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0. Introduction

In the Greek city-state, public life (bios politikos) went on in the market place (the agora). This public sphere served as a realm of freedom and permanence. In discussions among citizens issues were made topical, took on shape and became visible to all. In a free competition among equals the best excelled and gained the immortality of fame. As Habermas points out, this model of the Hellenic public sphere, handed down to us in the stylized form of Greek self-interpretation, has had a peculiar normative power (Habermas 1991:4). Indeed, the concept of the agora is having a renaissance in the social sciences (see for instance Bauman 1999). 

Normative uses of a concept like the agora are expressions of an ideal that is key to the self-understanding of modern democratic societies: that the exercise of social and political power must be subjected to the normative mandate of democratic publicity (Habermas 1991:244). In modern times, public opinion has arisen as the ‘secret’ sovereign and the invisible authority of political society. It plays the same role as tradition in earlier societies in the sense that it offers something to which one can adhere in a way that saves one from reproach (cf. Luhmann 1990:204, 2000:105). One can say that the voice of the people (Vox Populi) has come to serve as the voice of God (Vox Dei). 

In modern democracies, the norm of popular sovereignty is upheld through the responsiveness of elected representatives and appointed officials/executives to public opinion (cf. Fuchs & Pfetsch 1996:2). In this way, public opinion – as a reflection of the general will – come to serve as a vital legiti​mizing force in society. This is true not only when it comes to political decision making, but even – and increasingly – when it comes to decisions made in other functional spheres. Business and science being obvious examples. 

The key issue contributing to making corporations more politically visible and exposing the ethical, social and environmental aspects of their actions and decisions to public scrutiny is risk. The primary causes for the renewed pondering of morals and ethics in business can be described in terms of risk, that is, in terms of “[t]he obvious detrimental side of human activities and the overcomplexity of social developments, the control over which seems to be increasingly slipping away from the demo​cratic process” (Dierkes & Zimmermann 1994:536). Key themes on the risk ‘agenda’ are social and environmental concerns, political consumerism, globalization and the rise of multinational companies. Following Ulrich Beck (1997), one can speak of the emergence of “risk society”. In risk society, according to Grolin (and Beck), “business can no longer rely on government approval and scientific expertize as primary sources of corporate legitimacy. Instead, business will increasingly have to seek its legitimacy directly from the public. Trends of globalization of the economy have increased the social and environmental impact of corporations and strengthened corporate power compared to that of democratically elected politicians. Thus, to remain legitimate, corporations have to accept to be held accountable for a much broader scope of environmental and social responsibilities by an increasingly transnational public” (Grolin 1997:1). In the words of Tsoukas (1999:516), the setting is no longer the marketplace (in a traditional economical sense) but rather a global agora. The state is no longer an effective mediator of public consent and legitimacy. Thus, corporations will have to acquire legitimacy directly from the public by means of some form of corporate-public dialogue (Grolin 1997:9). Corporations will increasingly have to assume the role of a political actor engaged in dialogue with the public and attuned to public opinion.  Shell and Brent Spar is the classic – by now almost contrived – modern case showing how the public can be an active force in affecting decisions of corporations. As was noted in a leader in The Economist in the aftermath of Shell’s decision to abandon the offshore dumping of the oil rig: “the universe of behaviour to which standards of correctness are being applied is growing. The hiring, firing, pay and promotion policies of a firm were once its own business. Nowadays there is a trend ... to treat such policies as a legitimate area of public scrutiny” (The Econo​mist, June 24th 1995, quoted in Tsoukas 1999:510). Following this experience, the management of Shell has showcased a new public awareness stating that: “We have constantly to earn trust and a license to operate from the public”. 

Similarly in science, there is an increased awareness of public contestation and controversy. Of science facing a hostile environment of multiple publics and plural institutions, such as the mass media and NGO’s, with their own agendas (Nowotny et al. 2001:206). According to Nowotny et al. (2001:204) science is moving from a culture of autonomy to a regime of greater accountability. A development which is spurred by the emergence of the agora: “the new public space where science and society, the market and politics, co-mingle” (ibid.:203). The agora is a space that, in the eyes of many scientists, is notorious for an apparently interminable series of science controversies (ibid.:201). The agora is populated by a diversity of individuals with different values and agendas. It can be described as a public space “in which different perspectives are brought together, ultimately creating different visions, values and options” ... “it invites exchanges of all kinds, and creates a context in which desires, prefe​rences and needs can articulated as well as demands” (ibid.:209,210). The agora emerges as a reflexive con​text with the capacity to talk – or even kick – back. Conflicts about science turn out to be inseparably tied to social and political values and public fears about scientific risks. And when it comes to such matters the voice of science can claim no authority (ibid.:209,208). 

We are thus seeing parallel trajectories in business and science. Business is no longer just busi​ness. Science is no longer just science. So the arguments go. Both spheres have been politicized (or democratized). A process which may be described as a kind of de-differentiation. The use of a concept like the agora bear witness to this development and point to legitimation problems (legitimation crises?) with a common denominator: risk. 

Whereas Horst (see conference paper) examines these developments in the context of science studies (putting particular emphasis on the PUS – Public Understanding of Science – literature), this paper looks at development from a more general perspective. Rather than focusing on developments in either business or science, the paper focuses on theories of the public sphere and of public opinion. This is in order to add some substance to notions of the agora and of the public as they appear in societal discourses. 

The definition of the agora presented by Nowotny et al. is typical in the sense that it offers a rather vague normative description of a space where private and public concerns meet and somehow come together – though a process of participation and interaction, dialogue and negotiation, protest and compromise. A key point of the paper is that notions of the agora, the public sphere, public opi​nion are notoriously ambiguous, one reason being that they have traditionally been formed as political or ideological constructs rather than as a discrete sociological objects (cf. Splichal 2000:14). As illu​strated, there is a tendency to speak of the public in vague, idealistic and/or normative terms. This paper tries to make some sociological sense of the public sphere and of public opinion (and thereby the agora), drawing particularly on the writings of Jürgen Habermas and Niklas Luhmann.

The theoretical point of departure is constructivist. First, the constructivist agenda is introduced and related to general understandings of the public. In this first section, the liberal and the deliberative model of the public sphere are discussed as well as elitist and populist views of public opinion. This discussion is continued in the second section, which focuses on the contributions of Habermas and Luhmann. The third section looks at different sociological definitions of public opinion as they appear in the literature. Particular emphasis is put on constructivist views of public opinion. This leads to a more elaborate discussion of public opinion and the agora as symbolic constructs, using science studies – Nowotny et al. (2001) – as an example (the fourth section). Finally, in the fifth and sixth section, the dominant technologies used to gauge and measure public opinion – polls/surveys and focus groups – are subjected to a constructivist reading.    

1. The Public as a Symbolic Construct – Liberal and Deliberative Models of the Public Sphere

What is the public sphere? Should it be seen as an arena for social exchange and interaction? Or should it be described in terms of its relevant actors? Or both? It seems theoretically futile to attempt to come up with final ontological answers to these questions. It might be more productive to view notions and models of the public sphere as being just that – notions and models that serve as societal self-descrip​tions. The public sphere can thus, on a second-order level, be viewed as a part of the semantic appa​ratus of modern society – rather than as a first-order concept referring to particular structural or insti​tutional arrangements. This view of the public as a symbolic and communicative construct will be elaborated in the discussion of public opinion. As will be shown, it is very much in tune with the views presented by Habermas and Luhmann. According to Luhmann, the public does not refer to a particular place or set of institutions. It is a particular form of observation, which is produced in the political as well as in the economic and the scientific sphere, in the mass media etc. (cf. Luhmann 2000:105). Thus, in what follows, the agora, the public sphere and public opinion are seen as second-order constructs used in descriptions and critiques of modern society. This does not imply that these constructs are mere fictions – they are an integral part of the semantic creation of social and political reality. Paraphrasing Habermas, they are normative postulates with empirical relevance (Habermas 1996:373). In the words of Luhmann, such constructs serve as mirrors in which decision makers and other observers can see themselves – and others – in light of the popular interest (cf. Luhmann 1993:140). 

Speaking of the public and of public communication architectural metaphors of structured spaces recommend themselves (Habermas 1996:361). One can speak of the public as a forum, where speakers in an arena or on a stage communicate in front of an audience in a gallery. This metaphor refers to places like public squares, halls or streets constituting ‘small publics’, or to the mass media forming ‘large publics’ (Fuchs & Pfetsch 1996:3). More specifically, two normative models constitute the domi​nant views of the public sphere: the liberal model and the deliberative model (Gerhards et al. 1998). 

The liberal model is a pluralistic model of representative democracy. It is a market model in the sense that it emphasizes the autonomy and self-regulating ability of public opinion formation. As long as some ground rules are observed anybody can raise their voice and demand to be heard. According to this model, the public sphere is supposed to mirror a multitude of actors (individuals, groups), their agendas and concerns, demands and opinions. It is supposed to create transparency – to make public issues and corresponding opinions observable and accessible to a wider audience. The point of depar​ture is pluralism – a multitude of self-interested actors interacting in a public space. Consensus is thus seen as an unlikely result of public deliberation. The function of the public sphere is to inform political decision-making rather than to dictate political decisions (Gerhards et al. 1998:28-31,37).  

The deliberative model is more demanding. It is a model of participative democracy, which particu​larly emphasizes the importance of representatives and organizations of civil society (the political periphery) actively taking part in public opinion formation. Here, the market mechanism does not suf​fice as regulator of the flow of opinions. According to this (Habermasian) model, communication must be unforced and discursive, that is, it must be based on rational arguments, it must respectfully be open towards others and their opinions, and it must have as its primary goal the reaching of consensus on public issues. Public opinion thus represents a common communicative understanding, which can directly affect and direct political decision-making by legitimizing or delegitimizing decisions (ibid.:31-38).     

More radically, the distinction between representative and direct democracy can be described in terms of elitist and populist views of public opinion (Crespi 1997). Elitists believe that the exercise of social and political power must be responsive to public opinion but that the public should not be actively involved in policy and decision making. The burden of decision making should be placed on experts qualified to analyze and compile relevant information, and on elected representatives or appointed officials/executives qualified to debate the conclusions that can be drawn from expert reports. Thus, the public’s competency is limited to judging results or consequences after the fact and to judging whether proper procedures are followed when policies and programs are implemented (cf. Crespi 1997:114,115). Populists, on the other hand, rely on the direct participation of an active and presumably qualified citizenry in policy and decision making.  Focus is on maximizing the general pub​lic’s active involvement in decisions concerning public issues (ibid.:113).  

Considering its strong emphasis on voice (cf. Hirschman 1970) and transparency, the liberal model is not purely elitist, whereas the deliberative model represents a populist vision of democracy. The emergence of notions such as the agora and public opinion in societal discourses indicates that a purely and explicitly elitist stance is no longer legitimate. This does not mean that a hierarchical model of representation is simply replaced with a populist model of participation. The deliberative model is an ideal type rather than a description of how public debates and controversies actually unfold. Instead, we end up with something more akin to the liberal model described above. 

2. Habermas, Luhmann and the Public Sphere
Habermas has been the strongest proponent of the deliberative model of the public sphere (see Habermas 1991), but in “Between Facts and Norms” (Habermas 1996), he gives this model a liberal twist, incorporating insights from Luhmann’s theory of autopoietic systems and functional differentia​tion. In a functionally differentiated society, Habermas writes, the instruments of politics – law and administrative power – have a limited effectiveness. Political steering can often only take an indirect approach and must leave intact the modes of operation internal to functional systems and other orga​nized and specialized spheres of society. As a result, holistic aspirations must give way to a self-orga​nizing society (ibid.:372). As Habermas muses, the idealistic content of normative theories evaporates under the sun of social science (ibid.:329). No political macrosubject can bring society as a whole under control and simultaneously act for it. Similarly, civil society can directly transform only itself. It can at most have an indirect effect on the self-transformation of other social systems, such as business and science (ibid.:372). These argu​ments lead to a liberal model with a deliberative edge. No matter who represents or produces it, public opinion cannot determine political or administrative outcomes. It is rather given a market chance within a liberal public sphere.   

Habermas describes the public sphere as “an arena for the perception, identification, and treat​ment of problems affecting the whole of society” (ibid:301). The public sphere serves as a warning system with sensors that are sensitive throughout society. It must serve to amplify the pressure of problems – it must not only detect and identify problems but also convincingly and influentially thema​tize them, furnish them with possible solutions and dramatize them in such a way that they are taken up and dealt with by responsible decision makers – politicians, business leaders, scientists a.o. (ibid.:359). The public sphere serves as a soundstage for the more or less organized interests of civil society. Interests, which are coupled with the private spheres of the lifeworld and thus demarcated from the state, the economy, science and other functional systems: “Civil society is composed of those more or less spontaneously emergent associations, organizations, and movements that, attuned to how societal problems resonate in the private life spheres, distill and transmit such reactions in amplified form to the public sphere. The core of civil society comprises a network of associations that institutionalizes problem-solving dis​courses on questions of general interest inside the framework of organized public spheres” (ibid.:367). 

The public sphere thus appears as a network for communicating information and points of view. It represents a process wherein streams of communication are filtered and synthesized “in such a way as to coalesce into bundles of topically specified public opinions”  (ibid.:360). Having said that, the public sphere is, as indicated, neither to be thought of as an institution nor as an organization or a system. It is incapable of making decisions and therefore its capacity to solve problems on its own is limited. Within the boundaries of the public sphere actors can acquire only influ​ence, not political power (ibid.:359,360,371). As Habermas puts it, “public opinion reigns but it does not govern” (Habermas 1991:239). A discursively generated public opinion is an empirical variable that can make a difference, but public influence is transformed into communicative power only if and when it passes through the filters of actual decision-making processes (cf. Habermas 1996:371). 

Habermas emphasizes that public opinion is really an institutionalized fiction. It cannot be identi​fied directly as a real entity in the behavior of the populace. Instead, it serves as a critical as well as a manipulative force in public communication (Habermas 1991:237,236). In this respect, Habermas’ view of public opinion is constructivist. At the same time, he strongly emphasizes the normative content of the concept. In spite of its fictional character and its manipulative shortcomings, he finds that the con​cept of public opinion has to be retained. The constitutional reality of modern democracies must be conceived as a process in which a public sphere that functions effectively is realized, that is, “as a pro​cess in which the exercise of social power and political domination is effectively subjected to the man​date of democratic publicity” (Habermas 1991:244).   

Whereas the habermasian view of the public sphere and public opinion is normative, Luhmann’s second-order approach is analytical and descriptive. Luhmann attempts to describe notions of the public in sociological terms rather than to (re)produce normative ideals of the function it ought to fulfill in modern democratic society. Following Baecker (1996), Luhmann defines the public as the internal environment of societal subsystems, that is, of all organizations and interactions as well as social function systems and social movements. He finds that “[t]he advantage of this definition is that it can be transferred onto social function systems. The ‘market’ would then be the environment [public], internal to the economic system, of economic organizations and interactions, ‘public opinion’ would be the environment, inter​nal to the political system, of political organizations and interactions” (Luhmann 2000:104). Publica​tions would then be the environment internal to the scientific system. Researchers observe each other primarily in terms of published material that can either be discussed or ignored (Luhmann 1997:767). This may seem like a neat poly-contextualization of the concept, but Luhmann misses a vital point with this manoeuvre. The public is not a particularly interesting concept if it merely refers to traditional under​standings of the relevant environment of social systems. As was discussed in the introduction, it no longer suffices – may never have sufficed – for the business leader to understand the environment of his organization purely in market terms or for the scientist to understand his research environment purely in terms of publications. Other yardsticks than internal logics are used to evaluate the per​formance and assess the legitimacy of business and science. A concept of the public – or of the public sphere – must be useful in describing processes of politicization, where normative notions of public opinion usually associated with the self-understanding and legitimacy of the political system, become part of discourses unfolding in other functional spheres of society. Although Luhmann does pick up on this point (see the following paragraph), Habermas comes closer to a satisfactory description of the state of affairs. 

According to Luhmann, a system (an organization) conceives itself as being observable by the public when it reflects on being observed from the outside without being able to establish how and by whom. This can lead to an orientation towards generalizable and publicly defensible actions and points of view but, as Luh​mann points out, this need not be the case. Secrecy and hypocrisy are functionally equivalent strategies (Luhmann 2000:104). As mentioned earlier, public opinion has a manipulative as well as a critical func​tion. In any case, public opinion, according to Luhmann, is a product of public communication that is constantly being reproduced in public communication. It serves as a mirror in which decision-makers and other observers can see themselves – and others – in the light of the popular interest (cf. Luhmann 1993:140).

Following this discussion of theoretical understandings of the public and of the public sphere, I will turn to a sociological discussion of the definitions of public opinion found in the literature. That opinion is a powerful force in society is not a new insight. As Rousseau put it: ”Opinion, Queen of the World, is not subject to the power of kings; they are themselves its first slaves” (quoted in Mills 1959:298). But what are we to make of public opinion, then? Public opinion is usually associated with a normative ideal of popular sovereignty. What is described in ideal terms is an align​ment between the policies and decisions of elected representatives or appointed officials/executives and the demands and expectations of the general public. It may seem like a straightforward proposition, but if a constructivist perspective is applied, it turns out to be more compli​cated. What does it mean to be responsive to public opinion when public opinion cannot be taken for granted? What can more specifically be said about the concrete manifestations of public opinion? In the following section different sociological definitions of public opinion are discussed.

3. Meanings of public opinion

Public opinion research has a cronic definitional problem. Still, it is a field not without boundaries. It is possible to speak of five distinct, yet overlapping, definitions (Glynn et al. 1999:17). One can speak of public opinion as: 

1) an aggregate of individual opinions. This is the most common definition. It serves as the justification for using surveys and polls as measures of public opinion and resonates with the structure of the popular election as a foundational element of the political system in democratic societies. Public opinion thus appears as a statistically determinable distribution of citizen’s attitudes towards certain issues and topics. Focus is on the private opinions of individuals on public issues. Whether or not these opinions are voiced in a public space is not relevant. Particularly in the American social sciences, this view is so predominant that it is frequently taken for granted (Fuchs & Pfetsch 1996:4); 

2) a reflection of majority beliefs. Whereas the first definition is a clear-cut example of methodological indi​vidualism, this definition emphasizes social – rather than societal – processes (group dynamics). Drawing on insights from social psychology (particularly symbolic interactionism), public opinion is seen as the equivalent of social norms. It is argued that people tend to conform to the majority opinion among their significant others. In this way the values and beliefs of the majority come to serve as the basis of public opinion; 

3) … it is found in clashes of group interests. This definition focuses not on the individual – in singular or in interaction with other individuals – but on the power dynamics of the cultivation and communi​cation of opinions by interest groups, be it political parties, trade organizations, corporations or activist groups. It is assumed that social and political life is dominated by conflict and that interest groups are engaged in a constant struggle to define and provide solutions to societal problems. Public opinion, then, is the result of public debate among groups; 

4) media and elite opinion. According to this more critical definition, public opinion is a projection of what journalists, politicians, business leaders, pollsters and other ‘elites’ believe rather than a reflec​tion of what the populace believe; 

5) a fiction. Here, it is argued that public opinion is a phantom, a rhetorical construction used so freely and indiscriminately in public communication as to be meaningless. Anybody can produce a public opinion and questions in polls can be phrased in such a way as to ensure that the results will be as desired. Although more radical in its critique of the concept (focusing on how it is used without qualitative or quantitative evidence to support it), this definition is closely related to the view of public opinion as media and elite opinion (Glynn et al. 1999:17-23).        

According to the first two definitions, public opinion refers to the actual or expressed opinions of individual citizens. According to the last three definitions, public opinion is a social or communica​tive construct produced and used – sometimes for manipulative purposes – by different actors in public debates. Following the first definition, public opinion can be measured quantitatively and used to guide decision making. The second definition may lead to an approach best described as ‘political correct​ness’. It is a matter of conforming to social norms and avoiding controversy. As Gabriel Tarde wrote as early as 1901: “One should … not be surprised to see our contemporaries so pliant before the wind of passing opinion, nor should one conclude from this that characters have necessarily weakened. When poplars and oaks are brought down by a storm, it is not because they grew weaker but because the wind grew stronger” (Tarde 1901:318). With the last three definitions, the picture gets more muddled, though. Here, it becomes clear that public opinion is not just ‘a thing out there’ which imposes itself on decision makers in different contexts. Public opinion is seen as a product of public communication and therefore as something that decision makers can themselves take part in (co-)creating, enacting, manipulating. In other words, these definitions represent a move towards a con​structivist understanding of public opinion. They also represent a move towards understanding public opinion in a mass mediated context. 

4. Public Opinion and the Agora as Symbolic Constructs

From a constructivist point of view, public opinion appears as a sort of symbolically formed ‘imagined public’. It is a form of mediated representation of opinion (Splichal 2000:41). It should be emphasized that the imagined public is more than just a fiction – it is a social and political reality. It is “as real as any other imagined community in the sense that ‘in acting upon symbolic representations of ‘the public’ the public can come to exist as a real actor … Fictions, if persuasive, become material, political reality’” (ibid., quote in quote: Peters 1995:18-19). Public opinion should thus be seen as the product of an observer rather than ‘a thing out there’. It is a form of observation which is produced not only by the mass media but also in statements (self-observations) of politicians, business leaders, scientists, in scientific literature a.o.   

The same applies to the agora. It is usually described as a public space in which a particular social system is embedded. It is described as an environment external to the system. But if you apply a con​structivist perspective, the environment of a social system appears as an internal construction. An example: Nowotny et al. (2001, chapter 13) speak of science moving into the agora. But it makes as much sense to say that the agora is moving into science. The agora is becoming a part of the self-understanding and self-description of science. As text, Nowotny et al. can be considered as an internal operation of the scientific system, its primary audience (readers) consisting of scientists, science researchers and stu​dents. This text can be used to mirror the societal working conditions of science and as such it can direct or change perceptions, it can influence policy and decision making and guide behavior. But rather than being a reflection of an external reality it constructs a particular view of reality emphasizing certain environmental and developmental aspects at the cost of others. As a narrative (or self-description), it becomes a part of the on-going identity game of science – rather than referring to something outside of science. The text can thus be described as a form of auto-communication (cf. Christensen 1994), that is, as a form of communication through which the scientific system tries to establish and affirm its own self-image by communicating with itself. In this process, “the ‘external’ world becomes a reference point rather than a receiver, a ‘mirror’ rather than an audience” (Christensen & Cheney 2000:252). This implies that the preoccupa​tion of the scientific system with the agora may turn out to be a case of self-absorption. 

Zygmunt Bauman suggests that in modern society Panopticon has gradually been replaced with Synopticon: “instead of the few watching the many, it is the many who nowadays watch the few” (Bauman 1999:71). Key to the model of Panopticon is that the many are aware that they may at any time be observed by the few but at any given time cannot be certain whether they are actually being observed. The same mechanism of self-discipline applies to the model of Synopticon. The few (decision makers) may at all times feel that they are being observed by the many (the public) but can mostly not be certain whether they are actually being observed. From a constructivist perspective, it is the awareness of public awareness and visibility in itself which is important, because perceptions make a difference. If we, in the context of a liberal public sphere, consider that attention, interest and involvement are among the scarcest of all resources in modern society, it may be that science is more preoccupied with its own public image and societal role than any external audience can be expected to be (cf. Christensen & Cheney 2000:253). Maybe a critical public gaze concerning certain contestable issues should not be mistaken for a general public interest or even involvement in the affairs of science (ibid.:261). Maybe there is a need to differentiate between ethical issues and matters of risk that are contestable and need to be tried and tested publicly and ‘business as usual’, that is, all the ‘everyday work’ done by science that the wider public do not care or need to know about. It may still be argued that the developments described by Nowotny et al. in terms of the agora are ‘unusual business’ rather than ‘business as usual’ for science. Even so, science can produce and reproduce such narratives. And if or when they become part of scientific self-understanding they can make a difference. They may lead to more openness and public accountability in science, and in this sense they can turn out to be self-fulfilling prophecies.  

Speaking of public awareness, public opinion is a ‘real fiction’ in the sense that it makes a political difference. It shows its presence in the mass media in scandals involving businesses and in contestations of science. A way to show adherence to the elusive ideal of public opinion is to continually test it. This can be done through the use of various social technologies, the most notable being polls/surveys and focus groups. Technologies which serve as mirrors in which decision makers and others can see themselves in light of the popular interest. The key point here is that all testing of opinion is a form of construction or enactment of opinion. No pure and unmediated access to the public and its opinions is possible. There is no way to avoid the self-referentiality of attempts to grasp public opinion. In the following two sections, the paper takes a con​structivist look at the production of public opinion in polls/surveys and focus groups.     

5. Polls as Expressions of Public Opinion

As Ginsberg (1989:274) argues, some of the most important effects of surveys are related to the way they cumulate and translate the private beliefs of individuals into collective public opinion. The intro​duction of survey research has four major effects on the character of public opinion:

1) it transforms public opinion from being a voluntary matter to being an externally subsidized matter. In the absence of polls, the cost and effort of organizing and publicly communicating an opinion normally falls on the individuals holding this opinion. Polls, by contrast, organize and publicize opinions without necessitating any initiative or action on the part of individual opinion-holders. This means that the opinions of those who care little or not at all about a particular issue are as likely to be publicized as the opinions of those who care a great deal. Thus, polls weaken the relationship between public expression of opinion and intensity of opinion (ibid.:275-76); 

2) it transforms public opinion from being a behavioral phenomenon to being an attitudinal phenomenon. In the absence of polls, public opinion can be inferred from political behavior: demonstrations, strikes, riots, boycotts. Polls, by contrast, elicit, organize and publicize opinion without requiring any action on the part of opinion-holders. The opinions of polls are purely attitudinal in character and there​fore can be bereft of any real potential for social mobilization. In this sense, polls can produce vir​tual opinions (ibid.:278-81); 

3) it transforms public opinion from being a property of groups to being an attribute of individuals. In the absence of polls, reports on the public mood can be obtained from activists, political leaders, leaders of trade unions and other notables representing organized and communal groups. Polls, by contrast, can elicit the views of individual citizens directly, making it possible to bypass group leaders as spokespersons of public opinion. Thus, agencies or organizations with an interest in the opinions of the public can establish their own links to individual opinion-holders. On the one hand, polling can undermine the claims of group leaders and activists to speak for membership opinion. Spokespersons sometimes speak only for themselves, groups of demonstrators or rioters seldom consist of more than a tiny and unrepresentative segment of the populace, whereas polls claim to give a more representative – statistically valid and reliable – view of popular sentiment. On the other hand, organized groups, interests and parties remain the most effective mechanisms through which opinion can be made to have an impact on political and economical issues and decisions. This is due to the fact that they represent mobilized opinions (ibid.:274,281-83); 

4) it transforms public opinion from being a spontaneous assertion to being a constrained response. In the absence of polls, individuals choose for themselves the issues and topics they want to make public assertions about. Polls, by contrast, elicit opinions about issues and topics which have been selected by an external agency. In this way, polling erodes the control of the individual over his/her public expressions of opinion. The opinions of polls are a response to the interests of external agencies rather than an expression of the actual needs, hopes, aspirations, demands and concerns of the individual citizens responding. Questions in polls are asked because they are of interest to govern​ment, business corporations, news media and other purchasers of poll data. In polls, respondents may be asked to answer questions they would otherwise never have asked themselves in their daily lives. It follows that polls can create misleading pictures of the agenda of public concerns (ibid.:286-88).   

Unlike the survey, where individual subjects are asked to answer a series of closed-ended questions, focus groups involve open discussion among a group of individuals. Focus groups is about citizens interacting with each other in discussions of public issues (Glynn et al. 1999:80,82).

6. Focus Groups as Expressions of Public Opinion

Corporations have for many years used focus groups in market research but now this technique is also being applied in studies of corporate reputation, in the testing of communicative concepts, to learn more about public awareness and knowledge of organizational issues, and to evaluate public acceptance of company poli​cies (Ferguson 2000:199). “[F]ocus groups have become the methodology of choice for many organi​zations whose leaders are concerned about the opinions of key stakeholders, inside and outside the walls of the organization” (ibid.:200).   

A focus group is “a discussion group with a purpose”. It is a special kind of group interview (ibid.), “a carefully planned discussion designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a permissive, nonthreatening environment” (Krueger quoted in Glynn et al. 1999:80). It can be self-moderated but usually involves a moderator and 4 to 12 participants, typically unacquainted with each other (Glynn et al. 1999:81,82). Focus groups are relatively unstructured and have a flexible format that can be adjusted by the moderator. The moderator introduces a subject and encourages the group mem​bers to share and discuss their feelings and opinions about the topic. The moderator can then ask addi​tional questions to stimulate the interaction or to focus attention on areas of particular interest to the organization sponsoring the group (Ferguson 2000:201). 

Focus groups are ideal for studying the fluid and dialogic aspects of opinion formation. They allow an examination of the role of social (or symbolic) interaction in opinion formation and expres​sions of opinion. Public opinion thus appears as an exceptionally dynamic and complex entity that is being constructed and reconstructed in ways that make it impossible to separate it from the context from which it emerges (Glynn et al. 1999:81,82). This technology and the results it produces cannot lay claim to being representative in the same way as surveys. Instead, it emphasizes the ‘public’ or social aspects of public opinion. As Glynn et al. (1999:88) point out, “what survey research treats as ‘public opinion’ might better be termed ‘private opinion’. Citizens are viewed as isolated, individual decision-makers consuming information and privately choosing at specific points in time among competing elites, parties, or ideas”. They call this the “citizen as consumer” metaphor, viewing politics as a marketplace and (private) opinions as the currency with which public goods are purchased (ibid.). Instead of this atomistic view, focus group studies emphasize “that public opinion is about public issues that are discussed in public. It is through ‘conversations’ that political opinions are continuously created and recreated” (ibid.:89).    

There are limitations to focus group research, though. The focus group is not a one-to-one reflection of “real life” conversations. It is an artificial setting: “Most people do not spontaneously sit down with their friends and acquaintances and have a serious discussion for more than an hour on dif​ferent issues in the news” (Gamson quoted in Glynn et al. 1999:84). Speaking publicly usually means ‘speaking to the gallery’, whereas the social interactions of daily life involves informal, private conversa​tions among friends, acquaintances, family members and the like. The focus group setting creates a semipublic blend of these two types of communication (Glynn et al. 1999:84). In this sense, focus groups can be considered as social artefacts. Also, as was the case with surveys, focus groups transform public opinion from being a spontaneous assertion to being a constrained response. The topic of the conservation is chosen by the sponsor of the focus group, not by the participants, and the moderator is there to ensure that the conversation is kept on track. Briefly put, focus groups – as well as surveys – are constructions of public opinion rather than adequate reflections of the opinions and priorities of the populace. 

7. Concluding Remarks

In spite of all the constructivist remarks made in this paper, notions of the agora, the public sphere (as the market place of democracy) and public opinion are not to be considered as mere fictions. As social constructs they are a vital part of our social and political reality. They are indeed normative postulates with empirical relevance (cf. Habermas 1996:373). The constructivist challenge lies not so much in debunking traditional positivist or normative theories of the public but rather in subjecting to critical scrutiny the production and effects of the public and its opinions in societal discourses. Summing up: the agora and the public sphere are not spaces, they are normative ideals. Public opinion is not ‘a thing out there’ imposing itself on decision-makers. It is the product of an observer. Therefore, in studying these phenomena, special emphasis must be put on the self-referential and manipulative aspects of public opinion formation.
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