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M E M O R A N D U M 
TO:  Interested Parties 

FROM: Peter D. Hart and Linda DiVall 

DATE: March 1, 2011 

RE: Key Findings From National Voter Survey On The 

U.S. Budget Deficit And Federal Funding For Public 

Broadcasting 

 
On behalf of PBS, the bipartisan polling team of Hart Research Associates (D) 
and American Viewpoint (R) conducted a nationwide telephone survey among 
a representative cross section of 804 registered voters.  Interviewing was 

conducted February 11 to 13, 2011, and the survey results have an overall 

margin of error of ±3.5 percentage points.  The survey explored voters’ 

attitudes toward the U.S. budget deficit, their feelings toward PBS, and their 
support for a congressional proposal to cut government funding for public 
broadcasting.  This memorandum highlights the key findings that emerge 

from this study. 
 

 

Key Findings In Brief 

Our survey, which was conducted just prior to the release of President 
Obama’s budget proposal, finds voters deeply concerned about our nation’s 
budget deficit.  Voters believe that there is a right way to reduce the deficit 
and a wrong way, and there is broad, bipartisan agreement that eliminating 
federal funding for public broadcasting is the wrong way to go about it.  
There are three primary reasons for voters’ antipathy toward the proposal to 
cut government funding for public broadcasting: 

1. PBS is a valued resource and part of our nation’s fabric.  Voters trust PBS, 
they appreciate PBS, and they believe that PBS provides an excellent 
value for their tax dollars. 

2. On a more philosophical level, voters prefer broad-based spending cuts 
rather than picking “winners and losers” in the budget by eliminating 
some programs entirely while leaving others intact. 

3. Voters are deeply concerned about the impact that the elimination of 
government funding would have on PBS’s programming and the viability 
of some PBS stations.  Voters believe the potential impact of such a cut 
would be significant for their family and the nation, and after weighing the 
pros and cons, a large majority of voters want Congress to find other 
ways to cut spending and preserve funding for public broadcasting. 
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Key Findings In Detail 

Americans nearly unanimously believe that the federal budget 

deficit is a serious problem that Congress must take seriously.  
Fully four in five voters say that reducing the nation’s one-point-six-trillion-
dollar annual deficit should be an “absolute top” (42%) or “high” (40%) 
priority for the United States, with relatively few voters identifying it as “just 
somewhat of a priority” (14%) or a “lower priority” (3%).  Concern about the 
deficit cuts across ideological and demographic lines, although the intensity 
of concern is greater among Republicans (51% top priority) and 
independents (47% top priority) than among Democrats (31% top priority). 
 
 

On balance, voters believe that the best way to reduce the 
budget deficit is through broader, across-the-board-spending 

cuts rather than eliminating some programs entirely while sparing 

others.  This perspective is consistent among voters of all political stripes. 
 

Preferred Approach For Reducing The National Budget Deficit 

 All 

Voters 

 

Dems 

 

Indep 

 

GOP 
 % % % % 

Making broader, across-the-board cuts 
from every part of the budget 

 

50 

 
48 

 
47 

 
53 

Cutting all funding for some programs 
without reducing funding in other areas 

 

32 

 
32 

 
30 

 
32 

 
 

Voters believe that there is a right way and a wrong way to 

reduce the deficit, and the survey findings tell us loud and clear 
that Americans think ending federal funding for public broadcasting 
is the wrong way.  More than two-thirds (69%) of all voters oppose the 
proposal to eliminate government funding for public television and public 
radio, including a 42% plurality who strongly oppose such a step.   
 
Support for preserving federal funding for public broadcasting is both broad 
and deep, with majorities of voters from across the political and demographic 
spectrum expressing solid opposition to the elimination of funding for public 
broadcasting. 
 

Strikingly, even the 42% of voters who say that reducing our 
national deficit should be the country’s absolute top priority oppose 
eliminating public broadcasting’s federal funding by a 60% to 36% 

margin.  

11  

22  

33  
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Support For Eliminating Government Funding For Public Broadcasting 

  

Favor 

 

Oppose 

Strongly 

Oppose 

  

Favor 

 

Oppose 

Strongly 

Oppose 

 % % %  % % % 

All Voters 27 69 42 Age 18 to 49 24 74 42 

Men 30 66 42 Age 50 and over 29 66 43 

Women 24 72 42 Whites 29 68 41 

Democrats 13 83 56 Blacks 14 77 45 

Independents 28 69 45 Hispanics 22 75 55 

Republicans 40 56 26 City 22 74 49 

Liberals 12 83 61 Suburb 31 66 43 

Moderates 20 79 46 Small town/rural 29 67 38 

Conservatives 42 53 27 Northeast 22 76 47 

Income less than $40k 22 71 49 South 28 67 42 

Income $40-$75k 28 71 38 Midwest 30 66 38 

Income more than $75k 27 71 42 West 28 69 43 

 
 

Voters reject the argument that the size of our budget gap 

necessitates that we cut every corner of the budget, including 
public broadcasting. 
 

Which Statement Comes Closer To Your Point of View? 

 All 

Voters 

 
Dems 

 
Indep 

 
GOP 

 % % % % 

Reducing the nation's budget deficit is an important goal, 

but public broadcasting provides a valuable public service 
at a very low cost to taxpayers. There are many better 
ways to reduce government spending than by eliminating 
funding for this important priority. 

 

 

 

 

61 

 

 
 
 

76 

 

 
 
 

62 

 

 
 
 

45 

Public broadcasting may be important, but with the 
nation facing a huge budget deficit we need to make 
difficult decisions and reduce government spending 
everywhere we can, including funding for PBS and NPR. 

 

 

 

31 

 
 
 

18 

 
 
 

30 

 
 
 

47 

 
Instead, in a separate question, voters indicate that they would prefer their 
senator or congressperson to find other places in the budget to save money 
(68%), rather than eliminating funding for public broadcasting (20%). 
 

Given voters’ significant concerns about the deficit, it is not 

surprising that relatively few voters (30%) want to increase 
government funding for PBS public television stations.  But the 

center of gravity clearly is around maintaining current funding levels 
(49%) rather than reducing government funding (14%).  Pluralities of 
Democrats (50%), independents (45%), and Republicans (50%) say that 
PBS stations should receive the same amount of government funding as they 
do now. 

44  

55  
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Voter support for preserving funding for public broadcasting is 
predicated on three key factors: trust, value, and appreciation.  

Indeed, PBS is the most trusted of the American institutions we 
tested in our poll, with four in five voters saying they trust PBS public 
television a great deal (44%) or somewhat (35%). 
 

Trust in U.S. Institutions 

 
Trust A 

Great Deal 

Trust 

Somewhat  

Do Not Trust 

Very Much/At All 

 % % % 

PBS, public television  44 35 16 

Courts of law 22 57 18 

Commercial broadcast television 

networks, such as ABC, CBS, FOX, 
and NBC 15 54 28 

Newspaper publishing companies 10 57 30 

The federal government 7 59 32 

Cable television networks 9 50 34 

Major business corporations 7 44 45 

U.S. Congress 7 42 48 

 
 

Moreover, voters consider PBS to be a very good value for 

taxpayerssecond only to our military defense, and well ahead 
of other priorities such as Social Security and federal student aid.  
Large majorities of Democrats (88%) and independents (69%) describe PBS 
as an excellent or good value for their tax dollars, as do 59% of Republicans. 
 

Government Programs: 
Perceived Value For The Tax Dollar 

 
Excellent 

Value 
Good 
Value 

 % % 

The country's military defense 36 45 

PBS, public television 26 47 

Highways, roads, and bridges 22 50 

Monitoring the safety of food 23 46 

Monitoring the safety of 
prescription drugs 21 46 

Social Security 24 42 

Federal aid to college students 19 47 

Environmental protection 21 42 

Agricultural subsidies 10 37 

 

 

66  

77  
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Voters’ trust in PBS and belief that it is a good value for their tax 
dollars boil down to the fact that public television is one 

government service that virtually all Americans benefit from and 
appreciate.  Only one in 10 (11%) voters says they never watch PBS, while 
nearly half (47%) claim to watch PBS at least once a week and another 21% 
report watching PBS monthly. While these self-reported viewership figures 
may be slightly inflated by respondents interested in giving the “socially 
desirable” response, that in itself underscores the cachet and relevance of 
PBS in American society. 

Voters point to several aspects of PBS programming that they personally 
value and appreciate, highlighted by its children’s and family-oriented 
programming, but also shows about science, history, art, and culture.  So the 
debate over PBS’s funding is one in which voters feel they have a personal 
stake. 

 

Appreciated Aspects Of Public Television 

How much do you/your family value____ on PBS? 

 
Value A 

Great Deal 

Value A Fair 

Amount 

Value Some/ 

Not At All 

 % % % 

Trusted, high-quality educational 
programs for children, such as Sesame 
Street 62 15 21 

Educational children's media content 

that preschool teachers rely on and 
improve literacy 60 14 22 

Family-oriented programming that 
does not include violence or sexual 
content 59 15 24 

Unique shows that open up the worlds 
of science, history, and culture 58 17 23 

A broad range of programs for every 
genre, age, and interest 46 20 31 

Enriching shows about music, dance, 
theater, and art that are not available 
anywhere else 44 21 33 

In-depth reporting and analysis of 
news and current events 44 19 35 

 

88  
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Voters are deeply concerned about the impact that eliminating 
government funding for PBS would have, both for their own 

families, and even more so, for the country as a whole.  More than half 
of all voters say it would be a massive (20%) or significant (32%) loss for 
themselves and their family if Congress’s voting to cease funding forced PBS 
to eliminate some programming and jeopardized some PBS television 
stations.  And three in five voters believe that this would be a massive (24%) 
or significant (37%) loss for the country as a whole.  Democrats (66% 
massive/significant loss) and independents (52%) are somewhat more 
concerned about the potential impact on their own family than are 
Republicans (39%).  But all three groups of voters express significant 
concern about the impact that a loss of government funding for PBS would 
have on the country as a whole (Democrats 75%, independents 61%, 
Republicans 46%). 

Specifically, voters’ biggest concerns are that PBS might have to cut back on 
its educational programming and close local PBS television stations.  Voters 
recognize that PBS offers programming that they literally cannot get 
anywhere else, and are alarmed by the thought of losing this valued 
programming, especially the family-oriented and children’s content. 
 

Concerns About The Impact Of Losing Funding For PBS 

How much would it concern you if PBS had to _____? 

 

Would 

Concern A 
Great Deal 

Would 

Concern A 
Fair Amount 

Would 

Concern 
Some/Little 

 % % % 

Significantly cut back on the 
educational shows that help children 
prepare for success in school 56 16 27 

Close your local PBS public television 

station 53 14 32 

Produce fewer shows that open up the 
worlds of science, history, and cultures 45 20 33 

Eliminate some of its family-oriented 
programming 39 23 37 

Close public television stations in other 
cities besides yours 41 19 38 

Significantly cut back on in-depth 
reporting and analysis of news and 
current events 38 19 42 

Eliminate some shows that ensure 
access to the worlds of music, dance, 
theater, and art 32 21 46 

 
  

99  
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Even Tea Party supporters, who comprise 24% of our sample, 
are by no means monolithically supportive of eliminating 

funding for public broadcasting. Tea Party supporters (68%) are, indeed, 
much more likely than other voters (42%) to say that reducing the deficit 
should be our country’s top priority.  And yet only half (51%) of Tea Party 
supporters favor eliminating funding for public broadcasting, while fully 44% 
oppose taking that step to reduce the deficit.  As do other voters, a majority 
of Tea Party supporters trust PBS (60% great deal/somewhat), three in five 
watch PBS monthly, and nearly half (47%) say that PBS is an excellent or 
good value for their tax dollars.  So even these voters, with their deep and 
fundamental concerns about the deficit and size of government, would prefer 
that their U.S. senator or congressperson look for other places in the budget 
to save money (46%) rather than eliminating funding for public broadcasting 
(44%). 

 

1100  
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About The Bipartisan Polling Team 

Hart Research Associates (D) is one of the leading public opinion research 
firms in the United States.  Over the past 40 years, Hart Research has 
conducted well over 6,000 public opinion surveys, administered and analyzed 
interviews among more than two and a half million individuals, and 
conducted more than 6,000 focus groups. 
 
Peter D. Hart, Chairman of Hart Research Associates since 1971, is one of 
the leading analysts of public opinion in the United States.  As an established 
leader in survey research, Mr. Hart has been co-director of the NBC News 
and Wall Street Journal poll (with Republican pollsters the late Robert Teeter 
and currently with Bill McInturff) for the past 20 years. In the political realm, 
Mr. Hart has represented more than 40 U.S. senators and 30 governors.  Mr. 
Hart also has conducted strategic planning projects for such corporate clients 
as Coca-Cola, AT&T, and Citi. For the past 15 years, Mr. Hart has taught 
public opinion and public policy at Duke University, the Annenberg School for 
Communication at the University of Pennsylvania, and UC Berkeley. 
 
 
American Viewpoint (R) is one of the most widely respected public opinion 
research and strategic-message consulting firms in the United States. 
Founded in 1985 by Linda DiVall, the company has established a national 
reputation for outstanding quantitative and qualitative research in politics, 
corporate affairs, public policy, and government relations. 
 
As president and CEO of American Viewpoint, Linda DiVall has provided 
effective strategies to both political and corporate clients for more than 20 
years.  Linda was part of the McCain ‘08 polling team and has conducted 
polling for Bush-Cheney ‘00 and ‘04, former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, 
Senators Roy Blunt, Johnny Isakson, Jim Talent, Richard Lugar, Fred 
Thompson, Kay Bailey Hutchison, and Phil Gramm; Congresswomen Mary 
Bono, Jo Ann Emerson, Judy Biggert and others. Linda has conducted 
research for leading corporations including Dow Corning, Pfizer, the 
BlueCross BlueShield Association, the Jacksonville Jaguars, and the Health 
Insurance Association of America.  A frequent source for the national press, 
Linda has been a guest commentator for every major broadcast and cable 
news network. She has appeared frequently on CBS’s “Face the Nation,” 
PBS’s “NewsHour with Jim Lehrer,” and ABC News’s “Nightline.” 


