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In honor of the Edward M. Kennedy Institute’s first anniversary, we 
commissioned a national poll to probe Americans’ knowledge of the Senate, 
levels of civic interest and attitudes towards government.  Many Americans lack 
basic knowledge of how the U.S. Senate works and our system of checks and 
balances. Despite the recent death of Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, few 
Americans understand the Senate’s role in a new justice’s confirmation. Few 
Americans are using their representative in Washington and many doubt that 
contacting their Senators or Congressman or woman would make a difference. 
Despite this, Americans still believe they “can make social and political change.” 
The following short memo outlines our key findings:  
 
Most Americans lack knowledge about the U.S. Senate  
 

• Despite the recent death of Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia, 
knowledge of the Supreme Court and its nomination process is low. Only 
36% can explain that the Senate confirms a new Supreme Court justice.   
 

• Less than half (46%) know that each state has two Senators with an 
additional 21% who give a wrong answer and 32% who cannot answer the 
question. Knowledge of this basic fact varies across key demographics: 
men, older adults (aged 55 and over), more educated Americans and 
whites are more likely to know each state elects two Senators than 
women, younger adults, those with a high school education and non-
whites (please see Appendix A for more information on political knowledge 
across demographic groups).  

 
• Based on their home zip code, each respondent was asked unaided to 

name the Senators representing their specific state. About one-third (35%) 
could name one of their two Senators, including just 16% who are able to 
name both Senators without prompting. Registered voters are more likely 
than those not registered to know their Senators (42% of voters can name 
at least one Senator, compared to just 16% of non-voters). 
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Few Americans are reaching out to Congress  
 

• Four out of five Americans (82%) have not contacted their representative 
in Washington with just 16% who have contacted their representative (7% 
contacted a Senator, 4% contacted a Congressman or woman, and 5% 
contacted both). One-fifth (20%) of registered voters have contacted their 
representative. Republicans are twice as likely as Democrats to reach out 
to their representatives (22% to 11%).  

 
• Americans are divided on whether or not contacting their representative 

would make a difference; 50% think it would make a difference (major or 
minor) while 46% think it would make no difference. Only 14% think it 
would make a "major difference." A majority of Latinos (58%) think 
contacting your representative would make a difference, including 26% 
that think it would make a major difference.  In comparison, 48% of whites 
think it would make a difference (9% major difference) and 51% of African-
Americans (17% major difference).  
 

Americans want to get more involved in their communities. About a quarter 
(27%) expects to be more engaged in their local community.  Liberals, non-
whites and younger adults (under 45) disproportionally say they expect to get 
more engaged in their community over the next year.  
 
Optimism remains. There is strong agreement that Americans can make a 
difference. Four out of five Americans agree that "Americans can create social 
and political change" (81% total agreement, including 39% strongly agree). 
Similarly, most agree that educating youth can make a difference. Fully 85% 
agree that "Educating youth about our government leads to a better-functioning 
democracy," including an amazing 60% that strongly agree with the statement.  
Both of these statements have broad demographic appeal.  
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Voters are divided over the Senate’s ability to find places of agreement  
 
However, pessimism divides the country. On two statements, Americans are 
divided:  
 

• "Senators are able to find places for agreement and get things done 
across party lines" (45% total agree, 49% total disagree). Registered 
voters are more skeptical and are less likely than non-voters to think that 
Senators can find places for agreement (43% v. 53%).  
 

• "My priorities are being addressed by the presidential candidates" (49% 
total agree, 45% total disagree).  Republicans are much more likely than 
Democrats or Independents to agree that their priorities are being 
addressed by the candidates (Republicans 63% agreement, Democrats 
54% agreement and Independents 42% agreement). In addition, older 
Americans are more likely than younger adults to think their priorities are 
being addressed by the presidential candidates.  

 
These results reflect a nation where many lack information about the Senate or 
the workings of their government and do not feel connected with their 
representatives in Washington. Still, many feel that improvement is possible, 
especially by educating youth.  
 
 
Methodology 
 
The study was conducted for the Edward M. Kennedy Institute via telephone by 
SSRS, an independent research company. Interviews were conducted from 
February 24 - 28, 2016 among a sample of 1,025 adults, including 822 registered 
voters. Interviews were conducted via live callers on landline and cell phones; 
60% of the interviews were completed via cell phone and there were 39 
respondents who completed the survey in Spanish. The margin of error for total 
respondents is +/-3.56 % at the 95% confidence level. More information about 
SSRS can be obtained by visiting www.ssrs.com. 
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Appendix A 
 
 

Knowledge Questions Across Key Demographics 
 

 

Senators Per 
State 
(Q1) 

 
Unprompted 

Names of 
Senators 

(Q2) 

Know Senate 
Confirms Supreme 
Court Justice (Q5) 

 

Correct - Incorrect 

 
Named Both – 
Named One – 

Incorrect Correct – Incorrect 
Total 46% – 21% 16% - 19% - 9% 36% – 27% 

Registered Voter 52% - 21% 20% – 21% - 10% 42% – 27% 

Not Registered 28% - 22% 4% – 12% - 7% 18% – 27% 

Men 54% - 19% 19% - 20% - 9% 42% – 23% 

Women 38% - 23% 13% – 18% - 9% 30% – 31% 

Democrats 41% - 22% 14% – 18% - 10% 31% – 30% 

Independents 46% - 18% 15% – 17% - 7% 37% – 23% 

Republicans 59% - 24% 24% – 25% - 9% 50% – 29% 

18-34 47% - 17% 12% – 13% - 10% 26% – 26% 

35-44 38% - 26% 14% – 18% - 10% 35% – 28% 

45-54 37% - 27% 10% – 23% - 10% 40% – 27% 

55-64 55% - 22% 22% – 22% - 11% 46% – 28% 

65+ 51% - 16% 23% – 21% - 6% 38% – 29% 

High School or Less 26% - 25% 8% – 13% - 9% 21% – 30% 

Some College 51% - 22% 17% – 17% - 9% 37% – 25% 

College Graduates 73% - 13% 27% – 28% - 9% 58% – 24% 

White 53% - 19% 20% – 21% - 8% 43% – 24% 

African-Americans 30% - 29% 4% – 18% - 10% 22% – 38% 

Latinos 23% - 22% 5% – 8% - 14% 15% – 24% 
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Edward M. Kennedy Institute Omnibus Poll Results 

February 24-28, 2016  
N=1025 

 
 1. Now I want to ask you some questions about Congress. How many U.S. 

Senators represent each state in Congress?  
 
  46%  Correct, respondent said  
  21%  Incorrect, respondent did not say 2 
  32%  (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
    1%  (DO NOT READ) Refused 
 
 2. Each state has two U.S. Senators. What are your Senators’ names? 
 
   (SET UP AS PRE-CODED BRINGING IN SENATORS FROM STATE 

LISTED IN SAMPLE.) 
 
  19%  Named One Senator 
  16%  Named Both Senators 
    9%   Entered someone other than those listed 
  56%  (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 
  
 
 3. Thinking back over the past five years, have you reached out and contacted 

your representative in Washington? IF YES: Would that have been one of 
your Senators or your Congressman or woman?  

 
    7%  Yes, Senator 
    4%  Yes, Congressman/woman 
    5%  Yes, both 
  82%  No 
    1%  (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
     *  (DO NOT READ) Refused 
 
  16%  Total Yes 
 
4.  Some people contact their representative in Washington to voice a position on 

an issue or to help with a personal problem, like Social Security benefits. 
Do you think contacting your representative in Washington would make a 
major difference, a minor difference, or make no difference at all?   

 
  14%  A major difference 
  36%  A minor difference 
  47%  No difference 
    3%  (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
    1%  (DO NOT READ) Refused 
  



Page	  6	  

(857) 271-3344  www.emkinstitute.org 
 

 5. Are you familiar with the Senate’s role in naming a new Supreme Court justice? 
Would you please explain it to me?  

 
  36%  Correct, Respondent said Senate votes on confirmation 
  27%  Incorrect, Respondent did not say Senate votes on confirmation 
  35%  (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
    2%  (DO NOT READ) Refused 
 
 Now I want to shift gears and ask you something different. 
 
 6. Thinking about the next year, do you expect to get more engaged in your 

community, less engaged, or have about the same amount of 
engagement?  

 
  27%  More 
    6%  Less 
  65%  Same 
    2%  (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
    *  (DO NOT READ) Refused 
 
 7. For each of the following statements, please tell me if you strongly agree, 

somewhat agree, somewhat disagree or strongly disagree with the 
statement. 

 
  Strongly 

Agree 
Somewhat 

Agree 
Somewhat 
Disagree 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
DK 

 
Refused 

Total 
Agree 

Total 
Disagree 

 
7-A 

 
Senators are able 
to find places for 
agreement and 
get things done 
across party lines 11% 34% 21% 28% 5% 1% 45% 49% 

 
7-B 

 
Educating youth 
about our 
government leads 
to a better-
functioning 
democracy 60% 25% 7% 6% 1% 1% 85% 12% 

 
7-C 

 
Americans can 
create social and 
political change 39% 41% 10% 8% 1% 1% 81% 17% 

 
7-D 

 
My priorities are 
being addressed 
by the presidential 
candidates 12% 37% 20% 25% 4% 2% 49% 45% 

 
 


