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Response by the Chair of the Committee’s Research Advisory Board to the Methodological Points made by Bernard Jenkin MP, Chair of the Public Administration Select Committee, at the Open Seminar on 19 January 2012
Bernard Jenkin’s remarks on the validity of the questions that formed the basis of the Committee’s Survey of Public Attitudes (CSPL, 2011) raised a set of concerns about the research.  This note is intended to respond to those concerns. Mr Jenkin said: ‘I have some very serious questions about the methodology, purpose and effect of this type of survey and the way it is publicised.’  He went on to raise a number of direct criticisms of the methods used in the survey.  We discuss here the claims that Mr Jenkin made in his presentation – since we regard these remarks as his considered judgments and as warranting a reply.  The public meeting discussed purpose and effect at some length as can be seen in the transcript; this statement deals with the methodological concerns only.
[bookmark: _GoBack]We should begin, however, by clarifying how the research is developed and constructed.  The Committee on Standards in Public Life has a Research Advisory Board made up of academics chosen for their expertise (the core members are Dr Mark Philp, University of Oxford, Professor Cees van der Eijk, and Dr Jean Martin, University of Bristol and previous Director of Social Analysis and Reporting at the Office of National Statistics).  This Research Advisory Board has managed the biennial survey funded by the committee since 2004.  In the first survey, the aim was to develop and test questions about the extent to which the seven principles of public life identified by the committee are shared by the general public.  This is a complex issue and involved identifying proxies for the various principles and asking a set of detailed questions about aspects of public life. It is not intended to test their knowledge or understanding of Westminster or the political process. 
Considerable care and research went into devising these questions and a central concern was to avoid leading the respondent. The questions were piloted before being included in the survey; The Research Advisory Board was responsible for the design of the questionnaire, but it worked very closely with the market research company that conducted the first survey (BMRB) and which has very considerable expertise in questionnaire design.  After the first survey the results and the questionnaire were the subject of a workshop at the conference of the Political Studies Association’s Specialist Section of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties (EPOP).  The questions were re-examined before each of the subsequent surveys commissioned by the CSPL, involving a wide range of experienced participants, and experts of the fieldwork organisations conducting those surveys. This same process of review was undertaken again before the last (2010) survey, both with BMRB-TNS and with YouGov who conducted a separate internet-based study mirroring the main survey.  The questions in the 2010 survey were a subset of those asked in earlier surveys (since the main aim was to produce a tracking of changes in public attitudes), together with some additional questions on the financing of political parties.  Under the auspices of the Research Advisory Board, extensive data analysis has been undertaken on the results of the previous studies.  The results of these analyses show that the questionnaire elicits a coherent set of responses from those interviewed, that their responses are not random but reflect an underlying structure of attitudes towards politics and holders of public office, and that expressed attitudes on these issues do reflect respondents’ perceptions of events in the world. 
The Committee on Standards in Public Life (CSPL) has approved the questionnaires used in each survey undertaken, but it has never sought to interfere in the way in which questions are phrased; nor in the reporting of the research.  The reports of the first three surveys were written by the research organisations who conducted the fieldwork; the last report was written by the Advisory Board, with the help of a research assistant, so as to reduce costs.  The data from the surveys and the questionnaires used are available for secondary analysis at no charge, and are being used by an increasing number of researchers in the social sciences.  The methodology underlying the questionnaire has been discussed with other academics on many occasions, but the fundamental approach has not been challenged, nor has the wording of the various questions. 
It is recognised that questions about citizens’ attitudes and orientations with respect to standards in public life can be phrased in a multitude of ways, and that the set of questions used in the CSPL surveys represents only one of these possibilities. Yet, sensible other ways of wording questions would only be variations on the same theme and same fundamental approach. For example, the number of response options can be varied, or the provision of an explicit “don’t know” option for respondents. Although such differences will affect response distributions, they do not affect the diagnosis of (latent) attitude structures or the relations of these to other variables (such as respondents’ background characteristics). Moreover, asking the same questions consistently over a period of time allows for valid comparisons of the response distributions (at least when the questions can be shown to reflect underlying attitudes, as is indeed the case, rather than random responses). Such over-time comparisons show how aggregate public opinion changes (if at all).  
In many respects, the first three surveys showed a slow rate of declining confidence in certain areas of conduct amongst people in the public domain. The last survey showed a sharper decline in particular in relation to the activities of MPs in Westminster.  This is a significant finding that needs further exploration.  But it is not an artefact of the methodology or of the formulation of survey questions, since these have remained constant over the four CSPL surveys. 
In his presentation Bernard Jenkin said,:
When conducting opinion polls of this nature, it is important to be clear about what suggestions are made by the questions and to report accurately, and in the round, what conclusions can be drawn from the answers.  The first question in the survey was, “I would like to start asking you a question about trust.  These cards show differing types of people.  Which generally would you trust to tell the truth and which you would not?  Please tell us”.  The cards are laid out in random order.  The results show that trust in MPs in general declined by only 1% against the 2008 figure, to 26% from 27% two years before, which itself is the same figure as eight years before, not a sort of endemic decline; not good but not an endemic decline.
The Research Advisory Board agrees that reporting needs to be objective and in the round. In this case, the Executive Summary of the report stated that the one group in which trust had declined between 2008 and 2010 were ‘local MPs’ (from 48% to 40%).  Since levels of trust have consistently been higher in local MPs than in MPs in general, this was regarded as an important change. In the report it is that change (relating to local MPs) that is identified as particularly raising concern from the question on trust. The ‘local MP’ question is all the more important because it reflects perceptions of specific MPs rather than of an entire group. Changes in the level of trust are therefore more likely to reflect specific experiences of respondents than is the case for the ‘MPs in general’ item. It is standard practice to identify and comment on larger changes than on smaller ones. 
Next, unless you are really into polling and market and opinion surveys, as an ordinary member of the public you would find the next question rather odd.  You had to choose from three of the following ten themes which you think should influence MPs as the most important.  How you choose three out of ten very important things I have no idea.  The survey prompted that MPs should: be dedicated to doing a good job; own up to mistakes; explain why they take decisions; set a good public example; be competent; tell the truth; make sure public money is used wisely; be in touch, and two things which really stood out for me, MPs should not use their power for their own personal gain and not take bribes. 

Curiously, the results for all four surveys suggests that telling the truth and using public money wisely is regarded as more important than not taking bribes, although it is noticeable that not taking bribes in 2010 became dramatically less important to the public, falling from 42% in 2008 to 25% in 2010.  It is hard to believe that 75% of the population think it is not incredibly important if MPs were to be taking bribes.  CSPL’s commentary says, on this very point – it addresses the point, “Insofar as not taking bribes is less often ranked in the top three items, this does not mean that people do not consider it to be an issue, only that there are other issues they consider more important at this time”.  I happen to say this is a little tortuous and I think questions how valuable these opinions really are.
The question that Mr Jenkin draws attention to is designed to press respondents to identify the things that are foremost among their current concerns, compared to other putatively important concerns.  It does not mean that people do not think it matters if MPs take bribes, but just that this is not the most pressing concern in the minds of the respondents to this survey, although it has been much more prominent in earlier surveys.  The three matters with reference to MPs that people were more likely to cite on this occasion than on previous occasions were: ‘Owning up when they make mistakes’; ‘Explaining reasons for actions and decisions’; and ‘setting a good example in their private lives.’  What needs to be probed further is why these issues became more prominent in 2010; and sufficiently so to displace concerns about corruption and other serious forms of misconduct. Yet, not having definitive answers about the factors leading to these changes in public opinion does not mean that  these results are not important. 
Now, having stoked the idea in the minds of respondents that MPs take bribes, rather like asking if we beat our wives, the survey goes on to ask what they think they actually do in respect of those ten things.  Not surprisingly, they do not express much faith in us.  Yes, there is no denying public sentiment and I do not deny that for a moment, but this is not helped by the way the survey questions are prompting a negative response.  According to CSPL’s survey, having prompted the thought, 33% of the public think MPs actually do take bribes.  That is what the survey shows.  If you are accused in a newspaper of taking a bribe, unless you have been committing a criminal offence you would be entitled to sue for libel.  Nevertheless, that is the insinuation of the survey and the innuendo has stuck to 33% of respondents.  Sir Christopher did describe in his interview the survey as subjective, and I agree with you on that point.  
The fact that people do not consider ‘taking bribes’ as one of their current central worries about MPs directly contradicts the idea that respondents’ minds had been primed in that direction by the question wording. In fact, respondents in 2010 were slightly more confident that MPs did not take bribes. However, they were much less confident than ever before that MPs would not use their power for their own gain (falling from 41-37%); that MPs were dedicated to doing a good job for the public (from  46 to 26%) ; that MPs were competent at their jobs (from 36 to 26%); that MPs set a good example in their private lives (from 36-22%); that MPs tell the truth (from 26-20%); that MPs use public money wisely (from 28-18%): that MPs explain the reasons for their actions (from 25-17%); and that MPs are in touch with what the public thinks are important (from 29-15%).  The only item on which people were more confident about the probity of MPs behaviour was their not taking bribes.  This does suggest a comprehensive increase in the concerns of members of the public about a wide range of aspects of the conduct of MPs.  Moreover, these are questions that have been asked in all four CSPL surveys, and in all these areas the decline in citizens’ confidence between 2008 and 2010 is dramatic in comparison to previously slight changes.  The change in responses cannot be attributed to the formulation of the questions, because this formulation has remained the same over all four surveys.  
In direct contrast to Mr Jenkin’s comment, the report did not highlight bribe taking as an important issue – because the respondents do not consider it a pressing concern.  The report made the point that public satisfaction with MPs has declined on every measure except taking bribes since the last survey was conducted.  The results from the survey are quite clear about this – what worried people was not bribery, but the conduct of MPs across the board in the execution of their office. And the report reflected these findings without embellishment.
Given the acknowledged change in public perceptions of parliament in the summer of 2010, was the publication of the results of this survey, and CSPL’s interpretation of them, really the most constructive way to seek to improve standards in public life?  Interestingly, for some reason, 33% who think we take bribes is 5 points less bad than in 2008.  Now, there is another general problem with CSPL’s approach.  As Professor Cees very clearly said, this is not an expert group of respondents.  It is members of the general public.  The Hansard Society, their audited public engagement in 2010 shows just how thin public perceptions of parliament and the work of MPs actually is.  The majority of the public – 62% – admit they do not know very much or nothing at all about the Westminster parliament.  The discussion groups also laid bare this lack of knowledge.  Many use the terms “parliament” and “government” interchangeably, and I am quoting from the report, “Even those few who felt more confident they know about parliament were often factually wrong”. 

Mr Jenkin’s comment about the best way to improve standards in public life does not raise a methodological issue about the research commissioned by the CSPL.  But it raises the issue of whether it is important to know what the general public think.  It is without doubt the case that the public could be better informed, but our evidence shows that members of the public have more stable and coherent views than is often assumed.  People may often be factually wrong, but it is important to recognise that their beliefs, perceptions and attitudes form the basis for their actual behaviour. The CSPL studies show that the public’s confidence in MPs has declined on a wide range of behaviours.  As to the wisdom of reporting that result: the Research Advisory Board’s sense is that MPs need to know that result, and to address it. The general public is more than likely to feel more confident in a political system that informs those in public office adequately and reliably about public opinion, than they would in a system that dismisses public opinion as ignorant and unimportant, or that spins the findings in order to please those in public office
 “It is the long term trend which is a matter of concern, and the trend is always downwards and, if anything, this latest survey takes a further tick downwards”.  As Professor Cees just acknowledged, this data was already out–of–date when the interview was given.  It was collected in December 2010.  I noticed the day after the CSPL released its findings your colleague, Professor Cees, then released the Nottingham data, which was taken in July, showing that there had been an increase in trust in MPs following parliament’s reaction to the phone hacking scandal.  This challenges the fundamental assertion that we were fed in CSPL’s presentation that the trend is always downwards.

The research conducted in July by Cees van der Eijk (who is a member of the Research Advisory Board) and Jonathan Rose, at the University of Nottingham, was specifically designed to investigate the reaction of the public to the so-called ‘phone hacking scandal’. CSPL were aware of this research and it was referred to in their press release at the time. This study was conducted by YouGov, using an internet method of interviewing in contrast to the face-to-face interviews used in the four main CSPL surveys. As a consequence, results are not directly comparable between these two kinds of surveys. This research was conducted in light of revelations suggesting that Milly Dowler’s phone had been hacked; and the subsequent closure of one of the world’s most widely read English language newspapers. As Bernard Jenkin correctly notes, the research showed that trust in MPs did increase compared to a previous YouGov survey of December 2010. However, neither of these can be directly compared to the face-to-face studies that are reported by the CSPL, and it remains therefore uncertain whether this increase would have compensated for the decline in trust and confidence demonstrated by the face-to-face CSPL surveys between 2008 and 2010. Mr Jenkin’s suggestion that the CSPL findings were ‘already out–of–date’ when published is therefore incorrect.
The improved confidence in MPs as evidenced by the YouGov data was likely a result of MPs taking on an active regulatory goal and holding the newspaper industry to account. However, this was, by no means, an ordinary time in politics, and more research would be needed to show whether this improvement persists. More importantly, such follow-up research should be conducted in face-to-face form, in order to reveal whether –when using comparable instruments– the downward trend has levelled off or even has been reversed. 

Dr Mark Philp
Chair of the Research Advisory Board to the Committee on Standards in Public Life
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