	 4. Personal attacks on someone you disagree with
	 5. Questioning someone’s patriotism because they have a different opinion
	 6. Comments about someone’s race or ethnicity
	 7. Comments about someone’s sexual orientation 
	 8. Disruptive but nonviolent forms of protest, such as sit-ins
	 9. Phoning legislators to express your views
	 10. Manipulating the facts about an issue to persuade others

9. Many people in this country—politicians included—hold strong views on certain issues. Given the difficult and often personal nature of these 
issues, do you believe it is possible for people to disagree respectfully, or are nasty exchanges unavoidable?
	 1. It is possible for people to disagree respectfully
	 2. Nasty exchanges are unavoidable
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)

11. Do you think there has been a decline or improvement in civility of American politics since Barack Obama became president, or do you think 
things have stayed about the same?
	 1. There has been a decline in civility in American politics
	 2. There has been an increase in civility in American politics
	 3. Civility is about the same
	 4. Not sure (Do not read)

(Q 12 only if Q11=1)

12. Which political party do you think is more to blame for the decline in civility, Republicans or Democrats?
	 1. Democrats
	 2. Republicans
	 3. Both about the same (Do not read)
	 4. Refused or Not sure (Do not read)

13. Do you support or oppose the health care reform plan that was proposed by Barack Obama?
	 1. strongly support
	 2. somewhat support
	 3. somewhat oppose
	 4. strongly oppose	
	 5. Not sure (Do not read)

14. Which of the following best describes your view of the recent debate over health care reform?
	 1. Americans should be proud of the way our elected officials dealt with this issue
	 2. Americans should be ashamed of the way our elected officials dealt with this issue
	 3. Other/not sure (Do not read)

15. Of the following, please tell me if you think each item has pushed politics to become less civil in the past few years. 
	 (Choose all that apply) 
	 1. Radio talk shows
	 2. Television news programs
	 3. Blogs
	 4. Late night talk show programs, like Stewart and Leno
	 5. Glenn Beck
	 6. Rachel Maddow
	 7. Political parties
	 8. Competitiveness of elections
	 9. Sense of entitlement among average citizens
	 10. Changes in American culture
	 11. The way young people act in politics
	 12. Colleges and universities

16. When politics becomes nasty and rude, does it turn you off, push you to be more active, or does it have little effect on your willingness to be 
involved in politics?
	 1. It turns you off from politics
	 2. It pushes you to be more active in politics
	 3. It has little effect on your willingness to be involved in politics
	 4. Not sure (Do not read)
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17. Which do you think is more important in a politician: the ability to compromise to get things done, or a willingness to stand firm in support of 
principles?
	 1. The ability to compromise
	 2. The willingness to stand firm
	 3. Other/ Not sure (Do not read)

18. Do you think it is more important for elected officials to do what they think is for the good of the nation or what they think is most popular 
with voters?
	 1. Do what they think is for the good of the nation
	 2. Represent what is popular with the voters in their district
	 3. Other/Not sure (Do not read)

19. Do you think your elected officials—the ones that represent you in Washington—are more concerned with winning their next election or with 
doing the right thing for the nation?
	 1. Winning next election
	 2. Doing what’s right
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)	

20. Do you think Republicans and Democrats have been working together more than usual to solve problems, have they been opposing one 
another more than usual, or has there been no change?
	 1. Working together more than usual
	 2. Opposing one another more than usual
	 3. No change
	 4. Not sure (Do not read)

21. Some people feel so strongly about certain issues that they are unwilling to support a compromise. But on other issues they are okay with a 
middle ground. Please tell us whether you think elected officials should look to find a compromise on the following issues. 
	 (Choose all that apply)	
	 1. Healthcare reform 
	 2. Gay marriage
	 3. Abortion
	 4. Tax rates
	 5. Immigration reform
	 6. Climate change legislation
	 7. Gun control

22. Do you think elected officials should pursue personal friendships with members of other parties?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)

23. Do you agree or disagree with the following statement: “Right now, Washington is broken.”
	 1. Strongly agree
	 2. Somewhat agree
	 3. Somewhat disagree
	 4. Strongly disagree
	 5. Not sure (Do not read)

24. Do you consider most of the activities of the Tea Party movement to be civil or uncivil? 
	 1. Civil
	 2. Uncivil
	 3. Haven’t heard of the Tea Party movement
	 4. Other/ Not sure (Do not read)

25. Sometimes organizations spend money on elections in a district where they are not located. Do you support or oppose this practice?
	 1. Strongly support
	 2. Somewhat support
	 3. Somewhat oppose
	 4. Strongly oppose
	 5. Not sure/no opinion

26. Do you think schools should include lessons on how to act respectfully in politics?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No	
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)
27. Please tell me which two of the following you think should take a lead role in making politics more civil in the years ahead. 			
	 (Choose two)	
	 1. Local schools
	 2. Colleges and universities
	 3. Churches
	 4. Political parties
	 5. Community organizations
	 6. News media
	 7. Families
	 8. Elected officials. 
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28. What training would you recommend for the least civil politicians?
	 1. Retake kindergarten
	 2. A manners class with Emily Post
	 3. A trip to the woodshed
	 4. Other/not sure (Do not read)

29. Looking forward to November, 2010: compared to previous elections, are you more enthusiastic than usual about voting, less enthusiastic, or 
about the same?
	 1. Much more enthusiastic
	 2. Somewhat more enthusiastic
	 4. Somewhat less enthusiastic
	 5. Much less enthusiastic
	 6. About the same
	 7. Not sure/do not vote (Do not read)

30. Looking forward to the primary elections for House and Senate candidates: compared to previous elections, are you more enthusiastic than 
usual about voting, less enthusiastic, or about the same?
	 1. Much more enthusiastic
	 2. Somewhat more enthusiastic
	 4. Somewhat less enthusiastic
	 5. Much less enthusiastic
	 6. About the same
	 7. Not sure/do not vote (Do not read)

31. We understand that the election is many months away, and that things can change, but given what you know now do you think you will be 
supporting?
	 1. Mostly Republican candidates
	 2. Mostly Democratic candidates
	 3. Undecided
	 4. A mix of Democratic and Republican candidates
	 5. Other/do not vote (Do not read))

32. Are you more or less likely to vote for a candidate for Congress who supported Barack Obama’s health care reform plan, or will it make no 
difference in your vote?
	 1. Much more likely
	 2. Somewhat more likely
	 3. Somewhat less likely
	 4. Much less likely	
	 5. Not sure/do not vote (Do not read)

Thanks, we’re almost done. I just need some statistics.

701. What is your age? _________		

702. Which of the following best represents your race or ethnic group?
	 1. White
	 2. African American
	 3. Asian/Pacific
	 4. Other/mixed
 	 0. Refuse (Do not read)

703. Do you consider yourself Hispanic or Latino?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)

903. Which of the following best describes your highest level of education?
	 1. Less than H.S. graduate
	 2. H.S. graduate
	 3. Some college
	 4. College graduate or more
	 0. Refuse (Do not read)

906. Which description best represents your political ideology?
	 1. Progressive/Very liberal
	 2. Liberal
	 3. Moderate
	 4. Conservative
	 5. Very conservative
	 6. Libertarian
	 7. Not sure (Do not read)
	 0. Refuse (Do not read) 
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907. Which of the following best represents your religious affiliation?
	 1. Roman Catholic
	 2. Protestant/other non-denominational Christian
	 3. Jewish
	 4. Muslim
	 5. Atheist/Realist/Humanist
	 6. Other/no affiliation 
	 0. Refuse (Do not read)

908. (Only if 907=2) Do you consider yourself to be a born-again, evangelical (ee-van-GEL-uh-kull), or fundamentalist Christian?
	 1. Yes
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)
	 0. Refuse (Do not read)

9140. Which of the following best describes your marital status?
	 Married
	 Single, never married
	 Divorced/separated
	 Widowed
	 Civil Union
	 Not sure (Do not read)
	 Refuse (Do not read)

921. Which of the following best represents your household income last year before taxes?
	 1. Less than $25,000
	 2. $25,000-$34,999
	 3. $35,000-$49,999
	 4. $50,000-$74,999
	 5. $75,000-$99,999
	 6. $100,000 or more
	 0. Refuse (Do not read)

922. Gender (Do not ask, simply record.)
	 1. Male
	 2. Female 

927. Would you be interested in speaking with a reporter from the _________ about the results of this survey?
	 1. Yes (Record name, telephone #, best time to call)	  
	 2. No
	 3. Not sure (Do not read)
	 0. Refuse (Do not read)

Thank you for taking time to complete the survey.
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