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Opinion sampling is part science, part

alchemy

In the nysterious reain of polistes, o one ares hev mary
argds can dane on he hed of a pn.

Theyre more concenedthat the ug of dusers in random djit
dialing might be produdng unacceptide sanpling variane.

It all sourds \ery sdenffic, but theres a it of the athemst in the
pemle who can mteview a few hunded peple and then loldy
asserwha an entire ourtry is thinking.

"Palling & a Back at, says Gary Mauser, a ormer pollsterwho
now teaches and wites @aout polls. "The sanpling is the siene
pat. The nysical Hack at is the questionig and the nteipretdion”
of the aswes.

Even the rostcredble poll requiresa leg of faith for thosewho
wish b know wha Canadathinks. Polls tend to I8 a :igpshot d
what peple ae thinking a the ime. They dorit necessarily refled
a persan's true keliefs ar predct what they will do in the uture

Which is, d course why politiciars @an ouindy do poarly in
pdls between dedionsand et manage b get rededed.

In the end the publc will be &kedto believe omehing such as:
This poll is consdered acarae wihin four pecentge mints
times ait d 20.

Of coursg no me atudly condictsthe ame pll 20 imes The
well-worn phrase $ nerly a gatistical way of saying tha, if the
pdl were done20 imes,onesd of resuts would be far & base ad
the rest wauld be firly dose together

Close but not ecactly the same

For exanple, ®nsder two polls — oth condderedacairae within
four percentage ints — ha ask Ganadars to ealuae the perbr
mane of Frime Mnister Brian Mulronsy.

If the first ll found 2 per cent thaught Mulrongy was aing a
good a very good job ad the smnd laterpdl fourd a 35 r
cent gproval rating, you might think the PMI’s political stack wes
on te ise

But the mamgin of error mears tha Mulrong/'s actud approval
rating might havebeen 3 per cent when the first @l wasdone and
31 per cent when the esmnd was conduded — n ather words, he
prime ministek popuarity actwally would be &lling, rot rising.

Mauser and oherexpers sy it's eag/ to ok poll resilts to it a
paticular purpose It dl depends on he qiestbn, he sys.

"In abortion, you @n gt rumbers running from 20 to 90 er cent
for Canadirs supporting abortion, says Maugr, a professorof bus-
ness @ministrdion at Bitish Cdumbigs Smon FraserUniversity.

A poll which asks pemle if they support aborton on cemand
would find mostpe@le qoposeal to ortion, says Maugr

But mostpeqle would say yes if askedif they beleve a woman
shaild be dle © havean dortion if her codor determines her By
chdogicalor physcal hedh is at iisk.

"You @n msleadpeqle with the questbnsyou ask; polls ae
usel for political purposes dl the ime' says Aan Frizzdl, a pofes
sorof jourraism and diredor of Cardeton University Surwey Cente
in Ottawa.

"If they dort tell you the queston he says,'then dant believe he
resilts.
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