POLLING IN AMERICAN POLITICS

I. Public Opinion Polling

A. Functions of Polls in Politics

1. Used by candidates to determine strategy

2. Used by interest groups to decide who to support and with how much resources

3. Used by election observers to track the ‘horse race’ 

4. Used by leaders to determine will of the people 

B. Questions to ask about any poll

1. Who paid for the poll?

2. What does the poll’s sponsor have to gain by particular results?

3. What were the exact questions?

4. How and when was the poll administered?

5. How many people were polled?

6. Who analyzed or interpreted the poll?

C. How to Interpret Polls

1. Bounds

2. Random Sampling & the Normal Distribution

3. Bounds & Sample size (dependent relationship)

4. Statistically Significant Differences

D. Specific Problems of Polling Error

1. Sampling Error

a) Representativeness – sample should reflect the population that you are generalizing to with your sample.  

a. 1936 FDR 

b. Call in polls, internet polls, pay polls, etc. are NOT representative.  

b) Size – a random sample must be of a sufficient size to reduce error (confidence interval) 

2. Observer Effects – poll changes attitude or behavior

a) Presence of an observer

b) Taking poll changes attitude

3. Respondent Problems

a)   Avoidance of honesty – people will lie (use terminological inexactitudes) when being polled.

b) Neutral effects – people ‘tend’ to choose the middle category.  

	What do you think of Bill Clinton? Rate him on a scale of 1 - 3

	1 = Great
	
	

	2 = Neither Good nor Bad
	
	

	3 = Bad
	
	


	What do you think of Bill Clinton? Rate him on a scale of 1 – 100

	100 = HOT
	
	

	50 = NEUTRAL
	
	

	0 = COLD
	
	


a. folks tend to go for that middle category no matter what their actual feelings are.

i. Because they don’t want to appear extreme

ii. Because they don’t know

c) Non-Attitudes

	Who would you rather have for president?

	Gumby
	
	

	Butthead
	
	

	Eric Cartman
	
	

	Homer Simpson
	
	


a. people will make a choice even when they don’t have an opinion or a preference on the issue.

4. Timing

a) Doing a poll on Sept. 12th on immigration or feelings about Muslims

b) Most polls are taken from 6pm – 10pm…thus short term effects (news program on poverty) can have effects on the responses.

c) Thermometer scores – correlation with actual temperature outside (giving higher thermometer scores in the summer)

5. Wording – questions that lead or ‘push’ a respondent towards a particular response.

BLATANT

Do you believe women should have a right to privacy?

Do you approve of the present laws legalizing abortion on demand that result in the murder of 1.5 million babies a year?

MORE SUBTLE

1956

	The U.S. should keep soldiers overseas where they can help countries that oppose communism.

	Agree Strongly
	49.0
	

	Agree
	23.7
	

	Not Sure
	11.1
	

	Disagree
	06.5
	

	Disagree Strongly
	09.7
	


1964

	Some people think that we should sit down and talk to the leaders of the communist countries and try to settle our differences while others think we should refuse to have anything to do with them, what do you think?

	Should Talk
	84.3
	

	Depends on the Situation
	04.3
	

	Should Refuse Contact
	11.4
	


a) Some political scientists tried to compare these results (suggesting folks had changed their attitudes from Hawkish to Doveish).

b) In fact, the responses were merely the product of the question wording.

