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Scentific 9de of ginion polls doesnt stand up

BY CONRAD WINN
Professer Winn teaches plitical ien@ at Geton
University.

bdieve Canadars have been afficiently
consuted on the Bsie, f Amelicars an e
trusted if Prime Mnister Brian Mulroney is

OTTAWA

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

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

Pdling is a gowth industry today & En-
stan foresav. Partof its stergthis its ien
tific asped. Peqple ae impresedthat polling
organizdions interMew hurdreds of pegple
and analze the esults quantitatively and
sdenffically.

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

The gtientfic bass of polling is tha a ran-
domly seleded snple of ®ved hunded
repondents can mior the ourtry as a
whole. The hrgerthe sanple, he tketer tre
mirror. Usinglaws from daistics, a pllster
may asset tha his poll is "acarge © 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
paticular poll is valid. He @n 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 tientfic reasning used by
pdistes might make serse f ther polling
sanples vere truly random put threy ae rot.
Mary potenial inteniewees ae rarely home
and canat be eahed Others do rot
speak the drguaye o are bo hugy, tred
suspcious, ill ar 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 questnsin a giestnnaire
may affed resits. Let's imagine for a no-
ment two plls on feetrade with the United
Stdes. Bothpdls ondude by &king repon-
dents vheher trey fasourthe freetrace pact,
but each begns with a ©npletdy different
sd of questdns.

Pdl A stars by asking reppondentsfithey
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sircele and if the epondent ha eser had
per®nalemnomic @NEITS.

Pdl B begnson a nore postive rote, ask-
ing repondents veher intendional trace
can ontibute b intendional undestanding,
whetter tre United Sates is Canada most
important friend whether the repondent §
pleasd with Canada high rate d economic
grovth and gdeasedwith the siccess d ma-
jor Canadan ®mpanies n the US econamy.

Pdl B would probally €licit more favou-
ale dtitudes tovard free track becau® it
amugs onfident and @timisic fedings,
while Poll A provokes anxiety and mitrust

There is no sich thing as an nhiasel poll.
Almostevey poll requiresintrodudory ques
tions in order © prompt regpondents to
begin thinking @aut the isse ypon which
they will be quiestonad. Repondents e in-
fluencedby the frasng of the ntroductory
quesions. They are dsoaffeded ty how the
mah aurwey qeeston is phrased Its redse
wording is vital becau® @-operdive repN-
dents vill provide an pinion even when hey
do not ealy haveone A gererdion ao,
an eperimentaleledion poll produced eal
resllts even thouch the dedion, the candi
daes and the dfices they dlegedy soucht
were dl fictitious

When egpondents do at posses $rong
convidions they are suscetble to wesin
the wordng of the questbn. Imagine three
pdis on he sste 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 dlowedto be gen on Sindy while
othes ae mt. Do you tink this stuaion
is conpletdy fair, somewvhat fair, somevhat
unfair or completdy unfair?"

PdlsterY says,'Some orporationswantthe
law chargedto let them opeate threir large
stoes @ Sundygs. However some pale,
induding mary employees, sg tha they
realyy need me eguar day © be with their
famiy or friends or just elax after a veek
at work. In youropinion, shauld the govern-
ment &) darge he bw light avay, & LmMe
compordionswant (b) cmnsder charging the
law at a bterdae, () consult pegle nore
beore taking ayy ection, or @) leave the
curent bw & it is?”

Pdister Z says,"Some ple want he
govemmentto allow dl storesto be gpen on
Surdey becaug this would be god br the
emnony. Other pegple say tha our preent
law has keen good br dety, leting pegle
hare ime awa from work to gend with

‘Polling 1
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friends and famiy or time to relax. Sill
otherpemle sy ha the gvenment reec
to find a ompromise @ceptable to easnale
pemle m both sides d the Bswe. In your
opinion, shauld the government §) darge he
law today, (b) leave he peent bw @nmpletdy
alone or € try to find a onpromise ha
would be acepteble to oth side®"

PdlsterX would probably find tha a majo-
rity does ot believe the curent bw is mom-
pletdy fair Pollstery would probably find
that a najarity does not want anrmmedate
charge Polister Z would probably find a
mgority supportng an d@empt to find a
conpromise

Pdistes an afed histay by the way they
wordquestons. During the Watergatgeriod,
the g U. S pollstes repededy askedrepon-
dents i they wanted Richad Nixon 'im-
peated and emaed from dfice! This
wasakin to askirg pele if they wantedan
acasda to ke tied & well as farged For
almost two yeas, pollstes reported that
mostAmericars qoposel Mr. Nixors being
"impeatied and emawed from dfice; and
so Gorgresstook little action. In fad, most
Americars had wantedthe Resdentim-
peatedor tied all alorg, hut they wanted
him forced fom the pesdeny only if he
wetre ectudly fourd guilty.

Surveysbrought action

Congressnen saried b take ection one
betersuveys ondictedby lesswell-knowvn
pdistes ame to her atenton. Only 30
pe cent wantedMr. Nixon impeachedand
remared from dfice. Relatively unknown
Democrédic pdisterPa Cadddl showedthat
this figure cubked wren egpondents ere
akedif the Resdentshaild be tied and, if
found gulty, remaed from dfice. Then
mgor pdister Louis Haris was burd to
have dandesme links with the Nixon White
Hous, and he vas @cuseal of having ligged
his impeachmentgueston.

In Canadathee havebeen sigidons tha
pdls havebeen ondictedotherthan just to
provide nformation A pdl in 1980 ®m-
pared favouraly Mr. Mulrone/'s popuarity
with that of dbe Chik. It gaveMr. Clark no
confort. A recat poll conparing Jan Chre
tien and éderd Liberd leaderJom Turrer
cauld nat give Mr. Turner much comfort ether.

The meda often use mlls as eferendums,
but meda polls fil this ole poorly. Pubic
peceptions ae Do @mplex and randent
for ary sngle surnwey b havethe final wad.
No sngle polistershaild ever be ully trusted
becauseof the poblem d subjedivity. Fur-
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thernore, b be tuly usdul a poll need far
moredeailed analysis than vha is normal-
ly providedby newspaprs and elevision.

Good glestnnaires ontain enaughdetail
to dhow how repondents e dfeded ly
arguments, gmbds and pdkesnen m both
sices d an isse. In the same way good
anaysis mmpaesthe qoinions of dfferent
types of regpondents — yorng versis dd,
pditical versus gditical, and © on.

Compaing the ginions of dfferent goups
of repandents can & ticky and eqlires
carefu study. A pdistermay find a difer
encein male and £mde reponses, tut gen-
dermay not acoourt for that dfference Wo-
men @ aerage ae kesseduatedthan men
Thus, a dferencein eduation may ke te
ream for the dfference If genderis truly at
work, men and women ith the ame éve
of eduation sauld siill exhbit a dfference
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of opinion.

The dtention givento aurveys by he melia
hasbeen a hort-termbom for ommeral
and zadenic pollstes. For meda atenion
to avoid becoming te kaneof polling, jour
nalstsmustdemandgreder djectivity in the
deggn of questbnnaires and povide teir
audence with a nore cetdled dsaus$on of
the restts.

The aticle EM8703 reprintedoveleaf and bove is wlsedin Satistical Highlight #78, n Figure 813 of the STAT 220
Caurse Materalsand n Fgure 26b d STAT 332.
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