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Organization of the presentation

• The role of polls in a democracy 

• Brief history of media polling 

• New polling methods and their use in the media 

• Examples of pre-election polling issues and 
problems around the world 

• Conclusions



The role of polls in a democracy

• Measure public opinion so it can be represented in law and policy 

• Assess public responses to the candidates' and parties' issue positions 
and platforms 

• Measure and evaluate the dynamics of support during the campaign  

• Estimate the outcome of the election 

• Hold elected officials accountable for positions they took during the 
campaign 

• Assess opinions on issues or policies that were not discussed during the 
campaign 

• Inform citizens about what other citizens think



Why elections make good news

• Elections are a central element of a democracy 

• Occur on a schedule and can be planned and budgeted 

• Are important and involve visible figures willing to be 
quoted 

• Involve conflict with a resolution and declared winners 
and losers 

• Have consequences for the control of government and 
the formulation of policy



The role of pre-election polls  
in the industry  

Public polling is used to develop visibility and 
credibility for a firm to support the commercial 
side of its business 

The special form of validation in the election 
results 

As a result, the image of the entire industry 
depends to a large extent on the quality of pre-
election poll estimates



Did journalism invent polling?

• Harrisburg Pennsylvanian (1824) straw poll in the 
Andrew Jackson - John Quincy Adams race based 
upon 504 purchases/votes 

• Periodic efforts into the 20th Century culminating in 
The Literary Digest's first national poll in 1916 

• George Gallup and The Washington Post in 1936 
predicted the The Literary Digest poll would be 
wrong and FDR would defeat Alf Landon



Rosenstiel's Identification of 6 Major Trends 
Affecting the Use of Polls in Today's News

1. Changes in the industry (cutbacks, repackaging secondhand material, 
demands of the 24-hour news cycle) 

2. Proliferation of outlets offering news 

3. Reduction in regular reporting: presenting information rather than 
gathering it 

4. Growing reliance on daily tracking polls ("horse race" journalism) 

5. Growing audience skepticism and political polarization 

6. Inability of academics and pollsters to maintain standards and deepen 
journalists' understanding of public opinion research and how to use it in 
journalism 

7. The data aggregators and modelers



The Founding Fathers



Face-to-face interviews  
and their logistics



What happened in 1948?



The shift to telephone 
interviewing



Understanding the new polling 
environment



Changing models of election outcome 
estimation in the United States

Increased emphasis on horse race coverage and the proliferation 
of polls at the state and national level has led to statistical 
modeling and the use of others' data 

www.RealClearPolitics.com 

www.MysteryPollster.com      
      www.Pollster.com     www.huffingtonpost.com/news/pollster/ 

"Poblano" on www.DailyKos.com      
      www.FiveThirtyEight.com     fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com  

themonkeycage.org  

election.princeton.edu 
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A change in 
reporting style



A change in 
reporting style



What are the key concepts involved in 
pre-election polling?

1. Drawing a representative sample of citizens who are a) 
eligible to vote in the election and  b) likely to vote in the 
election 

2. Ask a valid and reliable question about candidate or 
party preference that minimizes social desirability and a 
possible spiral of silence effect 

3. Ask questions that measure the attitudes and issue 
positions in the electorate that may affect likelihood of 
voting and candidate/party preference 




Where are we now?  Where do 
we go next?

New data collection methods are changing the nature 
of campaign reporting 

Citizens get more facts but a weaker understanding of 
the structural meaning and impact of elections 

Campaigns lose their function and role as a way to 
hold incumbents accountable 

Politics becomes a game, and citizens lose the 
meaning of the mandate that the winner receives to 
govern



How to understand and 
interpret polls for the public?
Full disclosure of methods (transparency): WAPOR-ESOMAR 
standards 

Key elements: 
	 Who sponsored the survey? 
	 Which firm did the work? 
	 What was the sample design? 
	 Full questionnaire (wording and order): Trial heat Q 
	 Mode of administration 
	 Field period 
	 Was weighting used? In what manner? 
	 Are results presented for subgroups? How defined? 
	



The Total Survey Error Perspective



How can TSE help us understand 
polling estimation problems

In pre-election polling: 

	 1. The errors at the subnational-level remain larger 
	 	 than at the national level 

	 2.  Sampling issues (representativeness) seem to 	
	 	 loom larger than measurement issues, with the 	
	 	 exception of identifying "likely voters"



How can TSE help us understand 
polling estimation problems

Three examples of methodological  issues: 

	 Quebec, Canada (2008): IVR polls in English only 

	 State of Mexico:  In a post-election study, female 	
	 interviewers reduced the estimation errors for the 	
	 PAN and PRI, and 	closely supervised interviewers 	
	 reduced errors for the PRI and PRD 

	



How can TSE help us understand 
polling estimation problems in Korea

The 2010 mayoral and provincial elections in Korea 
had significant estimation errors 

Korean pollsters used samples based upon listed 
landline telephone numbers and quota selection of 
respondents 
	



How can TSE help us understand 
polling estimation problems in Korea



How can TSE help us understand 
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How can TSE help us understand 
polling estimation problems in Korea



Accuracy of the Pre-election Polls 
in U.S. Presidential Elections 



Accuracy of the Pre-election Polls 
in U.S. Presidential Elections 



Gallup Estimates in the 2012 
U.S. Presidential Election



Gallup Estimates in the 2012 
U.S. Presidential Election

Potential causes of the problems: 

	 	 Sampling:  
	 	 	 Landline - cell phone mix 
	 	 	 Proportion white-nonwhite 
	 	 	 Representation of battleground states 

	 	 Likely Voter models 

How to address the problems:  Experiments 



Conclusions

Pre-election polling involves the scientific study of 
public opinion and behavior 

Issues arise periodically; information is required to 
address them 

Transparency (disclosure) and adherence to best 
scientific practices are important 

Sharing information as available technology and 
knowledge expand is the key


