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Figure 8.130. SURVEY SAMPLIN G: Opinion Polling —An Introduction
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Scentific sde of goinion polls doesrit stand up

BY CONRAD WINN
Professer Winn teaches plitical sien@ at Galeton
University.

but each begns with a onmpletdy different
sd of questdns.

Pdl A starts by asking repondentsfithey

OTTAWA

ME YEARS @o, a yourg man wn-
Scerte’n about his future casuted a

sdenist he amired gedly. "Become
a publc-opinion pdistef advisedAlbert Ein-
stén. "There you will neverbe memployed.
We know, dter dl, tha peqple ae rled ty
beng told tal stories — e the wlers nmust
consanty test and se what hey can gt
awgy with'

Pdling is a gowth industry today & En-
sten foresav. Partof its stergthis its ien
tific asped. Peqple ae impresedthat polling
organizaions interniew hurdreds of pele
and analze the esults quantitatively and
sdenffically.

The truth is tha polling fdls sort of an
"exad sciene. Just dout every facet d poll-
ing has a shjective apect, even its man
feaure — snrpling.

The <iientfic bass of polling s tha a ran-
domly seleded anple of svad hunded
repondents can mior the ourtry as a
whole. The hrgerthe sanple, he teter tre
mirror. Using laws from gdatistics, a pllster
may asset tha his poll is "acawrage © tmes
in 20 within a margin of error d four peccen
tage mints’ With a gatament ¢ this kind,
the polisterdoes not atudly daim tha his
particular pall is vaid. He @an reve know
for sue. He is aly sayirg thd, if repeded
pdls such as lis avn were ondicted only
onein 20 would produceresilts tha are
wrong by nore than bur pecentge mints

Not random samples

The kind of stientfic reasning used by
pdistes mght make srse f thdr polling
sanples vere truly random but ttey ae rot.
Mary potenial interniewees ae rarely home
and canat be eahed Others do rot
speak the drguaye o are bo hugy, tred
suspicious, ill or inebriatedto m-operate

Anotherpaential sauree of basis the br-
ma of the nteview Some aperimental
evidenceshavs tha face-to-face nteviews
elicit lesshostle and lessracig feding than
morearorymaus brmats.

The ader d questbnsin a qiestnnaire
may affed resits. Let's imagine for a no-
ment two plls on feetrace with the United
Stdes. Bothpdls cmndude by &king repon-
dents vheher they fasourthe freetrace pact,
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bdieve Canadars have been affficiently
consutedon the sste, f Amelicars @n ke
trusted if Prime Mnister Brian Mulroney is
sircele and if the egpondent ha e/er had
per®nalemnomic @n@&@rrs.

Pdl B begnson a nore postive rote ask-
ing repondents vineher intendional trace
can ontibute b intenaional undestanding,
whetter tre United Sates is Ganada most
important friend whether tre regpondent §
pleasd with Canada high rate d economic
gronth and geasedwith the siccess d ma-
jor Canadin @mpanies n the US econamy.

Pdl B would probally €licit more favou-
abe atitudes tavard free trace becau® it
amues onfident and g@timisic fedings,
while Roll A provokes anxiety and mitrust

There is no sich thing as an nhbiasel poll.
Almostevey poll requiresintrodudory ques
tions in order b prompt regpondents to
begin thinking daut the isse ypon which
they will be questbnal. Repondents & in-
fluencedby the frasng of the ntroducory
quesions. They are dsoaffeced ty how the
mah surwey queston is phrased Its edse
wording is vital beau® ®-operdive -
dents vill provide an pinion even when hey
do not ealy haveone A gererdion ao,
an eperimentaleledion pll produced eal
resilts even thouch the dedion, the candi
daes and the dfices they dlegedy sought
wete d fictitious

When egondents do at posses $rorg
canvidions they are suscetible to alesin
the wordng of the questbn. Imagine three
pdls on he ssie of Sundg dosng.

PdisterX says,'Thee has leen a bt o
concen latdy abaut whetter t is fair tha
all staesare treded dike, ha some stoes
are dowedto be gen on Sundy while
othes ae mt. Do you think this stuaion
is conmpletdy fair, somewvhat fair, somevhat
unfair a completdy unfair?"

PdlisteryY says,'Some orparaionswantthe
law chargedto let hem opeate their large
stoes @ undygs. However some peqle,
induding mary employees, sg tha they
realy need me eguar day © be with their
famiy or friends or st elax after a veek
at work. In youropnion, shauld the goven-
ment § darge he bw right avay, & ome
compordionswant (b) mnsder charging the
law at a bterdae, () consilt pegle nore
beore taking ayy ection, or d) leave the
curent bw & it is?"

Pdister Z says,"Some ple want he
govremmentto allow dl storesto be goen an
Surday becaue this would be @od br the
emnomy. Other pegple say ha our present
law has leen good br dety, leting pegple
hare ime awg from work to gend with
friends and famiy or time to relax. Sill
otherpemle |y tha the gvenment reed
to find a ompromise &cepable to Lasnale
pemle m both sides & the Bse. In your
opinion, shauld the government §) dharge he
law today, (b) leave he pesnt bw onpletdy
alone or ) try to find a ompromise ha
would be aceptable to oth side®"

PdlsterX would probably find tha a majo-
rity does ot believe the curent bw is om-
pletdy fair. Pollstery would probably find
that a najarity does not want anrnmedate
chamge Pollster Z would probably find a
mgority supportng an dempt to find a
conpromise

Pdlistes @n afed histay by the way tey
wordquestons. During the Watergatgeriod,
the bg U.S polistes repededy askedrepon-
dents  they wantedRichad Nixon 'im-
peated and emaed from dfice! This
wasakin to akirg pele if they wantedan
acasal to be tied & well as targed For
almost two yeas, pollstes reported that
mostAmericars goposeal Mr. Nixors being
"impeatied and emwed from dfice; and
so Gogresstook little action. In fad, most
Americars had wantedthe Resdent im-
peatedor tried all along, hut they wanted
him forced fom the gesdeny only if he
were actudly fourd guilty.

Surveysbrought action

Congressnen sared b take action one
bettersurveys oondictedby lesswell-known
pdistes ame to her atenton. Only 30
pe cent wantedMr. Nixon impeachedand
remored from dffice. Relatiely unknown
Democrdic pdisterPa Cadddl shovedthat
this figure coubked wren egpondents ere
akedif the Resdentshaild be tied and, if
found guilty, remared from dfice. Then
mgor pdlster Louis Hartis was burd to
hase dandege links with the Nixon White
Houe, aad he vas @asal of having
rigeed lis impeachmentquesion.

In Canadathee havebeen sispicons tha
pdls havebeen ondwctedotherthan just to
provide nformation A pdl in 1980 ©m-
paed favouraldly Mr. Mulrong/’s popuarity
with that of de Chik. It gaveMr. Clark no

(continued wveled)
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confort. A recet poll conparing Jan Chre-
tien and édera Liberd leaderJom Turrer
cauld nat give Mr. Turner much confort ether.

The meda often use mlls as eferendims,
but meda polls fill this ole poorly. Pubic
peceptions ae ©o mnplex and randent
for ary sngle surwey b havethe final wad.
No gngle pollstershauld eve be ully trusted
becauseof the problem d subjedivity. Fur-
thernmore, © be tuly usdul a poll need far
moreddailed aalysis than vha is normal-
ly providedby newspaprs and elevision.

Good giestbnnaires ontain enaughddail
to show how repondents e dfeded ly
arguments, gmbds and pokesnen m both
sices d an isse. In the same way good
anaysis mnmpaesthe qinions of dfferent
types of repondents — yong versus dd,
pditical versus gditical, and © on.

Compaing te qinions of dfferent goups
of repandents can & ticky and equires
carefu study. A pdistermay find a difer
encein male and emde reponses, kut gen-
dermay not ecoourt for that dfference Wo-
men @ aerge ae kessedu@tedthan men
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Thus, a dferencein eduation may ke te
ream for the dfference If genderis truly at
work, men and women ith the same éve
of eduation dauld sill exhbit a dfference
of opinion.

The atention givento aurveys by he melia
hasbeen a Bort-termbom for ommeral
and @adenic polistes. For meda atenion
to avoid becoming the aneof polling, jour-
nalstsmustdemandgreder dojectivity in the
deggn of questbnnaires and povide teir
audenc with a nore cetaled dsaus$on of
the rests.

Rekriing to the burth paragaph overkaf ; page8.69 d the aticle reprintedin this Fgure 813, autine the faws from
stdistics' that dlow a plisterto .... as®rt that hs poll is "accurate 19 times in 20 within a margin of eror of four pecentage

pants'

e Explain carefuly but mndsdy the ®rse n whichthe word accurate is usedin this satament
- What mignterpretdion of he wad accurate can eadly be macke by datisticaly uninformed eades of the satenen®
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e Find the aproximatesanple sze tha corregponds to his margin of error o four percentge mints in a ll; se out
your calcdationsand asumption§ dearly.

® Explain briefly whether it would be ©rred to redace the phrase.... bur pecentae wints by .... bur pecentin this onext

Disaussbriefly the statstical isses) nvdved n the satement h the burth paragiaph overkaf o in the shtament n the
fourth paragiaph overkaf o page8.69 d the aticle reprintedin this Fgure 813: He @n rewer know for sure.

Assess citically the desription of an gpproximate 9% oconfidene inteval gven overkaf o page8.69 d the end bthe
fourth paragiaph of the aticle reprintedin this Fgure 813b: He is aly saying that, if repeategbdls such & his owvn were
conduded only ane n 20 would produce restts that are wong by nore than four pecentaje ints.

® What is he pimary focus d the wad repeatdin this datanenf Explan briefly.

Explain briefly whichof the $ categries d error are invdved n the dsaus$on in the ffth paragaph overkaf an page8.69:
The kind of scenffic reasoning ... ill or inéiriated b co-opeate.

® Explain briefly whether treseeror(9 shauld be eferred b as bias in the bllowing paragiaph.

List the @mponents d the measuring g/stenusel in the type of poll that is he gimary conernof ProfessorWinn's aticle.

® Stating at he ttom d the kft-hand ©lumnovealeaf ; page8.69 and wntinung for nuch of the rest bthe aticle,
there is etensve disausson of the dfeds d question adaing and wording on imitaionson poll Answes; icentfy the
catgary of the eror whch imposes thesdimitations.
- Which conmponent§) of the meauing g/siem ae rdevant to his dsaussor? Explain briefly.

Usethe larguage ofrespe nodelsto explan the nain staistical pant that Arofessor Winn is making in the mragaph
which begnsin the bwerhaf of the midde columnabove Conpaing he ginions .... dill exhibit a dfference of ginion.

Outline the statstical issus raisedby Professor Winn in the bg paragiaph éove: The dtenion gven b aurves ... a
mae cdetadled dscusian of the esuts.
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