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Opinion sampl ing is part science , part
alche my

In the mys ter iou s re a lm of pol lst e rs, no one cares how many
angels can dance on the head of a pin.

They’r e mo reconc e rne d that the use of clu s ters in random digit
dialing mig ht be produ cing unaccep table sampling varia n ce.

It all sou nds ver yscie n tific, but there’s a bit of the alchemist in the
people who can int e rvie w a few hun d erd people and then bol dly
asse rt what an entire cou ntr y is thinking .

"Pol ling is a black art," says Gar y Mau ser, a for mer pol lst e rwho
now teaches and writes about pol ls. "The sampling is the scie n ce
part. The mys tical black art is the que s tion ing and the int e rpret ation"
of the answe rs.

Even the mos tcredib le pol l requ ire sa leap of faith for thos ewho
wish to know what Cana dathinks. Pol ls tend to be a snapshot of
what people are thinking at the tim e. They don’t necessarily reflect
a person’s true beliefs or pre dict what they wil l do in the future.

Which is, of cou rse, why poli ticia ns can rou tin ely do poorly in
polls bet ween ele ction sand yet manage to get re-ele cted .

In the end, the pub lic wil l be aske dto believe something such as:
This pol l is con sid ere d accur ate within fou r perc ent age poi nts 19
times out of 20.

Of cou rse, no one actually con duct s the same pol l 20 tim e s. The
wel l-wor n phrase is merely a statis ti c a l way of sayi ng that, if the
poll were don e20 tim e s ,on eset of res ult s woul d be far off base and
the rest woul d be fair ly clo se tog ether.

Clos e, but not exactly the same.

Fo rex ample, con sid er two pol ls – bot hconsid ere daccur ate within
fo ur percent age poi nts – that ask Cana dians to evaluate the per for-
ma n ce of Prime Min is ter Brian Mul ron ey.

If the first pol l fo und 29 per cent thoug ht Mul ron ey was doi ng a
good or ver y good job and the secon d, lat e rpoll fou nd a 35 per
cent approval rating, you mig ht think the PM’s poli tical stock was
on the ris e.

Bu t the margi n of error means that Mul ron ey’s actual approval
rating mig ht hav ebeen 33 per cent when the first pol l wa sdone and
31 per cent when the secon d wa sconducted – in other words, the
prim eminist e r’s popularity actually wou ld be falling, not rising.

Mau ser and othe rex per ts say it’s easy to cook pol l re sul ts to suit a
particular purpose. It all depends on the que s tion, he says .

"I n abor tio n, you can get numbers running from 20 to 90 per cent
fo r Cana dians sup por ting abortio n," says Mau ser, a profe sso rof busi-
ness adm inist r ation at Britis hColu mbia’s Sim on Frase rUn ive rsity.

A pol l which ask s people if they sup por t abor tio n on dem and
woul d fin d mos tpeople oppos ed to abortio n, says Mau ser.

Bu t mos tpeople wou ld say yes if aske dif they believe a woman
sh oul d be able to hav ean abortio n if her docto r deter min es her psy-
chologi c a lor phy sical health is at risk.

"You can mislea dpeople wit h the que s tion s you ask; pol ls are
us ed for poli tical purposes all the tim e," says Ala nFrizzell, a profe s-
so rof jour nalism and directo r of Carle ton Unive rsity Sur vey Cent re
in Ott awa .

"If they don’t tel l you the que s tion," he says ,"t hen don’t believe the
re sul ts."

The article EM9108 reprint e dabov eis use d, tog ether with EM9107, in Fig ure 8.1 3a of the STAT 220 Course Mat e ria lsand
in Fig ure 2.6a of the STAT 332 Course Mat e ria ls.
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