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Executive Summary 
 

 A new poll was conducted during September 20-27, 2012 among 1,003 Californians, 822 of 
whom were considered likely voters in the November 2012 election.  Respondents were 
asked about their knowledge, likely vote, and reasons for voting on Proposition 37 related 
to mandatory labeling of genetically engineered (GE) foods.  We also studied how 
respondents reacted to either a “vote YES” or “vote NO” commercial on Prop 37.   

 A large majority of likely voters, 76.8%, indicated an intention to vote yes on Proposition 37.         

 Among those indicating an intention to vote yes, 71% said the primary reason was because 
“people have the right to know what is in their food,” followed by 16% who said it was to 
“make the food supply safer.”  Among those indicating an intention to vote no, 35% said the 
primary reason was “to avoid higher food costs,” followed by 22% who said it was “because 
it will impose unneeded costs on farmers” and 17% who said it was “because genetically 
modified foods are not harmful.” 

 Despite the large majority of voters planning to vote in favor of Prop 37, several results 
suggest the potential for erosion of support in the coming month. 
o A follow-up question asked respondents with an intention to vote yes: “Would you still 

vote "YES" on Proposition 37 if you knew it would increase food prices by X%,” where 
the value X was randomly varied from 5% to 25% across respondents.  Upon the 
prospect of a price increase, 46% of respondents who previously said yes switched their 
intended vote to no.  Our statistically analysis reveals that Prop 37 will garner majority 
support at a food price increase lower than 11.9%, but for any price increase greater 
than 11.9%, more than 50% of likely voters will vote against the proposition.   

o Half the sample was randomly assigned to a group shown a “YES Prop 37” commercial 
and the other half was shown a “NO Prop 37” commercial.  After watching the “YES 
Prop 37” commercial, the percentage of voters indicating an intention to vote yes was 
77%, almost identical to the vote indicated prior to watching the commercial.  However, 
after watching the “NO Prop 37” commercial, only 59% indicated an intention to vote 
yes on Prop 37.  Thus, at least among the two commercials we considered, the “NO Prop 
37” video was much more effective.   

 Overall, California voters were highly uninformed about the use of genetic engineering in 
general and about Prop 37 in particular.   Only 43% could correctly identify the topic of Prop 
37 out of six topics presented.  When asked what percentage of corn, soybean, and wheat 
acres were planted with GE varieties in the U.S., respondents indicated, on average, 48%, 
47%, and 45% respectively (the reality is 88%, 93%, and 0%).  On average, voters thought 
47% of products on grocery store shelves had GE ingredients.  When asked if any products 
sold by Coke/Pespi, Frito Lay, Kashi, and Kellogg contained GE ingredients, only 31%, 45%, 
21%, and 41% answered in the affirmative.     

  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Szq2GFYktG8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHtJDOdMwYI&feature=plcp
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Szq2GFYktG8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Szq2GFYktG8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHtJDOdMwYI&feature=plcp
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Background 
 
On November 6, 2012, Californians will vote on Proposition 37 entitled, “A Mandatory Labeling 
of Genetically Engineered Food Initiative.”  The Proposition would require labeling of raw or 
processed food made from plants or animals that have been genetically engineered (GE).  
Organic foods are exempt from the mandatory labeling requirement as is meat (and other 
animal products) from animals fed GE grain.  A summary of Prop 37 has been prepared by the 
California Attorney general, and a summary of the pros and cons is available on the Voter 
Information Guide available on a state web site.  The full text of the proposition is available 
online. 
 
Supporters of Prop 37 argue that the proposition would give consumers the right to know what 
is in their food and that the costs of providing such labels would be trivial as would potential 
litigation costs.  Opponents of Prop 37 project that the proposition would drastically increase 
food prices as it would ultimately cause processors and retailers to substitute toward costlier 
non-GE ingredients.  Others have argued that the proposition may lead to costly labeling that is 
ultimately ignored by consumers and will open the door to litigation against food firms. 
 
Although not residents of the state of California, we are interested in the outcome of the 
Proposition because it could affect farmers and consumers throughout the nation.  The 
European Union’s mandatory labeling requirement for GE food and their slow pace at 
approving some GE seed varieties has caused trade disruptions between the US and the EU, 
litigation at the World Trade Organization, and has led to logistical difficulties for food firms 
working in the US and Europe.  Similarly, Prop 37 could disrupt the flow of agricultural products 
to and from California and the other United States and would lead to food companies having to 
deal with competing requirements in different parts of the country.  As indicated by the 
aforementioned debate, the ultimate consequences are difficult to project.   
 
There is, to date, little publically available information on the likelihood that Prop 37 will pass, 
and even less information available on Californian’s beliefs, attitudes, and susceptibility to 
persuasion in regard to Prop 37.  This study is meant to fill that gap in knowledge.   
 
No outside funding was received to support the study, and the survey was paid for by the 
Willard Sparks Endowment at Oklahoma State University.  Neither of the authors of this study 
has ever received funding from Monsanto, Dow, Bayer, Syngenta or any other firm selling GE 
seed or associated herbicides.  Nor have they received funding from any group promoting Prop 
37. 
  
  

http://vig.cdn.sos.ca.gov/2012/general/pdf/37-title-summ-analysis.pdf
http://voterguide.sos.ca.gov/quick-reference-guide/prop-37.htm
http://voterguide.sos.ca.gov/quick-reference-guide/prop-37.htm
http://ballotpedia.org/wiki/index.php/Text_of_California_Proposition_37_(November_2012)
http://www.carighttoknow.org/
http://www.anh-usa.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/08/GE-Food-Act-Costs-Assessment.pdf
http://www.noprop37.com/
http://www.noprop37.com/files/Alston-Sumner-Prop-37-review.pdf
http://www.noprop37.com/files/Prop.-37-Will-Raise-Grocery-Bills-400-Annually.pdf
http://www.noprop37.com/files/Prop.-37-Will-Raise-Grocery-Bills-400-Annually.pdf
http://giannini.ucop.edu/media/are-update/files/articles/V15N6_2.pdf
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The Survey 
 
A new poll was conducted during September 20-27, 2012 among 1,003 Californians.  The survey 
was written by the authors and administered via the online platform developed by Qualtrics.  
The survey was administered to a random sample of Californians who are enrolled in an online 
panel maintained by Qualtrics and their associated partners.  Although online surveys have 
disadvantages related to potential weaknesses in representativeness, they are useful in the 
sense that they allow the researchers to provide the exact text of the proposition as it will be 
seen on Election Day, and it allowed us to show commercials and gauge their effectiveness.    
 
Of the 1,033 individuals surveyed, 822 indicated an intention to vote in the November 2012 
election, and the results shown in what follows focus on these likely voters.  Moreover, we 
weighted the responses to reflect the geographic diversity in the state (weights were created to 
force the sample to match the population in terms of the proportion of registered voters in 
each of California’s 58 counties).   As will be shown, neither of these decisions (to focus on likely 
voters and to weight by the number of registered voters) has a substantive effect on the 
results.  A table in the appendix shows the demographic composition of our weighted, likely 
voter sample.   
 
Validity Check 
 
Before presenting the key results of the study, the validity of our sample was checked by 
comparing our results to that of a contemporaneous poll regarding Californian’s voter 
intentions in the 2012 presidential election and by comparing how our respondents said they 
voted on a previous food/farm-related issue in the 2008 election to the actual outcome.  
 
A telephone poll of California voters conducted during September 5-17, 2012 by UC Berkeley 
and The Field Poll found that in the presidential election, Obama led Romney 58% to 34% with 
2% voting for another candidate and another 6% unsure (margin of error +/- 4.3%).  These 
results compare favorably with our current study, which suggest an Obama over Romney lead 
of 62% to 32%, with 6% planning to vote for another candidate.  The two polling results are not 
statistically different given the respective sampling errors.  Moreover, the small difference 
between the two polls is likely explained by the inclusion of the “unsure” option on the Field 
Poll and the exclusion of this option on our survey.    
 
We also asked respondents to recall how they voted on Prop 2 in 2008.  They were specifically 
asked, “The topic of Proposition 2 in November 2008 was to increase the confinement space for 
some farm animals.  Did you vote "YES" or "NO" on Prop 2 in 2008?” Among our sample of 
likely voters, 61.7% said they voted “YES” on Prop 2.  In November 2008, 63.4% of voters 
actually voted in favor of Prop 2.    
 
Taken together, the favorable comparison of our poll results with concurrent polls on the 
presidential election and with a previous vote on a food/farm-related issue lends confidence in 
the predictive validity of the current survey.   

https://www.qualtrics.com/
http://field.com/fieldpollonline/subscribers/Rls2424.pdf
http://www.smartvoter.org/2008/11/04/ca/state/prop/2/
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Intentions to Vote on Prop 37 
 
The primary purpose of this study was to project Californian’s vote on Proposition 37.  The 
figure below shows a screen-shot of the exact question presented to respondents in reference 
to their voting intentions on Prop 37.  The wording for the question was taken primarily from 
the text provided in the California Voter Information Guide. 
  

 
 
Except for questions with ordered categories, like age and income, for all survey questions, the 
order of the response categories was randomized across surveys.  In the case of the question 
above, this means that roughly half the respondents saw the option “YES” presented first and 
the other half saw the option “NO” presented first.    

http://voterguide.sos.ca.gov/quick-reference-guide/prop-37.htm


5 
 

Table 1 shows the results from the above question under three different methodologies regarding 
how to treat likely voters and whether to weight voters by county of residence.  As can be seen, 
regardless of the methodology used, the percentage of yes votes varies only slightly from 74.7% to 
77.4%.  No matter how the data are sliced, the results suggest an overwhelming majority of 
Californians intend to vote in favor of Prop 37 at present.  In the remainder of what follows, we 
only report results from likely voters weighted by the size of the registered voter population in the 
county in which they reside.  Figure 1 graphically illustrates our main result.  
 
Table 1. How Californians Intend to Vote on Proposition 37 

  All Sampled All Sampled Weighted Likely Voters Likely Voters Weighted 

% Yes 75.4% 74.7% 77.4% 76.8% 

Margin of Error 1.4% 1.4% 1.5% 1.5% 

All Sampled = 1,003 responses;  Likely Voters = 882 responses 
Weighted outcomes are weighted by the number of registered voters in each county 
Margin of error is calculated assuming the measured voting outcome is the true population proportion and a 95% 
confidence interval. 

 
 

 
Figure 1.  Likely Voter Intentions on Proposition 37 
 

YES
77%

NO
23%

If Proposition 37 was voted on today, how would you vote?
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Following the initial question on how respondents intended to vote on Prop 37, several follow-

up questions were asked.  Following the contingent valuation literature in economics, we 

sought to determine voters’ willingness-to-pay (WTP) for the label.  In particular, for those 

respondents who indicated “YES” to the above question, we asked whether they would 

continue to vote YES if food prices increased as a result of the passage of Prop 37.  Although the 

exact magnitude of the price increase caused by Prop 37 is hotly disputed, opponents and 

proponents alike agree that prices will increase by at least some small amount.  As such, we 

were interested in determining precisely how large a price increase would be tolerated by 

respondents before they no longer supported Prop 37.   

Respondents who indicated an intention to vote affirmatively to Prop 37 were subsequently 

asked, “Would you still vote "YES" on Proposition 37 if you knew it would increase food prices 

by X%.” The value X was randomly varied across respondents from values in the range 5% to 

25%.  A respondent who answered “NO” to the initial question has a WTP in the range of (-Њ, 

0%).  A respondent who answered “YES” to the initial question and “NO” to the follow-up has a 

WTP in the range of (0%, X%).  Finally, a respondent who answered “YES” to the initial question 

and “YES” to the follow-up has a WTP in the range of (X%, Њ).  These willingness-to-pay bounds 

can be used to compute the average WTP in the sample using interval-censored regression 

techniques.   

Turning to the results, we find that upon the prospect of a price increase, 46% of respondents 

who previously said YES switched their intended vote to NO.  At price increases between 5% 

and 10%, 58.4% of likely voters continued to say they would vote YES, but at price increases 

between 20% and 25%, only 45.7% of people who previously said they would vote YES 

continued to say they would vote YES.   

Our statistically analysis reveals a mean WTP (or break-even price increase) of 11.9%.  The 

finding implies that Prop 37 will garner majority support at a food price increase lower than 

11.9%.  However, for any price increase greater than 11.9%, more than 50% of likely voters will 

vote against the proposition.   

Figure 2 illustrates the result graphically, illustrating the percentage of likely voters projected to 

vote in favor of Prop 37 at food price increases between 0% and 25%. 
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Figure 2. Percentage of Likely Voters Projected to Vote in Favor of Prop 37 at Food Price 
Increases Between 0% and 25% 
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Effect of Advertising on Intentions to Vote for Prop 37 
 
Proponents and opponents of Prop 37 have raised millions of dollars.  To date, opponents have 
raised over $30 million, with the largest single contribution coming from Monsanto.  To date, 
proponents have raised a bit less than $5 million, with the largest single contribution coming 
from Mercola.com Health Resources, LLC.  Although both sides have prominent web sites, 
television advertising has only recently begun.  Given the donation amounts, advertisements 
are likely to increase substantially in the near future.  This raises the question of the potential 
effects of TV advertising on voting intentions.   
 
At the time this survey was being developed, we were only aware of two TV commercials that 
had actually run in California (one for Prop 37 and one against Prop 37), and we used both in 
this study.  After respondents answered the initial questions on their intensions to vote on Prop 
37, and after answering several questions on beliefs about anticipated impacts of Prop 37 and 
beliefs about the use of GE foods, each subject was randomly assigned to one of two groups.   
 
Half the sample was randomly assigned to a group shown a “YES Prop 37” commercial and the 
other half was shown a “NO Prop 37” commercial.  Only 8.7% and 4.5% of likely voters said they 
had previously seen the “YES Prop 37” and “NO Prop 37” ads, respectively. 
 
Figure 3 conveys the main results.  After watching the “YES Prop 37” commercial, the 
percentage of voters indicating an intention to vote YES was 77.3%, almost identical to the vote 
indicated prior to watching the commercial.  However, after watching a “NO Prop 37” 
commercial, only 59.5% indicated an intention to vote YES on Prop 37.  Thus, at least among 
the two commercials we considered, the “NO Prop 37” video was much more effective.   
 
 
 

                                       
 
 
 
 
 
 

                               
 
Figure 3.  Effect of Television Advertisements on Intentions to Vote for Prop 37   

Intended Vote on Prop 37 
N=417 

77.3% YES, 23.7% NO 
 

Intended Vote on Prop 37 
N=405 

59.5% YES, 40.5% NO 
 

Intended Vote on Prop 37 
N=822 

76.8% YES, 23.2% NO 

Vote No 
Commercial 

Vote Yes 
Commercial 

Prior to 
Commercial 

http://www.kcet.org/news/ballotbrief/elections2012/propositions/prop-37-funding-genetically-engineered-food.html
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Szq2GFYktG8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHtJDOdMwYI&feature=plcp
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Szq2GFYktG8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHtJDOdMwYI&feature=plcp
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Szq2GFYktG8
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHtJDOdMwYI&feature=plcp
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RHtJDOdMwYI&feature=plcp
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Anticipated Effects of Prop 37 
 
After answering the initial question on intentions to vote on Prop 37 (but before being asked 
how they would vote if prices increased or being shown the commercial), respondents who 
answered YES were asked to indicate the main reason they supported Prop 37.  Similarly, 
respondents who answered NO were asked to indicate the main reason they opposed Prop 37.  
Then, all respondents were asked to indicate (using a check-all-that-apply question format) to 
indicate what outcomes were expected to result if Prop 37 passed.  Figures 4 and 5 and table 2 
convey these results.   
 

 
Figure 4.  Primary Reasons Stated for Voting YES on Prop 37 
  

To make the food 
supply safer
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To make the food 
supply more 

nutritious
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Other
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What is the primary reason you plan to vote YES on Proposition 37? 
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Figure 5.  Primary Reasons Stated for Voting NO on Prop 37 
  
 
 
Table 2. Anticipated Effects of Prop 37   
 

Potential Effect of Prop 27 
% Believing Such 

an Effect will 
Occur 

Higher food prices 55.4% 
Food companies will label all food with genetically engineered ingredients 48.9% 
Food will be safer 28.2% 
Fewer farmers will use genetically engineered seeds 27.8% 
Food companies will switch to non-genetically engineered ingredients 26.9% 

Increase in lawsuits 21.2% 
Food will be more nutritious 15.5% 
Fewer food choices at the grocery store 14.8% 
More food choices at the grocery store 12.2% 
Nothing will change 9.2% 
Other 4.8% 
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Knowledge and Beliefs about Prop 37 and Genetically Engineered Food 
 
Before asking the initial question on intentions to vote on Prop 37, respondents were asked if 
they knew the topic of the proposition.  An exact screen-shot of the question is below. 
 

 
 
Only 43% of respondents correctly identify the topic of Prop 37 as being “Mandatory Labeling 
of Genetically Engineered Food” out of six topics shown.  Although this amount is higher than 
completely random guesses (in which 16.67% would be correct by sheer chance), the finding 
represents a strong lack of awareness of the proposition among likely voters.   
 
After answering the initial questions on intentions to vote on Prop 37 (but before being shown 
the commercial), respondents were asked several questions regarding their beliefs about GE 
foods.  Figures 6, 7, and 8 show the percentage of voters who agreed or disagreed with three 
statements on the effects of GE foods on health and food prices.   
 
Respondents were about evenly divided on the belief that eating GE food is safe, with slightly 
more agreeing than disagreeing.  Interestingly, though, a much larger percentage of voters 
agreed that there had been no confirmed cases of human illness resulting from eating GE food.  
Finally, a minority of potential voters, about 18%, strongly disagreed or disagreed that use of GE 
had reduced food prices.   
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Figure 6.  Beliefs about the safety of eating GE food 
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Figure 7.  Beliefs about human illness caused by eating GE food 
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Figure 9.  Beliefs about effects of GE crops on food prices 
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Finally, we asked respondents some knowledge questions about the content of GE ingredients 
in food.  Again, these questions were asked after the respondents answered the initial 
questions on intentions to vote on Prop 37 but before being shown the TV commercial.   
 
We asked respondents the question, “In the United States, what percent of CORN acres are 
planted with genetically engineered seed?”  Individuals responded by clicking on a number in a 
drop box that ranged from 0% to 100% in intervals of 5%.  Respondents answered a similar 
question for SOYBEANS and WHEAT and were also asked, “In the average grocery store in 
California, what percent of food on the shelf has genetically engineered ingredients?” 
 
Figures 10, 11, and 12 show how responded to the corn, soybean, and wheat questions.  On 
average, across all respondents, they believed the percentage of corn, soybean and wheat acres 
planted with GE seed was 48%, 47%, and 45%, respectively.   
 
These figures are remarkably incorrect in a number of respects.  In 2012, 88% and 93% of all 
corn and soybean acres planted were GE according to the USDA.  However, there is no 
commercial production of GE wheat in the U.S. at present.  Only about 11.2% of respondents 
said they thought more than 85% of corn acres were GE and only 12.2% thought the same for 
soybeans.  Only 4.9% of likely voters correctly stated that 0% of wheat acres are GE.   
 
Figure 13 shows respondents’ perceptions of the percent of food on the shelves of the average 
California grocery store that has genetically engineered ingredients.  On average, voters 
thought 47% of products on grocery store shelves had GE ingredients.   
 
Finally, we asked subjects four questions of the form, “Do any Coca-Cola and/or Pepsi products 
contain genetically engineered ingredients?” with response categories, “yes”, “no”, and “I don’t 
know.”  In addition to asking about Coca-Cola/Pepsi, we also asked three additional questions 
about Frito Lay, Kashi, and Kellogg.  We found, respectively, that only 31%, 45%, 21%, and 41% 
said “yes” that each of these brands sell at least one product that, with high likelihood, actually 
contains GE ingredients.   
 
Taken together, these results imply a dearth of information on the part of likely voters in 
California on Prop 37, the use of genetic engineering in crop production, and the inclusion of GE 
ingredients in major brand name foods.  In general, the results imply a drastic under-estimation 
(except for the case of wheat) of the use of GE in crop production and in major branded foods.   
 
On the one hand, one might argue that such a realization might cause Californians to want 
mandatory labeling even more than they already do, having not realized the extent of GE use in 
the US.  However, it could also be the case that voters, if informed about the extent of GE use, 
might realize the potentially larger cost consequences of Prop 37 and perhaps might even be 
less averse to GE, having found it being used in major brand name products.  Nothing in our 
survey allows us to definitively discriminate between these two competing hypotheses.        
 
 

http://www.usda.gov/nass/PUBS/TODAYRPT/acrg0612.pdf
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Figure 10.  Percent of CORN acres believed to be planted with GE varieties  
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Figure 11.  Percent of SOYBEAN acres believed to be planted with GE varieties  
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Figure 12.  Percent of WHEAT acres believed to be planted with GE varieties  
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Figure 13.  Percent of products in the average California grocery store shelves with GE 
ingredients 
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Relationship between Intentions to Vote on Prop 37 and Other Variables 

For curiosity sake, we examined the intentions to vote on Prop 37 for different groups of 

individuals, and the results are conveyed in the following table.  Support for Prop 37 is higher 

among Obama voters than Romney voters, and similarly is higher among (self identified) 

extremely liberal individuals than extremely conservative individuals.  Those with previous 

experience working on a farm had slightly lower support for Prop 37 than all likely voters.  

Frequent organic food buyers were much more likely to vote in favor of Prop 37 than people 

who never bought organic.  Females were more supportive of Prop 37 than males.   The least 

supportive group comprised those who voted against Prop 2 in 2008.  Beliefs about GE content 

in the corn supply or in Coca-Cola/Pepsi did not have much effect on support for Prop 37. 

 

Table 3.  Support for Prop 37 among Different Groups of Voters 

Group 
Total in 

Category 
% Voting in 

Favor of Prop 37 

All Likely Voters 822 76.8% 
Obama Voters 511 82.3% 
Romney Voters 265 66.2% 
Extremely liberal politically 97 85.1% 
Extremely conservative politically 80 59.6% 

Ever worked on a farm  144 71.2% 
Buys organic food two or more times per week 113 88.8% 
Never buys organic food 145 59.1% 
Obtained a graduate degree 148 75.7% 
Male 399 71.8% 
Female 423 81.5% 
Voted No on Prop 2 in 2008 109 55.0% 
Believes fewer than 50% of corn acres are GE 384 78.1% 
Believes any Coca-Cola or Pepsi product has GE  258 81.6% 

  



21 
 

Appendix 
 
Demographic Composition of the Weighted Likely Voter Sample (N=822) 
 

Demographic Category 
% of 

Sample 

% Male 48.6% 

% in following age range 
      29 and younger 16.8% 

     30 to 49 43.8% 

     50 to 69 33.5% 

     70 and older 5.9% 

% with Bachelor's degree 52.3% 

% in following income range 
      Less than $20,000 12.9% 

     $20,000 to $39,999 20.3% 

     $40,000 to $59,999 16.2% 

     $60,000 to $79,999 13.5% 

     $80,000 to $99,999 10.8% 

     $100,000 to $119,999 9.5% 

     $120,000 to $139,999 7.3% 

     $140,000 or more 9.5% 

% in following race categories 
      White 69.8% 

     Black or African American 5.5% 

     Hispanic 9.4% 

     American Indian 0.6% 

     Asian 10.0% 

     Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 0.8% 

     Other 3.9% 

 


