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Ballot proposition elections still seen as a good thing

The initiative process was adopted in California in the earlyhe Field Institute has tracked public attitudes toward the

1900’s through the efforts of a popular reform-minded G
ernor, Hiram Johnson. Johnson envisioned the initiative
way for voters to by-pass a sometimes corrupt Legisla
beholden to special interests and big money.

Since California’s first statewide initiative in 1912, vote
have been asked to decide upon the fate of nearly
different initiatives and referenda, which have qualified
the ballot through the collection of voter petitions. Overt
same period, Californians have voted on approximately
other statewide propositions placed on the ballot by
legislature, in the form of bond issues or legislative meas
seeking voter approval.
increasing complaints from the public, legislators, the coy
and the media that proposition elections and the initia
process have accumulated many serious flaws.

Criticism has ranged from the belief that rather than beir
tool for the grassroots to redress a legislative wrong,
initiative has become a device for special interests to th
the legislature and the public. Others claim that too m
propositions are put before the voters in most elections.
example, as many as 21 propositions (including 11 ini

tives) are expected to appear on the March 2000 prinpary

ballot. In addition, many deal with complex issues rar
understood by the average voter. Because of this, orgar
campaigns tend to reduce the issues to simplified and ¢
misleading advertising campaigns. What's more, many
the initiatives approved by the voters are subsequently vo
or altered by the courts, because they are ruled to have
improperly drafted or are unconstitutional.

pvstatewide ballot proposition elections for the past two de-
axades using the simple question of whether or not people
utlink such elections are a good thing or a bad thing overall.
Over that time period, a large majority of the public has
sconsistently voiced support for this method of expressing the

36blic will.

OCurrently, about six in ten (62%) California adults think
Nigallot propositions are a good thing, compared to only 8%
73fho feel that propositions are a bad thing. This is the smallest
thgroportion expressing a favorable opinion of ballot proposi-
I'Ei®n elections since measurements first began in 1979.
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In recent years there have bheen

rtS, Table 1

ive Trend of overall opinions of the California public toward
statewide ballot proposition elections

ga Good ~No Bad No

the thing difference thing opinion

vart 1999 62% 25 8

any 1997 74% 17 7 2

ti'; Of 1989 75% 12 6 7
1982 81% 9 6 4

ply 1979 83% 11 4 2
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dElected representatives vs. voting public

d?rq the current survey Californians were asked who was better
beer.} . . ) .
Suited to decide on various policy matters — their elected

representatives in the legislature or the voting public through

Over the years the California public has voted on ballgdgjiot propositions.

propositions covering such broad substantive issues as
and bond measures, water use, land use, health issues,
ronmental problems, school and higher education iss
transportation, term limits for legislators, immigration, g
sino gambling, campaign contributions, and reapporti
ment. It has also been asked to decide upon a myriad of

less significant topics as the regulation of boxing and wie$

tling matches, bingo and repealing mountain lions’ statu
a protected mammal.

The Field Institute has tracked Californians’ attitudes tow.
statewide proposition elections since 1979. In this issug
scope of the questioning has been expanded to see how
feel about the efficacy of legislation in the hands of eleg
representatives, the courts and the voting public.

axes
efA.some matters, large majorities believe that elected repre-

ue%L?ntatives are better suited than the voting electorate. For
o.example, 66% believe the legislature is better suited to decide
bridpon highly technical or legal policy matters and 60% feel it
Ltigyes a more thorough review to particular aspects of pro-
)osed laws than does the voting public. In addition, half
L £80%) thinks elected representatives generally enact more
coherent and well thought-out government policies, com-
ar8ared to 31% who say this of the voting public.

tH&e public is evenly divided (44% to 45%) over who is better

oféféed to decide upon large scale government programs or

tegrojects. However, on other issues, the public sees voters as
likely to do a better job than their elected representatives.
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For example, majorities believe the voting public rather thaRublic interest vs. special interests
the legislature can be trusted more often to do what is right
important government issues (by a 58% to 26% margin) @an
are more likely to consider the broad public interestin makin
its decisions (54% to 28%). The public also believes, hy
70% to 19% margin, that their elected representatives ale

of which political party is in control.
more influenced by special interests than is the voting pu i)

ajorities of California adults currently perceive the dec

Public opinion has not changed much from what it wa ?easmns of the state Supreme Court come out the way

1982 when these issues were last measured. One exceptio
eople want, while 35% believe their decisions are geners
is that in 1982 the public was more divided in its opinion|o
more responsive to special interests.

whether elected representatives or the voting public geper-

ally enacted more coherent and well thought-out governmeAbout four in ten adults think that statewide ballot propodi-

Currently a plurality (42%) of Californians feels that thg

sions made by the Governor (57%) and state legislatiire
%2%) as being more responsive to special interests than to
what most people want, regardless of who is serving in office

ost
Iy

policies, whereas now a clear majority believes the legisldion elections generally come out the way most people want

ture is more likely to do a better job. (42%) and a similar proportion (43%) feel they tend to come
out the way organized special interests want.
Table 2 Table 3
Which body — elected representatives or Do the decisions made by the Governor/State Legislature/
the voting public — does this better describe? State Supreme Court/statewide ballot propositions

generally come out the way most people want
or the way special interests want?

State State Ballot

Elected Voting No
reps public  opinion

More influenced by 1999 70% 19 11 legis-  Supreme propo-
special interest groups 1982  64% 29 7 Governor _lature  Court _sitions
Special interests 57% 62% 35% 43%
Most people want 22 22 42 42
Better suited to decide Mixed results 12 8 11 8
upon highly technical or 1999 66% 23 11 No opinion 9 8 12 7
legal policy matters 1982 66% 27 7
Governor

Gives more thorough Cynicism about the responsiveness of the state’s execu
review to each particular 1999  60% 27 13 branch is widespread and is not restricted to any one p
aspect of a proposed law 1982  58% 35 7 Only about one in seven Republicans (16%) or those una

ated with either of the major parties (16%) feels that decisig

ive
ty.
li-

ns

made by the Governor come out the way most people want.

Gehnerally er&acts"more Only a slightly larger proportion of Democrats (27%) feels
coherent and we this way. Among all the partisan subgroups, the majorit
thought-out government 1999 50% 31 19 L %/h t deci g dp by the G groups, I jorty
policies 1082  48% 42 10 view is that decisions made by the Governor generally comne
out the way special interests want rather than for the people.
Table 4
Better suited to decide . . -
upon large scale Regardless of who is serving, decisions made by the
government programs 1999  44% 45 11 Governor generally come out the way most people want
or projects 1982 48% 42 10 or the way special interests want — by party
Statewide| Democrats Republicans Other
Special interests  57% 51% 66% 55%
Can be trusted more often Most people want 22 27 16 16
to do what is right on Mixed results 12 14 10 10
important government 1999 26% 58 16 No opinion 9 8 8 19
issues 1982  26% 63 11 P
State Legislature
Considers the broad Sixty percent or more of Democrats, Republicans and others
public interest more 1999 28% 54 18 | feel that the decisions of the state legislature generally come
in making decisions 1982 NA NA NA . .
out the way special interests want regardless of which party
NA: Not asked in 1982 is in power.
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Table 5

Regardless of which party is in power, do decisions made by
the State Legislature generally come out the way most peopl
want or the way special interests want — by party?

a)

Statewide| Democrats Republicans Other
Special interests ~ 62% 63% 60% 62%
Most people want 22 20 27 15
Mixed results 8 9 7 10
No opinion 8 8 6 13

State Supreme Court

Overall, a plurality of Californians believe that decisio
made by the State Supreme Court reflect more of what

more likely to feel that the state Supreme Court’s decisipn
%
Among Republicans, opinions are about evenly divide

O

generally come out the way most people want (47% to 31

i

(40% to 39%). Among those not affiliated with either party
ha

more believe special interests generally prevail (36%) t
believe the will of the people is being served (27%).

Table 6

Do the decisions made by the State Supreme Court
generally come out the way most people want
or the way special interests want — by party?

Statewide | Democrats Republicans Other
Most people want  42% 47% 40% 27%
Special interests 35 31 39 36
Mixed results 11 10 8 20
No opinion 12 12 13 17

How often are legislators making informed choices} Candidates running for

Only a third (33%) of Californians believe that state legigla- CEVETT Legsié?;?ure Prolpg)ggi?itons
tors find outenough about the legislation before themto makﬁearly 2l the time 6% 1% 6%
wellinformed choices all or most of the time. This compa¥esost of the time 18 14 21

to 47% who feel that legislators have enough informz;{orgome of the time 50 46 53
only some of the time and one in eight (13%) who thinks {higyardly ever 24 33 18
hardly ever happens. There are no significant differencefs iyo opinion 2 3 2

Table 8

How much of the time do state legislators find out enough
about the legislation before them to make the best choices?

Say decisions  Say decisions
benefit benefit
Statewide | most people special interests
Nearly all the time 6% 14% 3%
Most of the time 27 38 23
Some of the time 47 39 51
Hardly ever 13 5 17
No opinion 7 4 6

hsPublic’s view of how informed voters are when voting

. o ttl‘ﬁeewer than one fourth of California adults feel that vote
public wants than that of special interests. Democrats| are

nearly always or mostly have enough information whe

tate legislature (18%). The dominant view held by abg
alf of the public, is that voters find out enough informatio
to make informed choices about such candidates only sg
of the time. Significant proportions — 24% in the case

gubernatorial elections and 33% regarding state legislat
races — believe that voters hardly ever have enough inforr]
tion to make the best choices.

Majorities ranging from 71% to 79% feel that voters g¢

enough information only some of the time or hardly ev
when voting for Governor, state legislators, and on ball
propositions.

Table 9

How much of the time do voters find out enough information
about each of the following to make informed decisions?

party on this question.

Table 7

How much of the time do state legislators find out enough
about the legislation before them to make the best choices?

Statewide| Democrats Republicans Other
Nearly all the time 6% 8% 4% 5%
Most of the time 27 27 27 26
Some of the time 47 48 46 44
Hardly ever 13 12 15 14
No opinion 7 5 8 11

People who believe the decisions of legislators gener
come out the way special interests want, rather than the
the public wants, are also more likely to believe that s
legislators find out enough information about legislation o
some of the time or hardly ever.

The findings in this report are based on interviews with 1,01
California adults conducted August 16-22, 1999 by The Fie
Institute. Associate Professor Ted Lascher of CSU-Sacrame
assisted in the development of the survey questionnaire.

The survey was completed by telephone in English and Spar
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using random digit dialing methods. The sample was selected

according to probability principles and reflects a reliable repre
sentation of the California adult public. Percentages based on {
total sample have a sampling error of +/— 3.2 percentage points
the 95% confidence level. Findings from survey subgroups wo
have larger error estimates.

Extensive efforts were made to minimize such errors.

he
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aIIT"here are many possible sources of error in any survey other than
Wa¥mpling variability. Different results could occur because of
al@fferences in question wording, sequencing or through undetec
nl\errors or omission in sampling, interviewing or data processing.
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About The Field Institute

Background

The Field Institute is a non-partisan research organizali(ﬁubjeCtS for study are generally those in public policy arg

supported by media, academic institutions, foundations
others for the purpose of conducting public opinion researc

a variety of social, economic and political issues. The Instijute,,a Field Poll

undertakes regularly scheduled opinion and attitude sur
each year on a variety of topics as welladshocstudies in
California, its primary area of focus. Revenue received by
Institute goes entirely toward covering the cost of its operati
and in disseminating its reports.

The Institute’s services are available to all sectors of
public. In addition to its own ongoing research programs

accepts research contracts from public or private organizagjot@ding political figures vying for major state and feder

but not from partisan interestall data from Institute studieg
are archived for use by scholars, policy makers, and o
persons or organization8rchived data sets are available fro
more than 200 studies conducted by The Field Institutédhad
Field Poll since 1956

Field Research Corporation Relationship

The Field Institute was established in 1976 with funds andata, plus a background sheet showing the details about

support from Field Research Corporati&RC has contributed
to The Institute all of the operationsidfe Field Poljincluding
its data archive going back to 194#RC’s staff of more than
fifty full-time professional and operations people, togetherw
its large corps of experienced interviewers and its extensiv
house computer capability, provides basic data gathering
data processing services for The Institute on a sub-con
basis.

The Institute’s revenue comes from a variety of sour
which fall into four main areas: media sponsors, acade

sponsors, underwriters of ad hoc studies, as well as mailing lisight page newsletter format and are provided to mailing |

and on-line subscribers.
Field Poll Media Sponsors

A number of leading California media properties (news
pers and television stations) contribute to the operations of
Field Institute as sponsors @he Field Poll. Each media

property pays an annual fee commensurate with its circulation

or audience size.
Academic Consortium

The Institute’s Academic Consortium serves institutions
higher learning on an annual contract basihe Institute
provides Consortium members data files and codebook
surveys undertaken by The Institute which are widely used
instruction and researchCurrent members include the nin
campuses of the University of California system and the twe
two campuses of the California State University system.

Underwriters of Ad Hoc Studies

Specialad hoc studies are frequently underwritten K
sponsors from foundations, government and institutidine

andhere The Institute’s demonstrated objectivity can contribu
h dA a greater understanding of a problem.

eys
Y The Field Pollwas established in 1947 @ke California

rholl by Mervin Field and has operated continuously since th
brigne. It is a unique, state-wide public opinion news featu
service covering a wide range of political and social topics.

the Statewide surveys are made at frequent intervals through
ithe year. Continuing measures are made of voter support

elected offices, job ratings of important political figures, an
thEgactions to significant political events. Voter awarenes
1 understanding and predispositions for major campaign iss
and controversial ballot propositions are also tracked over tin]

From these surveykhe Field Pollissues from forty to sixty
reports per year. Ead¥ield Poll release consists of three ta
twelve double-spaced 8 1/2" x 11" pages of text and statisti

technical data.

iﬂ;rhe California Opinion Index

b in- The California Opinion Indexegularly charts public atti-

atgdes on such issues as taxes and government spending,

raspmic well-being, crime, immigration, education and the schog
political demography, the initiative process and other importg

restate issues.

mic EachCalifornia Opinion Indexeport is printed in a four to

subscribers of he Field Pollat no additional cost.

Availability of Reports

pba-  All Field Poll and California Opinion Indexreports are
Th&ailable to individuals or organizations on an annual basis
a fee of $250. There are two methods of report transmissi

By Mail

Reports are mailed to subscribers the day before its publi
tion date and are usually received the day of or the day a
Opublication.

5 6in-line
for subscriptions can be ordered on-line through the web sitg
€ www.politicalaccess.com. Subscribers are provided a pa
"Wiord to accesBield Pollreports at 9:00 a.m. on the day of the

publication. Previously issued on-line reports can also
accessed from this site at no cost.

y Officers

Officers of The Field Institute are Mervin Field, Mark
DiCamillo and Dr. E. Deborah Jay.
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