DISCOVERING PUBLIC OPINION

I. Public Opinion Polls

a. Public opinion polls are the most efficient way to determine the opinions of a range of people, 

not just those who are vocal.

b. polls indicate the direction, the stability, and to some extent the intensity of public opinion at the time the poll was taken.  

1. reveal which groups of people are most likely to support certain policies, be concerned about certain issues, and vote for particular candidates

2. indicate which issues do not generate much public interest or awareness – may not need to be addressed by public officials

3. provide feedback to candidates about voters’ concerns, political attitudes and their reactions to symbols, issues and images that the candidates are using.

4. Polls enable candidates to assess the damage caused by an opponent’s charges almost immediately and respond to them quickly.  The failure to do so can be fatal:  examples being Michael Dukakis in 1988 when Bush charged that he was soft on crime, weak on defense and out of touch with American values.  In 1992 and 1996 Clinton used polls to anticipate and reply to charges against him in less than 24 hours.

c. Polls cannot predict what future opinions will be.  Those taken several days before an election may not accurately forecast the results if a large number of voters make up their minds after the polls are completed.  Examples:  Harry Truman predicted to lose in 1948 and Ronald Reagan’s win in 1980 underestimated.

d. Polls are only a snapshot that policy makers may consider; are not a detailed guide for action

II. Poll history

a. first straw poll – 1824 by the Harrisburg Pennsylvanian to assess public support for the four candidates seeking the presidency.  Called straw polls because they are the equivalent of tossing a piece of straw into the air to detect the direction of the wind.  Polls sample a small group of people to determine the attitudes of the electorate as a whole.

b. First presidential prediction made in 1892 when the New York Herald tallied polls collected by newspaper editors across the nation.  

c. Largest and most comprehensive of the early national surveys:  conducted by the Literary Digest.  Mailed millions of ballots and questionnaires to names of automobile owners and in telephone directories.  Conducted this type of poll in the 1924, 1928, and in 1932 elections and correctly predicted the winner but in 1936 during the height of the Great Depression, it predicted a huge win for the Republican Alf Landon instead of Roosevelt.  Instead Roosevelt won with 60%of the vote.  Major flaw:  questionnaires received did not represent the public at large, few at that point could own either cars or phones.  They had become semi-luxuries.

d. George Gallop – believed that his desire for direct democracy called for public information that was not filtered through the economic elite.  Therefore he tested his belief’s accuracy in his mother’s election for local office in Iowa.  Shortly thereafter he began predicting the results of elections for dissemination by the public media. His polling group still makes predictions today and have been joined by many others.

III. Polling Across the Decades

a. The 1950’s – most politicians have little interest in political polling.  Some polling was done but was mostly to get a “picture” of where the campaign stood rather than being a central part of the strategy.

1. The Harris poll begins and one of first clients is Sen. John F. Kennedy.  Harris continued to work with Kennedy through the 1960 primaries.  Harris is credited with spawning the new industry of political polling.

b. The 1960’s – private political polling began to take hold.  Private means that candidates paid pollsters to be on their staff for the duration of the campaign. 

1. it’s during this period that political polling became a line item in the budgets of many races.  Though included, it did not have the influence on strategy that is has since obtained.

c.  Campaign Polling:  1967-1978

1. During this period there were only about 3 or 4 national polling firms conducting polls for each major political party.  This was due to:

a. large infrastructure and network needed to conduct the type of polling used in those days

b. the market was not yet producing enough dollars to support many additional research firms.

2. The pollster and polling function still was to provide a unique set of numbers and data to the media consultants and direct voter contact functions in the campaign.  The polls were not really being used as part of the campaign strategy, only used as a means of determining harm by other candidates and response to previously determined strategy.

3. Method of polling used:  in-home, face-to-face interviews; very expensive and time consuming and not as accurate as the telephone polling which would evolve later.

4. By the Carter – Ford campaign, both candidates were using telephone polling

d.   Campaign Polling 1979-1988 – telephone polling became the norm

1. more frequent polls were possible

2. all polling became more affordable so even local races could poll

3. Both PACs and the major political parties frequently commissioned polls

4. Independent polling firms began to spring up due to the drop in cost of doing the polls

e. Campaign Polling 1992-Beyond – beginning with the 1992 Clinton/Bush campaign 

polling became central to campaign strategy.  Information is a valuable tool in determining on 

what the campaign should focus and the best approach to take to make the candidate more 

electable.

1. The pollsters role is to provide input in two critical questions in the campaign:

a. What is the best message for this campaign?

b. What is the definition of our key target group of voters?

2. Other questions answered by the polls include –

a. What are the best channels to use in communicating with our target voter?

b. What intensity or emotionalism should we use in communicating with the target voters?

3. All American electoral contests today use some type of political opinion research technique to gauge the mood or collective mindset of the electorate.  It’s essential to success.  

4. Most campaigns with more than 10-15,000 voters and more than $50,000 in campaign dollars to spend will use some type of professional, modern research technique to guide them in developing and/or refining their campaign strategy

5. Virtually all gubernatorial and U.S. Senate campaigns rely heavily on the use of polls.  The cost to their campaign of these frequent polls – 5-10% of the total campaign budget

6. Everyone else, U.S. House campaigns and local campaigns are often calling on polls to give them an edge but the size of their campaign budget may limit their use of polls.

IV.  What Does the Pollster Do?

The Early Phase of the Campaign:


a.  the benchmark poll

1. pollster attempts to become immersed in the campaign itself – interviewing staff, fundraisers, friends of the candidate

2. becomes familiar with the candidate’s voting record if any, family and background, and staff as well as party officials, the opponent and his/her staff

3. benchmark poll is long and time consuming to complete (90-100 questions) usually conducted with a large sample (500-1200 people in statewide races, 400-500 in congressional races)

Midcampaign – usually the longest period in the campaign

a.   three roles of the pollster:

1. constant advisor or “reality check” on all campaign decisions which might have an impact on voters

2. a monitor – through trend polling, determining the success of the tactics being used

3. evaluator – of different methods of communicating the goals of the election, from the stump speech to the television spot

`
b.  trend polls similar sample size to the benchmark poll, but the questionnaire is shorter


Endgame – four to eight weeks to go in the campaign

a. candidates are firing their best shots at those voters still persuadable as well as firing at each other

b. between 40-50% of voters today report that they make up their mind for whom to vote in October or within 5 weeks of election day 

c. key role for the pollster is to determine who these people are

d. trend is for more frequent use of polls especially in the days just preceding the election 

V.  Sampling Theory:  How are polls conducted?

1. A representative sample of voters much be selected; it is essential that they are representative of the population as a whole

a. random sampling – means that everyone in the population has an equal chance of being selected for the survey

b. General rule:  the larger the sample the more accurate it will be.  Not always the case but more often than not it is.

c. When assessing the results of the sampling two factors must be considered:

· sampling error – the degree to which the sample could deviate from the population as a whole.  If a poll with a sampling error of + 3 reported that 50% of those surveyed thought the president was doing a good job, pollsters could generalize that anywhere from 47-53% of the entire population held that opinion.

· Most national surveys are based on a level of confidence of 95% meaning that 19 times out of 20 the results would be within its sampling error.

2. Dangers of polling

· Bias can be introduced in the survey by using emotional or controversial words

For example terms such as “pro-choice”, “baby-killing”, “rape” or “incest” in a question on abortion will affect the response.  

So do phrases like “don’t you believe?”  “isn’t it true?” and “most people believe, don’t you?” Even slight changes in the wording can produce large differences in responses.  

· Questions of the agree/disagree variety may be biased toward the agree response.  The choice of open- or closed –ended questions may affect the kinds of responses obtained.  

Closed-ended questions force a person to choose among a list of responses

This can cause people to express opinions on issues about which they have little or no information or that they do not feel strongly about or they may force responses into categories that do not accurately reflect the respondent’s opinion.

Open-ended questions have no predetermined answer

· The order in which the questions are asked can affect the responses people give.  Information included in the early questions may be used to answer later questions, particularly if people try to be consistent in their answers.

· The interview itself can affect the response.  An interviewer who develops a rapport with the respondent may be able to elicit more information than can be obtained from an impersonal questionnaire.  Also the interviewer can encourage responses that are considered socially acceptable or desirable and suppress those that are not.  

· Finally the interpretation of the results may be flawed.

VI.  Interpreting polls:  What to Do

1. check the sampling error.  It the margin of error exceeds the margin separating the two responses, one response cannot be interpreted as more probable that the other.  For example if a random sampling error of + 4 % and Candidate A leads Candidate B by 2% say 51% to 49% then the contest is too close to call.

2. Determine whether the group sponsoring or conducting the poll have a vested interest in the results.  Treat skeptically any finding disclosed by candidates, their organizations, and their supporters, including interest groups

3. Examine the survey questions.  Do the questions measure what the pollsters claim they do?

Remember the wording of the questions, their placement in the survey, and responses permitted can all affect the results.  Be sensitive to any positively or negatively valued buzzwords, symbols, goals, or names of individuals  that may influence responses

4. Check the time frame which the poll was conducted.  Have any events that might change respondents’ opinions occurred between the time the poll was taken and the day the results were published?  

5. Remember that random selection is the key to sampling accuracy.  Discount the local media polls that ask people to call in or mail in their responses.  These usually only measure the preferences of people concerned enough to take the time to respond.

