THE IMPACT OF PUBLIC OPINION ON PUBLIC POLICY

ABSTRACT

This research work that analysis on the impact of public opinion on public policy in plateau State from 2015-2019.

This project work breaks down how governmental decisions are being influenced by the opinions of the people in the democracy of Nigeria.

At the end, Public opinion holds great prospect for the breakthrough of public policy. It is a major instrument for achieving outstanding breakthrough aimed at formulating acceptable public policy in a state. To achieve the feat however, elites will need to do away with the practice of hijacking the views of the public while avenues should be available, through which policy makers could more explore the views of the public. Thus, the oligarchy should not set out to override the popular views of the people. When the views of the people appeared irrelevant in policy thrust of a state, people tend to be a pathetic and seemingly far away in the governance process. In the end, policy choices of government become outlandish as key players in the political system become mere spectators rather than active drivers of public issues.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

A principal function of representative democracy is to provide a mechanism through which public opinion and public policy are regularly connected. In any modern and democratic political system, the process of making public policy is a relatively complex one. According to Jega (2003), the process through which public policy is formulated and implemented is one of the most important processes of governance. This is because, societal development in modern nation-states lies in the fact that it serves as the political, legal and administrative lubricants within which functionaries of government and its institutions interact with a myriad of non-governmental stakeholders. Public opinion is one of the complex networks of variables that often influence policy making process. According to Ugumanim, Bassey, Obo, et al (2014), the situation in Nigeria shows that most public policies do not reflect the opinions of the populace. Over the years, policy makers rarely considered the genuine opinions of Nigerian in the process of making public policies (Obo & Obo, 2013). Public policies should be products of the wishes and aspirations of the majority but this has not been the case in Nigeria (Wlezien and Soroka, 2016). If government effectively relies on public opinion for its public policy drive, it is a major driving force to good governance.  

Plateau is the twelfth-largest state in Nigeria. Approximately in the centre of the country, it is geographically unique in Nigeria due to its boundaries of elevated hills surrounding the Jos Plateau its capital, and the entire plateau itself. 

Plateau State is celebrated as "The Home of Peace and Tourism". With natural formations of rocks, hills and waterfalls, it derives its name from the Jos Plateau and has a population of around 3.5 million people Plateau State was created from Benue-Plateau covering the area of the original Plateau Province. In 1996, Plateau State was further subdivided to create Nasarawa State which was carved out of the western half of Plateau State by Sani Abacha's military regime.

Since its inception different governments have embrace one programme or another. The research work is to examine the activities of the public opinion on public policy from 2015-2019 in Plateau State Nigeria.

Nigeria is a democratic nation. One of the principles of democracy is the operation of fundamental human rights, which of allows for the freedom of speech, which is on the view of the majority, influencing governmental decisions. Public policy as applied to politics is seen as a statement of a principle with their supporting rules of action, that conditions and governs the achievement of their goals. Government usually engages in different programmes, as the government is the authoritative body because they are backed up by the law. Government also has both power and authority to execute their duties and also ensure compliance. These programes are directed towards solving a particular programmes or preempting them. Therefore, programmes are not just mode for fun of making them, they are made to solve the societal needs. They entail the expenditure of public funds.

The concept of public policy can be seen as simply governmental actions or course to proposed actions that are directed to achieving goals (Ikelugbo 1999). Care Fredrick (1980) defined it as government or one of its divisions by government. The main idea of public policy is that it has to do with the government. It is an action or sets of actions taken by public authorities, it is the out put or production of governmental process and activtieyt. Public involves and affects the wide verity of areas and issues with which government have to do such as the economy, education, health, defence, social welfare, foreign affairs as well as other areas like culture. Sometimes, the government adopts the state coercive agencies like the police to enforce and ensure compliance of policies. Also these coercive agencies end up loosing their lives in the course of ensuring compliance.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

As a result of the fact that opinions of many Nigerian do not have influence on policy-making process in the country, “public policies” churned out of the process are only designed to promote and protect the class interests of the few elites who control the Nigerian State. According to Obo, Eteng and Coker (2014), the extreme poverty and illiteracy that pervade the Nigerian society disempowered the majority of the people and made them inconsequential in the policy-making process in the country. Lack of awareness by the people of their role in policymaking makes it difficult for them to be involved in policymaking processes of the state. There have been attempts by several scholars to examine the impact of public opinion on public policy (Lowi, Ginsberg and Shepsle, 2004; Ugumanim, Bassey, Obo et al, 2014; Akinleye, 2008 and Oludayo, 2016).This is not because there is lack of subject on which to research upon but because of the importance of this topic to a democratic society. Most of the scholars are of the view that public opinion helps to determine how democratic a state is, however, policy makers often face the problem of how to balance what the people wanted and what the government actually do and have continue to struggle to balance this limitation. The other problem relates to the weak power exercised by the citizen in knowing or influencing public policy decision. As captured by Obo and Obo (2013), some citizens are not awareof their right to participate in public policy decisions while the few people who know perceived their involvement as irrelevant (Milton, 2011 and Stimson, 2014).This, in the end made many policies of government not to represent the views of the people and hence lacking in providing the expected outcomes that the people desired.

AIM AND OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The specific objectives of this study are to: 

Examine the relationship between public opinion and public policy in Plateau state, Nigeria.

Find out whether public opinions have effect on public policy in the study area.  

Investigate the extent to which plateau State residents are aware of the importance of their views on government policies. 

Examine the roles of public opinions on public policies in Nigeria. 

Discuss the factors that inhibit the use of public opinions in Plateau State.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following research questions guided the researcher: 

Is there a relationship between public opinion and public policy in Plateau State, Nigeria? 

What effect does public opinion have on public policy in the study area? 

How aware are the people about their roles in state’s policies? 

What is the role of public opinion in policy processes? 

Are there any factors that affect public opinion on the state’s policies of Nigerians?  

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

This study is on the impacts of public opinion on public policy. 

This study will improve the public engagements on public policies of the Government in Plateau State.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

The Scope of this work is the impact of public opinion on public policy.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

PUBLIC OPINION: Public opinion consists of the desires, wants and thinking of the majority of the people. It is the collective opinion of the people of a society or state on an issue or problem. This concept came about through the process of urbanization and other political and social forces.

PUBLIC POLICY: public policy as a system of "courses of action, regulatory measures, laws, and funding priorities concerning a given topic promulgated by a governmental entity or its representatives." Public policy is commonly embodied in "constitutions, legislative acts, and judicial decisions."

DEMOCRACY: government where the citizens exercise power by voting. In a direct democracy, the citizens as a whole form a governing body and vote directly on each issue

Public Institutes: Institutes that are controlled and managed directly by a public education authority or agency of the country where it is located or by a government. 

GOVERNMENT: A group of people that governs a community or unit. It sets and administers public policy and exercises executive, political and sovereign power through customs, institutions, and laws within a state.

ORGANIZATION OF THE STUDY

This research work is organized in five chapters, for easy understanding, as follows; Chapter one is concern with the introduction, which consist of the (overview, of the study), historical background, statement of problem, objectives of the study, research hypotheses, significance of the study, scope and limitation of the study, definition of terms and historical background of the study. Chapter two highlights the theoretical framework on which the study is based, thus the review of related literature. Chapter three deals on the research design and methodology adopted in the study. Chapter four concentrate on the data collection and analysis and presentation of finding. Chapter five gives summary, conclusion, and recommendations made of the study.

CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

A body of literature on the impact of public opinion on public policy was reviewed.
CONCEPTUALIZATIONS

Public opinion is the aggregate of the individual views, attitudes, and beliefs about a particular topic, expressed by a significant proportion of a community. Generally, public opinion is the totality of the political orientations, beliefs, values, and attitudes expressed by members of a group about current issues, actors, and events in their political environment (Lowi, Ginsberg and Shepsle, 2004; Ayeni- Akeke, 2008). Public associations and mass media can distort public opinions. Mass media has a great impact in modeling of public opinion by the wide range of methods to change people’s view about a particular issue. This is why Winston Churchill remarked that "no such thing as public opinion but published opinion". Public opinion can be defined can be expressed in many ways such as writing letters to public officials, holding meetings, engaging in public demonstrations, editorial comments, election results, plebiscites, and radio or television talk shows (Johari, 2005). Public opinion determines the success of public policy. It legitimizes government decisions in the process. This is because, if the people contribute to the process of government policy, they feel more obliged to support it. It enables effective participation in government. More people are involved in decision-making process and aid the government to provide for the needs of the people. In addition, it makes government policies to be credible and effective. On the other side, public opinions are not usually uniform and sometimes favor the majority or privileged few in the society. It equally slows down the process of decision-making and this makes the government not responsive in emergencies. It may also distract the attention of government from important and essential policy to irrelevant ones. There can also be lack of knowledge about public issues within the country. Despite the shortcomings, public opinion exerts considerable influence on government decisions. Public policy is the principled guide to action taken by the government. The foundation of public policy is composed of national constitutional laws and regulations. Public policy solves problems efficiently and effectively, serves justice, supports governmental institutions and policies, and encourages active citizenship. Other scholars define public policy as a system of "courses of action, regulatory measures, laws, and funding priorities concerning a given topic promulgated by a governmental entity or its representatives. In the United States, this concept refers not only to the result of policies, but more broadly to the decision-making and analysis of governmental decisions. Thomas Dye defines public policy as whatever the government decides to do or not to do at any given time. According to Wikipedia(2017), policy maker refers to the actors or agencies that are involved in the process of making policy. They are individuals charged with the responsibility of transforming the mirage of public opinions into programmes. Thus, policy makers do not make decision without formal enquiry into the demands of the people.

The Impact of Public Opinion on Public Policy

No one believes that public opinion always determines public policy; few believe it never does. Even dedicated pro- ponents of democratic theory acknowledge that democratic governments sometimes ignore the public (e.g., Page and Shapiro 1983: 189); those whose theories attribute little power to the public concede that governments sometimes follow public opinion (e.g., Block 1987: 66; Domhoff 1998: 301; Korpi 1989: 313). What distinguishes those who believe democracy gives citizens genuine control over their government from those who believe it does not, is thus dis- agreement over matters of degree: how much impact does public opinion have on public policy? This disagreement is an old one, and one might think it had been resolved, or at least narrowed substantially.

But this is not the case. Indeed, it may be argued that the range of predictions about impact based on democratic theory has widened in the past 20 years, not narrowed, and that researchers are no closer to consensus now than they were then. A good place to begin is Page and Shapiro’s (1983) classic article, “Effects of Opinion on Policy.” They begin conventionally, delineating theoretical controversies about the impact of opinion on policy: some theories (particularly economists’ on electoral competition) predict “a high degree of responsiveness” (175), while others (notably those attributing great power to interest groups) predict much less. Their empirical conclusions are presented in a conventional way as well: on the one hand, the evidence supports one side (“opinion changes are important causes of policy change” [189]), but, on the other hand, problems in the research require make them hesitate to accept their own conclusion—it would be “unwise to draw normative con- clusions about the extent of democratic responsiveness in policymaking” (ibid). What has happened in the 20 years since the publica- tion of “Effects of Opinion on Policy”? Theoretically, those expecting responsiveness to be low have generally held fast to their ideas, but the paths of those initially identified with the high responsiveness view have diverged. Some (e.g., Stimson, Mackuen, and Erikson 1995) still argue that democracy works much as it is supposed to, with public officials consistently responding to shifts in public opinion. Others have come to claim, however, that the complexity of modern politics makes responsiveness problematic. Demo- cratic institutions may link opinion and policy on issues that are especially important, relatively simple, and addressed by legislatures straightforwardly, but such issues are few. Jones (1994) argues that inherent limitations in both the cognitive capacities of individuals and the organi- zational capabilities of Congress mean that responsiveness is likely on only the few issues that the public cares about a great deal at any given time. Zaller (1992) and others (see Glynn et al. 1999: ch. 8) contend that on many issues the public cannot be said to have meaningful political opinions, so policy must be the product of other forces. And Arnold (1990: 271-72) suggests that many issues are so complex, and the legislative process so arcane, that most citizens are unable to ascertain whether their interests are being served. Thus, predictions about the impact of opinion on policy range from its having a very substantial influence (Stimson MacKuen, and Erikson 1995) to its keeping policy, rather vaguely, “in bounds” in its distance from public opinion (Jones 1994: 238). Increasing theoretical sophistication about opinion and policy has not narrowed the predictions; instead, they have become more diffuse. One might hope that 20 years of research would enhance the credibility of some theories and reduce that of others. But this does not seem to have happened, partly for a reason rarely discussed: researchers regularly describe their conclusions in terms too vague to be very useful. For example, Wlezien (1996: 81) writes that research “generally /corroborates a linkage between public preferences and policy;” Page (1994: 25) that evidence shows “substantial empirical relationships” between opinion and policy; S. Hays, Esler, and C.

Issue Salience and Government Responsiveness
Issue salience has long been seen as a key element of democratic responsiveness. Citizens who care about an issue are especially likely to take elected officials’ actions on that issue into account on election day (Arnold 1990: ch. 6; Jones 1994; see also Lindaman and Haider-Markel 2002). This leads elected officials to be particularly responsive on highly salient issues. The impact of salience on responsiveness has implications not only for particular issues, but for overall government responsiveness as well. If only a few issues at a time can be salient to the public and the legislature, and if responsiveness is high primarily when salience is high, then responsiveness will be high on only those few issues (Jones 1994: ch. 10). Policy would be kept from drifting too far from public opinion on low-salience issues mainly by elected officials’ realization that their salience might increase at some future date. These arguments about overall responsiveness presume that salience has a powerful impact on responsiveness. But does it? Our second question: How much does the impact of opinion on policy increase as an issue’s salience to the public increases?

Interest Organizations, Political Parties, and Elites vs. the Public

The most common objection to the claim that public opinion influences public policy is that policy is really determined by interest organizations, political parties, and elites, particularly economic elites. The resources available to interest organizations and elites may enable them to get what they want, even in opposition to public opinion (Domhoff 1998; Wilson 1990; Wright 1996), and political parties may, when in office, enact policies favored by their most ardent supporters rather than the general public (Aldrich 1995). Even when opinion and policy are highly correlated, the public’s power may be more apparent than real; citizens may have been persuaded that they are getting what they want, while effective power lies elsewhere (Mar- golis and Mauser 1989; Page and Shapiro 1992: ch. 9). These points seem obvious to most people, but social scientists have developed important alternative points of view. Many think interest organizations cannot get what they want against the wishes of constituents, who can defeat elected officials who ignore them. As Lohmann (1993: 319) writes, “it is puzzling that rational political leaders with majoritarian incentives would ever respond to political action” by interest organizations. Even if interest organiza- tions may be influential, their political activities may be most effective when consistent with public opinion (Denzau and Munger 1986; Kollman 1998). Indeed, some political scientists argue that interest organizations don’t impede responsiveness, they enhance it. Hansen (1991: 227-30), for example, suggests that interest organizations may be influential, in part, because they pro- vide information useful to legislators, including information about what the public wants, serving as useful intermediaries between the public and the government. They represent some groups better than others (see also Baumgartner and Leech 1998: ch. 6), but overall may enhance the impact of public opinion on public policy. Denzau and Munger (1986: 103) argue that it makes sense for interest groups to focus their efforts on legislators whose constituents are divided, ignorant, or indifferent, because it is too costly to influence legislators whose constituents are informed and clearly on one side or the other. The latter group of con- stituents winds up being effectively represented by their leg- islators, even if they are unorganized. Similar arguments have been made about political par- ties. They may want to serve the interests of their most ardent supporters rather than the public, but electoral com- petition often mandates responsiveness to the public. They may have some flexibility in how they do this, but inter- party competition may actually increase the impact of opin- ion on policy (see, e.g., Blais, Blake, and Dion 1993; Burstein 1998b: ch. 5; Kitschelt 1994: ch. 7). Thus, discovering a relationship between opinion and policy is only a first step toward ascertaining how much power the public has.

Generalizing across Issues and Polities

Theories about the impact of opinion on policy are typ- ically stated in general terms, and hypotheses about partic- ular aspects of the opinion-policy relationship are supposed to be derived from general theoretical propositions. For example, the hypothesis that responsiveness will be lower on foreign policy issues than on domestic issues is based on the general propositions that responsiveness increases with salience and with how well informed people are, together with the fact that foreign policy issues are usually of low salience to a poorly informed public (Jones 1994; Kollman 1998; Page and Shapiro 1983). The way research is usually designed and implemented presents at least a couple of impediments to hypothesis test- ing and generalization. First, re s e a rchers have limited resources and typically devote them to studying one issue they are particularly interested in, making generalization very problematic. Potentially, researchers could accomplish collectively what they could not as individuals, studying enough issues and circumstances to make hypothesis testing and generalization possible. Even collectively, however— here is the second possible impediment—the entire set of issues studied may be so small that it is unrepresentative of the set of all issues and an inadequate basis for generaliza- tion (Wittman 1995: ch. 13; cf. Page and Shapiro 1983).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

The study used communication and plurality theories to explain the connectivity of public opinion and public policy making processes in Nigeria. The first theory is the communication theory. The main event that opened the way to the development of communication theory was the publication of an article by Claude Shannon in the Bell System Technical Journal in July and October 1948 under the title "A Mathematical Theory of Communication". Shannon focused on the problem of how best to encode the information that a sender wants to transmit. He also used tools in probability theory, developed by Norbert Wiener. They marked the nascent stages of applied communication theory at that time. Shannon developed information entropy as a measure for the uncertainty in a message while essentially inventing the field of information theory. In 1949, in a declassified version of his wartime work on the mathematical theory of cryptography ("Communication Theory of Secrecy Systems"), he proved that all theoretically unbreakable ciphers must have the same requirements as the one-time pad. He was concerned with representing a continuous-time signal from a (uniform) discrete set of samples. This theory was essential in enabling telecommunications to move from analog to digital transmissions systems in the 1960s and later in 1951, Shannon made his fundamental contribution to natural language processing and computational linguistics with his article "Prediction and Entropy of Printed English" (1951), providing a clear quantifiable link between cultural practice and probabilistic cognition. Communication is a process that concern exchange of facts or ideas between persons holding different positions in an organization to achieve mutual harmony. The communication process is dynamic in nature rather than a static phenomenon. Communication process as such must be considered a continuous and dynamic inter-action, both affecting and being affected by many variables. One, the sender; that is, the person who intends to convey the message with the intention of passing information and ideas to others. There is also an idea; that is subject matter of the communication. This may be an opinion, attitude, feelings, views, orders, or suggestions. Another process is encoding, which is conversion of subject matter into symbols such as words, actions or pictures. Next is channel, which is either formal or informal means of transmitting messages. We also have receiver who interprets the message. The receiver tries to understand the message in the best possible manner in order to achieve the desired objective of the message. The person who receives the message from the communicator tries to convert it in such a way to extract meaning to his complete understanding. Feedback always follow; which is the process of ensuring that the receiver has received the message and understood it in the same sense as sender meant it. Until the receiver understands the message and gives it the required attention as conveyed by the sender the message could be perceived as a mere action. Communication theory relates to public policy issues because it sees decision maker as the process of steering and coordinating human effort towards the achievement of a set goal. Communication theory is concerned with the process through which people make decisions against the consequences of the decisions. Communication theory however, treats government or policy makers as a decision-making system based on various information that they have got from various channels; all decisions of public policy are response to the demands of the people rather than the decision of the policy maker. The plurality theory is the second one that posits that the list of possible sources of power is virtually endless such as legal authority, monetary, prestigious, skill or expertise, knowledge, charisma, legitimacy, free time, and experience. According to Stimson (2014), pluralists stress the differences between potential and actual power, and that actual power means the ability to compel someone to do something. Dahl describes power as a "realistic relationship, such as A's capacity for acting in such a manner as to control B's responses". Potential power refers to the possibility of turning resources into actual power. Money is one of the many instruments of power but does not automatically translate to power because it can be skillfully or clumsily, fully or partially, or not used at all. The pluralist approach to the study of power, states that nothing can be categorical about power in any community. To determine this, pluralists study specific outcomes. The reason for this is that they believe human behavior is largely a product of inertia (Oludayo, 2016; Milton, 2011). Pluralists also believe that there is no one particular issue or point in time at which any group must assert itself to stay true to its own expressed values; rather there are issues and points at which this is possible. There are also costs involved in taking action. While structuralism argues that power distributions have a rather permanent nature, pluralism says that power is in tied to issues, and vary widely in duration. In addition, instead of focusing on actors within a system, the emphasis is on the leadership roles itself. By studying these, it can be determined to what extent there is a power structure in a society. According to Dayo and Zainab (2017)there are three major tenets of the pluralist school and are: one, resources and hence potential power are widely scattered throughout society; secondly, at least some resources are available to nearly everyone; and thirdly; at any time the amount of potential power exceeds the amount of actual power. Finally, no one is all-powerful unless proven so through empirical observation. An individual or group that is influential in one realm may be weak in another. A measure of power, therefore, is its scope where it is successfully applied. Pluralists believe that with few exceptions power holders usually have a relatively limited scope of influence. One has to observe it empirically in order toknow who really governs. The best way to do this is to examine a wide range of specific decisions, noting who took which side and who ultimately won and lost. In relating these two theories to this study, communication theory see people as the speaker who interact with the government by giving policy direction through their demands and inputs and sees government as the agency which convert these opinions into policy decisions which are responses. Plurality theory also reveals the importance of each group in the state and that no group within a political structure can be all-powerful since each group act as check on the other groups to enable the balance of power within the political system.

EMPERICAL REVIEW

According to Dereje T (2016) it is believed that one of the functions of representative democracy is to provide a mechanism through which public opinion and public policy are reliably and regularly connected. The relationship between public opinion and public policy shows the functioning of representative democracy. Conventional wisdom shows that policy representation has become a prominent issue in everyday politics in recent years. The primary concept of public opinion refers to public preferences. This conviction presupposes that there has to be a policy representation, where public preferences can soundly be reflected. Meantime, public responsiveness implies public preferences to be considered in public policymaking process. However, true representation depends fundamentally on a responsive public, a public that monitors and reacts to what government does. There is less benefit when representation is inattentive and uninformed. In consequence, authorities of public opinion uphold the view that responsive public is like a thermostat which adjusts its preferences for more or less policy in response to what policymakers plan to do. This implies the embedded direct relationship between public policy and the response of the public. That is, when there is a policy increase, ceteris paribus, public policy preferences for more policy decrease. Conversely, when policy decreases, ceteris paribus, the public preference for more policy increases. Consequently, the magnitude of public support matters and government responsiveness is made proportional to the magnitude of public preferences for change. The objective of this paper is to examine the role of public opinion on policy endorsement or its demands for reconsideration or rejection for convincing reasons. Moreover, it tries to define how policy responsiveness and public responsiveness are played out and the optimum level of public opinion to influence public policies.

Ugumanim et al, 2014 said that the process of making public policies is often influenced by a number of factors and considerations, one of which is public opinion. But the relationship between public opinion and the public policy-making process is a difficult one. This essay critically assesses the role of public opinion in the policy-making process in Nigeria, and while it is acknowledged that responsive and genuinely democratic governments are hugely sensitive to the opinions of the citizens on issues of public policy, it is argued that this is not the case in Nigeria. With the aid of the elite and class analytical models, it is contended that the opinions of the Nigerian masses hardly impinge on the policy-making process, and the “public” policies churned out of this process are often designed to promote and protect the class interests of those who control the Nigerian State. It is concluded that the extreme poverty and illiteracy which pervade the Nigerian society have emasculated and disempowered the majority of the people and made them inconsequential observers in the policy- making process in the country.

According to Akande (2014) the success of public opinion in any representative democracy remains always in the continuity of democratic process throughout the globe.  In view of the  aforementioned intricacies in the Nigeria democratic decision, conclusion has been made, that this experience contributed to uneven growth in  democratic legitimacy with substantial portions of Nigerian citizenries, and the  way and manner of resolving issues relating to workers and some other ethnic  cleavages harboring reservations about democracy.  It’s as a result that, all effort to build a robust foundation of legitimacy remains a daunting challenge for the nigerian government.  Whenever the citizen’s hope in the attitude and personality of leadership is in question, people’s acceptance of democracy in Nigeria as legitimate hinges mostly on whether certain key political institutions command citizen trust. 

CHAPTER THREE

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this chapter is to present a step by step description of the research design and procedure used in collection and analyzing the data for this study.

RESEARCH DESIGN

This study is an empirical one and utilized primary and secondary data. The study used a self-structured questionnaire to collect primary data from one hundred and fifty respondents purposively picked from the three senatorial districts of Plateau State of Nigeria. 

The Research design adopted in this study is the ex-post facto (after the fact) design. This design is used when a researcher intends to describe conditions that already exist, and attempts to determine reasons for the existing differences in behaviour or status of groups of individuals (Gay, 1992).

SOURCES OF DATA

The study used Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) v23 to analyze   the primary data and presented it in frequency table, charts and graphs. Books, journal articles, internet-based material, media publications provided the secondary data and was content analyzed.

POPULATION OF THE STUDY

The population for this study comprised of all the residents of Plateau State, Nigeria. Fifty respondents expressed their views on the questionnaire in each Senatorial district

SAMPLE AND SAMPLING TECHNIQUES

The researcher used stratified random sampling techniques to draw sample from the population. The state has three senatorial zones.

All the senatorial districts were used as the basis for our study.

A self-constructed questionnaire was administered on thirty (30) people chosen from market association (10 from each senatorial district); thirty (30) academic staff (10 from each senatorial district); thirty (30) members of civil society groups (10 from each senatorial district); thirty (30) members of political parties (10 from each senatorial district); and thirty (30) artisans (10 from each senatorial district).

 INSTRUMENTATION

The instrument used in this study is the questionnaire. Based on this,

The five point Scale which is an interval scale of measurement was used to stratify responses of the respondents. The score for responses were interpreted as follows:

The responses collected were coded and recorded on data coding sheets

1 was scored for “very low” response, 2 for “low” response, 3 for “moderate” response, 4 for “high” response and 5 for “very high” response.

VALIDATION OF RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS

Copies of the questionnaires prepared by the researcher were given to the supervisor for vetting and approval was thereafter given to proceed with administering of the questionnaire. On the basis of the suggestion that were made by these experts, the questionnaire was prepared for this study.

ADMINISTRATION OF THE INSTRUMENT

The questionnaire was administered to the selected respondents; trained research assistants assisted the administration of the questionnaire and Data Collection. They explained to respondents the purpose of the study and reassured them of the confidentiality of information collected.

DATA COLLECTION

The researcher and two (2) research assistants after obtaining permission from the relevant authorities visited the selected senatorial districts and gave copies of the questionnaire to the respondents randomly selected as samples for the study, it was an on the spot assessment.

STATISTICAL TECHNIQUES

The information collected through the questionnaires were statistically analyzed using SPSS 23. 

The scores of each item were computed as a single measure to determine the relationship between public opinion and public policy, and was subjected to descriptive statistics with a minimum and maximum obtainable score within the scale of 0 and 25 respectively with a mean and standard deviation (X= 4.1058 & SD= 0.77483). Therefore, the score that ranged between (0-5) implied “very low level of relationship”, (6-10) implies “low level of relationship”, (11-15) implies “moderate”, also (16-20) implies “high level of relationship ”, and (21-25) implies “very high level of relationship”. 

CHAPTER FOUR

DATA ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION

INTRODUCTION

In furtherance of the investigation of the impact of opinion on public policy, the data collected were statistically analyzed in this chapter. The chapter presents the demographic characteristics of the respondents in one single table of frequencies and percentages. Other sections of the chapter research questions are analyzed in standard deviations.
THE DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESPONDENTS

Responses from a total of One hundred and Fifty (150) respondents from the three senatorial districts of plateau State were collated and analysed. Among their demographic characteristics included in the study were sex, age, and class and religious affiliation. These variables are presented in frequencies and percentages in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1: Classification of the respondents by their demographic characteristics

	Variables
	Variable options
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Sex
	Male
	79
	52.6

	
	Female
	71
	47.3

	
	Total
	150
	100.0

	Age
	15-25 years
	7
	4.5

	
	26-35 years
	106
	70.7

	
	36 years and above
	37
	24.8

	
	Total
	150
	100.0

	Religion
	Christianity
	74
	49.5

	
	Islam
	75
	50.0

	
	Tradition
	1
	0.5

	
	Total
	150
	100.0


The table 4:1 revealed a proportionate selection of the respondents with regards to sex. This is important to eliminate bias in the expressed opinion of the respondents in the items. The age distribution is skewed towards the 26 and 35 years age range. The two major religions (Islam and Christianity) accounted for 50.0% and 49.5% respectively with only 0.5 representing the traditional religion. By this classification, the demographic variables associated with the research issue could be said to be fairly represented in the study. The questions are analysed in the following sections:

FINDINGS

Relationship between public policy and public opinion

To examine the relationship between public opinion and public policy in Plateau State, Nigeria, respondents expressed their views on the following statements in the questionnaire. 

The results are in Table 1 below.

	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage

	Low
	15
	3.8

	Moderate
	26
	13.5

	High
	81
	67.3

	very high
	28
	15.4

	Total
	150
	100.0


Fieldwork (2019)

The table above shows that there is high-level relationship between public opinion and public policy in Plateau State, Nigeria. From the results as above, it shows that there is high-level relationship between public opinion and public policy in Nigeria as against the assumption of Page & Shapiro (1992); and Stimson (2004) that “the relationship between public opinion and policy-making is not clearly defined. However, it tallies with the view of (Akinleye, 2008)that public opinion is a perceptual screen through which we can view the world.  It also corroborates the position of Sapru (2016). Obo, Edeng and Coker (2014) noted that the public is a prism through which the state perceives the policy realities. In his word, “without public opinion, a nation does not only perish, but will hardly know what to approve or disapprove”. The relationship of public opinion and policy-making process is pointed out by Kingdom (2003) who noted that policy actors must carry the people along in the decision making process, by holding due consultations with the people of any constituencies to be affected by a policy action. Thus, even in a situation where exigencies of time do not permit them to do so, they should still seek for people’s support of any policy option made even after its implementation.

Public policies as products of the masses opinions

Respondents expressed their views on whether public policies are products of masses opinion in Plateau State, Nigeria by expressing their views on the statements raised in the questionnaire.
The results are in Table 2 below.

Table 2:

	Ranking
	Frequency
	Percentage

	very low
	10
	1.0

	Low
	10
	1.0

	Moderate
	27
	16.3

	High
	61
	50.0

	very high
	42
	31.7

	Total
	150
	100.0


Fieldwork (2019)
Table 2 above represents the perception of the respondents on the effect of public opinion in Nigeria, the results show that public opinions have a high effect on public policy in Plateau State, Nigeria, with 50.2%. Most research showed that, policy-makers do not follow public opinion”, however the results from the table above show that public policies are products of public opinion in Nigeria. This tallies with the view of  Child(1965) that the general public is competent than any elitist group expert or otherwise to determine the basic ends of public policy, appraise the results of public policy, and in the final analysis fair, just, and moral”. This shows that public opinion has high effect on public policy.

Awareness of the people about their roles in state’s policies
Respondents expressed their views on the statements as raised in the questionnaire to measure the extent of people’s awareness on the use/influence of their opinions on government policies. 

The results are in Table 3 below.

Table 3:

	Category
	Frequency
	Percentage

	very low
	10
	1.0

	Low
	33
	23.1

	Moderate
	58
	46.2

	High
	32
	22.1

	very high
	17
	7.7

	Total
	150
	100.0


Fieldwork (2019)

The table above showed that there is moderate level of awareness of Nigerians on the influence of their opinions and the extent their opinions can influence government policies with 46.2%. The measure of  awareness of  Nigerians on what their views are on government policy is moderate and relatively low due to the elitist nature of Nigeria politics that renders impose many people’s opinion on public policies impotent. Thus, when policy makers without recourse to citizens’ views make policies unilaterally, they result in failure (Milton, 2011). In addition, level of awareness also differs if we compare urban area with rural areas. According to Ugumanim, Bassey, Obo, et al (2014), urban population are closer to the center of power and so are likely to express their views more than the rural areas that are remote.

Roles of public opinion in policy making

The questionnaire also measured the views of respondents on the roles of public opinion in policy making processes in Plateau State, Nigeria.

The results are in Table 5 below.

Table 5:


	Category
	Frequency
	Percent

	No important role
	12
	2.9

	Few important roles
	22
	12.5

	Some important roles
	52
	40.4

	Many important role
	41
	30.8

	Great important roles
	23
	13.5

	Total
	150
	100.0


Fieldwork (2019)

From table 5 above, the results showed that public opinion has some important role to play in policy making in Nigeria, with 40.4%. Even though, there has been a lot of criticism that no public opinion can truly reflect the views of the general masses, the results tallies with the opinion of Oludayo (2016) that public opinion influences the performance of decision makers and leaders in government, and that it describes and explains realities to people.
Factors that affect public opinion of Nigerians on the state’s policies

Respondents expressed their views on factors they considered as having effect on Plateau State’s public policies as raised in the questionnaire.

Table 5:

	S/N
	Statements
	Mean
	N
	Std. Dev.
	Ranking

	1
	Most Nigerians have poor political education to help steer

their opinion formulation
	3.8846
	104
	1.17670
	3RD

	2
	Party politics is a major hindrance to use of public opinion in Plateau State
	3.8173
	104
	.95292
	5TH

	3
	Poverty and unemployment are setbacks to public opinion
	3.8654
	104
	1.11528
	4TH

	4
	Corruption affects Nigerians use of public opinion in Plateau State
	3.9904
	104
	1.06575
	1ST

	5
	There is poor political culture among Nigerians
	3.9808
	104
	1.08816
	2nd

	6
	Level of orientation among Nigerians are low to shape their Opinions
	3.6827
	104
	1.21691
	6TH


Fieldwork (2018)

From table 5 above, it is evident that all the factors identified are responsible for why public opinions have no impact on public policies in Plateau State. One major factor according to respondents is corruption; next to it was poor political culture on the part of Nigerians, and poor political education to help put their opinions into use among other reasons. The factors identified as hindrance to the use of public opinion come closer to what Shapiro (2011) referred to as absence of political stimuli. On the other hand, Lasswell and Deiner (2015) remarked that the belief that leaders are self-centered lead to poor utilization of public opinion. In furtherance of the above, Davison (2017) on his own observed that poor political culture can also relegate political competence and efficacy of the people to believe that public policies must reflect the wishes of policy makers. Education and the access it gives, status in the society, interpersonal skill as well as ability to speak in public and present one’s view in a persuasive manner are the key skills identified by Wlezien and Soroka (2016) as influential to utilization of public opinion.

CHAPTER FIVE

SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

SUMMARY

Given the fact that there is a significant relationship between public opinion and public policy, the followings are the policy implications of the study, in order to get more people in the Plateau and generally Nigerians involved in public policy processes.

The study is a veritable device input because of its theoretical and practical relevance. In its theoretical sense, the study serves as a test of concept capable of leading to advancement on public policy discourse vis-à-vis public opinion. In its practical way, the findings provide important grounds for policy intervention strategies. Political experts, administrators and public office holders will find the result of this study useful by providing them strategic blueprint through a robust initiative capable of improving the relationship between individuals, civil society organizations and the state. As for the government, the study will stimulate interests on issues that touch the role of public opinion, public policy and good governance in the course of democratic advancement. In the process, the results of the study will guide the implementations of policies and intervention strategies, and create an enabling environment for public opinion to perform their ideal roles in state’s public policies.

Nigeria’s policy makers should endeavor to make use of people’s view in formulating public policy. This will give a sense of belonging to citizen and further encourage more participation in the country’s public policy matters. In the process, good governance, the essence of democracy would be rooted. The government should explore the existing avenues to seek the views of its citizen on policy direction in order to deliver its mandates in accordance with the citizens’ wishes. If this were done creditably, democratic practice of taking decisions that have inputs of the majority would be deeply rooted. The government would also be responsive to the citizen view on public policy thrust.

The political parties in the state should create enabling environment for the sustenance of a participant political culture by educating the citizens through good ideology rather than heavy utilization of propaganda. The political party should perform their duties of interest aggregation and articulation. It is more of utmost importance that leadership of political parties learn to convey their opinions in civil manner without allowing it to disorganize the system. At present, most political parties, especially opposition ones use their power to disrupt the system.

The interest and civil society groups should further educate citizens on the use of their right to help articulate their views. This will enable them to achieve their goal as much as possible in not long a distant time. The mass media should comply with international standard and global practices of news reportage. Important national discourse should be of more concern, and appropriate views be sought by looking ahead into the future in order to give policy direction to government.

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Public opinion holds great prospect for the breakthrough of public policy. It is a major instrument for achieving outstanding breakthrough aimed at formulating acceptable public policy in a state. To achieve the feat however, elites will need to do away with the practice of hijacking the views of the public while avenues should be available, through which policy makers could more explore the views of the public. Thus, the oligarchy should not set out to override the popular views of the people. When the views of the people appeared irrelevant in policy thrust of a state, people tend to be a pathetic and seemingly far away in the governance process. In the end, policy choices of government become outlandish as key players in the political system become mere spectators rather than active drivers of public issues.
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QUESTIONNAIRE

	S/N
	Statements
	A
	SA
	D
	SD
	U

	1
	Public opinion is well connected with public policies in Plateau State, Nigeria
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Public opinions do no influence public policies
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Nigeria’s public policies depend on the will of policy makers
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	There is a strong relationship between public opinion and public policies in

Plateau State, Nigeria
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	I see no relationship between public opinion and public policy in Plateau State,

Nigeria
	
	
	
	
	

	S/N
	Statements
	A
	SA
	D
	SD
	U

	1
	Public opinions shape Nigeria’s policy direction
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Opinions of the public change unacceptable positions of policy makers
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	People’s needs give direction to Nigeria’s public policy
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Public policies are not derived from people’s wishes
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	Government are held accountable by public opinion
	
	
	
	
	

	S/N
	Statements
	A
	SA
	D
	SD
	U

	1
	I understand public opinion and the extent of its use
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	I always made known my feelings on public issues
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Government policies can be influenced by public opinions
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Many Nigerians feel involved in government public policy processes
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	Nigeria political system encourages people’s involvement in public policies
	
	
	
	
	

	S/N
	Statements
	A
	SA
	D
	SD
	U

	1
	Public opinion play major roles in public policy in the country
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Public opinion is insignificant in policy formulation and implementation
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Government does not reckon with any public opinion before they take

decisions
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Public opinions in the country are of no use on policy decisions
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	Public opinion help to shape the course of government Programmes in Nigeria
	
	
	
	
	

	S/N
	Statements
	
	
	
	
	

	1
	Most Nigerians have poor political education to help steer

their opinion formulation
	
	
	
	
	

	2
	Party politics is a major hindrance to use of public opinion
	
	
	
	
	

	3
	Poverty and unemployment are setbacks to public opinion
	
	
	
	
	

	4
	Corruption affects Nigerians use of public opinion
	
	
	
	
	

	5
	There is poor political culture among Nigerians
	
	
	
	
	

	6
	Level of orientation among Nigerians are low to shape their

opinions
	
	
	
	
	


