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‘Polling 4

W H. Chery

MASSAGING STATISTICS / Whle publc-opinion polls pomse a quest br truth, mary ae

little nore than wehicles for pitching a produd or opinion.

The busess d reseach has kecane

pevaded ly basand dstation

The polls

By CYNTHIA CROSEN
THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

C)NSUM ERS aemwhelmingly prefer-
reda Chrysler b a oyotaafter test-
driving both, conends a $udy spn-
soredby Chrysler The vast rajarity of
U. S oollege sudents jckedLevis 501 ears
as he nost'in" clothing, s|ys a gidy sppn-
soredby Levs. And in spaae gudies
fundedby the th-diaper and dsposdle-
diaper ndusties,guesswhat: Cloth diapers
were diovn 0 be feter for tre ewiron-
ment than gper — and \vice versa.

In recent yeas, reseech stideslike these
hae lemme me d Amelicas mostpower
ful and popdar tods of persuagon. Once
confined to a snall cirde o polling axd
reeach ompanies and aew uriversties,
the busness & studying public opinion and
consumer habits ha eploded in the @g
two decades Today dudies hae btemme
vehiclesfor pdishing corporate images,influ-
endng juries, $igping debateon pubic policy,
sdling shoe polish and sdisfying the melias
— and the pibics — worecious apette for
information

Yet while gudies pomise a gestfor truth,
mary today ae lttle more than \ehiclesfor
pitching a produd or opinion. An examna-
tion of hundeds of recent polls indicaes
that the hudness ¢ reseach ha beawme
pervadced ty biasand dstottion. The estut
is a orrupion of the nformation tsedevay
day by wvotess, ®nsime's and lkeades.

While ceseibed as 'indgoendent agrowing
number d studies ae actudly sponsorecby
conpanies @ groups with a real — usdly
financial — inteest h the aitcome And
often the stidy questdbn is msel in uch a
way tha the eponseis predctable:

When Levi Strass & . askedstudents
which dothes wald be nost popuar this
yea, 90 per cet safll Levs 501 jears.
They wae te aly jears on he Ist

A surwey fr Back Hag said: A roach disc
..... pdsonsa roach dowly. The djing roach
returnsto the nest and & it diesis eaten by
otherroadhes In turnthesercaces feamme
pasored and de. How efedive d you think
this type of produd would be in klling roa-
che® Not arprisingly, 79 per cent sad
effedive.

A Gallup pll sponseed by the dpos-
abe-diaper industly asked It is esimated
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dance D anyboady’s tune

that dsposdle dapers acoourt for lessthan
2 per cent o the tash n todays landills.
In contrast, beveage ontiness, hird-class
mal and yard wage ae etimaed b
acourt for ebout 21 per cant o the tash n
landills. Giventhis, in your ognion, would
it be fair to ban diposdle dapers? Hghty-
four per cent sad no.

"Thees been a dow diding in ehics, says
Eric Miller wha, as dlitor of the US news-
letter Reseaich Alert, revievs ©me 2000
studes a yea. The ay part is, pegle
male cedsions basedon this suff. It may
be a invisble aime but it's rot a vctim-
less me

‘T he reach process, if done
right, is much more difficult than
pele redize. Ltakes ime and

money Whendeallines and

budget ae short, a lot of the
niceties go cwn the tubes

The rews neda dsoplay a rolem dssen-
inating doppy o biasel reseech to ©nai-
mess. dumalsts often publcize reports
about a gudy without examining the stidy’s
methodology, or techrical inde, to e f it
was conduded poperly. Sdistics ae
thrown aound with aandm, eren when
sanple szes ae so mall theyre meanngless

The US meda themslves ug all-in
pdls, nduding one bg yea condiwcted by
USA Today shaving tha Ameiicars love
Donald Tump. A month later, USA Today
reportedthat 5640 d the 7800 alls aame
from dffices ovned ty one man, Ginannai
finander Cal Lindrer Mr. Lindrer worit
conment but a pokesnantold USA Today
that Mr. Lindrefs employees amire Mr.
Trump. USA Today sgs its caltin polls aert
meant to b <ientfic and ae gricty for fun.

‘A distation or adilterdion has sein in
the hudness says Slomon Dutka, chief
execulve of Audts & Surweys, a New York
reeach fim. "Bvery surwey dne shald
hae b faee an #orney aross he oom:
Remgnking that suneys an ke dused the
Caundl of Ameiican SiIney Reerch O-
ganiations hasissuel a @de of dandads,
coveling duch topcs as eponshility to the
public.

There is gill mud good eseech keing
done, of course In medcine and oher
physical ienes, eseach must le quantifi-
akde ad refdicable to be aken ®rioudy.
Moreorer much consime reseech is mn-
duded drictly for intemal cnsimptobn, not
public distibution; it is theefore in a @m-
panys inteest to @t i right.

"We will eventudly get © a dud standad
of informatior]’ says M. Miller "There will
be a dktindion madce between reseech
thats done with no hidden genda but to
crede wsdul information, and reseeach tha
contains sdul information ha was gnea-
ted for a ery spedfic purposé'

In recat yeas, lean ludges have mack
eveyone who does reseech, induding
formerl neurd collegesand universities, a
little hungrier for work. 'A funde will never
cometo an @adenic and sg ‘| want yai to
produce fhding X aad hees a nillion
dollars b do i" says Rl Light, asodate
dean &the Hibert Humphrey Insttute &
the University of Minnesotr. The sibtext,
he ontinuesjs tha if reseaches produce
the right finding, morework — and fundirg
—will cometheir way. "Once youre on tha
treaamill, its hard to get df. Mary univer
sities, which often get a ait o the e dorit
manitor the autside work done under their
imprimatur.”

Shatages of nongy and ime also cantri-
bute b dminishing sanple szes n polls.
Re®aches sy i's best to hee d least
1,000 egpaondents fi you hope to pojed
resllts on to a&mge ppuation. Yet mos of
the dbzen or nore U.S nationalpdls taken
about ClarenceThomas confirmation inter
viewed aily 500 © 700 peple. When lroken
into stbgroups, such as wmen o blacks,
the margin of error gpes df the chats — &
high asl2 per cent. So when an BC-Wash-
ington Post pdl inteviewed dout 500
adults, ouchly half women and ourd tha
morewomen leieved ClarenceThomas(38
pe cen) than kelieved Anita HIl (28 pe
cend), the gposte cauld also have been
true. (Othersuveys, havever did bea out
the polls restts)

Besides irgniewing too fw peqle,
there ae aher ways a arney @n ke flawel:
Those suveyed rmay rot be representdive
of the ppuation, the analsis of the daa
ma be fauty or the ondusons may ke
saeeed so aly the best g remrted

(continued aveled)
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Whats more, nmary studies tickk issies ha
are so onmplex tey are virtudly unreslvabie.

And then hee ae those sudies hd,
though condicted with corred scientfic
protocd, may have predctable mndusons
because the reseeches hred b do the
studes are known to have cometo smilar
condusons in the @g.

"You art havean ndustly sudy doneby
that industy be 10 pe cent djective) says
Cal Lehrburger, who ha gudied the en-
vironrentalimpad of doth versus dspos-
alle dapers for the doth-diaper industy.

There ae 4 leastfour widdy pubicized
studes on dapers tha explore he Bswe o
whether dsposdles @e dsproportionatdy
reponsble for budenng US landills and
fouing the emironment Two sudes were
sponsaed by the toth-diaper industy and
condude tha doth dapers ae friendier to
the world; two othes, pansoredby the @a-
pe-diaper industry, condude the gposte.

In dudies ke these assumptions and
stdistics ae aunched by computess kut
enteed ty humars Put in one dghtly
different &sumption — ba babes us 66
ingead d 85 doth dapers a week — and te
picture dharges.

Last yea, Procter& Ganble Co. releasd
a dudy showing ha holitically, doth da-
pes ke a geder vll on reath, the ecano-
my and the ewironment than diposdles
The report was conmissoned n reponse
to Mr. Lehrbugers report finding doth
diapers nore ewironmenally friendy. "We
found it not in aur best hnteest to ke dredly
critical of the Lehrburger report but b say
lets get sone pole with a track reord in
this kind of analysis to ke a bokK, says
Scot Stewart, a pdkesnanfor P&G.

P & G5 gudy was sedby lobbyistsin the
Calforna dae £nde D ague gairst a fil
intendedto enouragethe wse d cloth da-
pers written by Sendor Lucy Killea. "The
studes arert so much gven weght in the
actwal decisionrmaking & te/re wsedto
provide mlitical cover for dedsions mace
for otherreams, says Gag Reyrolds, Sen
Killeas chief d staff. "No ae wants to sg
‘| opposel this hing becau | dort want to
offend the diposdle-diaper industry! They
s, ‘Yes,the evironmentis important, and
I have this gudy showing tha thee ae
some concens ha doth dapers ould
actually increas@dlutiort’

But dudling dudies can ao mralyze
dedsion-making.

"Its gotten to the mint whee meone
will producea gudy tha datisticaly deman-
strdes X or Y, and then the dier side will
rush ait and et an expertto do a sidy for
them, says Ray 8ntes,a profesor at the
University of Regna, and a citic of mary
adests dudies ha minimize he dfeds
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the matefal hason heath. "For10 yeas
we flssh dudies & each aher If the
pradical outomeof a ientfic study ends
up keinga celay of any ectivity, shauldnt a
sdenist sg, ‘You dont need tlis gudy?"

Ore of the kdestgrowing aeas of re-
sarch taday is -called adocacy gudies
Theseare commssoned ty conpanies @
industies or public-relatonspurposes. Sm-
plesse maker d Simple Reasues frozen
dessd, did a fudy lag sumner dowing,
amorg aher things, ha 44 per ceit o
pemle who ed a lot o ice geamare likely
to take a ub bath "It was nteesing to a
lot of peqole; says RussKletke, a pokes
man for Simplesse part of Monanto @.
"We imed the sudy for when he melia
wantto write daut ice eeam and we have
goten a rumber of dips back®

Kiwi Brands, a foepdish conpany, com-
missoned a sudy eafier this yea on the
comdation hbetween ambiton ad iny
shaes The study fourd tha 97 per ceat o
sdf-desceibed "anmbitiou$ youngmen Ielieve
pdishedshces ae important.

Public-opinion pdling beganin the B30s
and P40s marketresach became ppuar
with the postwar explosion of cname de-
mand But suney ediniqueswere primitive
then Beaug eardy U.S dedion polls were
done fae-to-face with & mary as 4000
peple, ad the eslts set by mai and
tabdated ly hand the kg polls mght be
done tvo to hree veeks tefore an éedion
— with plenty of time left for opnion D <hift.
Patly becau® of this, the 1948 pesdential
eledion was a plling cebade, with all the
mgor pdlstes predcting Thomas Dewey
nat Harry Truman would win.

That wasit as bad & Litaary Diges
magazines 1936 pesdential pdl, however
It is widdy consdered the nostinacaurae
pdling resut in history. The pll, whichde-
clared Repubican Af Landa a big winner
sanpled aly pele who hal telephones o
cas a were sibgribes — d likely to be
affluent.

Today, surveys an ke dne with aston-
ishing awiftness With ComputerAsssted
Telephone Irteniewing, alled CATI, inter
viewers gtting in boahs @an ®e gestns
flash on to a omputer seee. As each re-
sponderk answeris recordedthe rextques-
tion aitomaticaly flases @ the €reen. Jhack
HoromicH, who pubishes Insde Reseach,
an hdustly newdeter says: "You muld,
right now, devdop a questbn, call a eseech
conpany, do 1,000 nteriews tonight and
have the dda o your dek tomorrow.

"But the esesch process if doneright, is
mud more dfficult than pale realze, adds
Mr. Honamich. "It takes ime and noney.
When dedlines and tudges ae short, a lot
of those riceties @ downthe tubes

The "nicdies indude things sich as arefu
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wording d questbns. But even meticuloudy
crdted sirneys an gt kewed, paricularly
when hey bump p agairst luman short-
comngs,like pride and gilt.

"Eighty pe cent d Ameiicars ae awiron-
mentakts,says M. Miller d Reseaich Alert,
citing surwey restlts. "Hog-was. Eghy per
cent  Ameiicars ae anbartassedo tell a
stragerthat they're rot for the ewvironment

With the help of sophisticaed stistical
techniques, findig 1,000 Ameiicars who can
speak br 240 nillion othes has kemme
morerdiabe. Yet even hee thee ae pt-
falls. Poor pegple and mioiities ae roto-
rioudy underepreentedin telephone su
veys; insuveys taken n shoppng malls they
are rarely inteviewed. Whats more, eseech
conmpanies sy it's geting more dfficult to
find pegle willing to pend B minutes ans-
weling questns. How repreentdive s a
sanple of peple who will agee b tha
kind d invasian of privacy, they wonde.

Sq in mary case, leseeach smply relies
on unepreentdive sanples "Theres good
news for the 65 nillion Americars arrently
on a det; trumpeteda rews eleasefor a
diet-produds @mpany. Its study showed
that peaple who loseweight can lee it off.
The sanple: 20gradiaes of the ompanys
program who endise it in commerals.

The Chrysler gudy showing its @rs vere
preferied b Toyotd induded ust DO peo
ple in each of two tests But more impor-
tant, noneof the pele aureyed avned a
foreign ca, o they may well have keen pre-
disposel to U.S-mack ehiles Chrysler
sas s intentwasto surney peqle who
might buy a breign ca.

A study spnseed by Amelican Expres
Co and the Fench govemment tourist
office found tha od skerotyps daut
French afriendinesswerert true. The re-
spondents;"More than 1000 Ameiicars who
have vsited Francemorethan acefor plea-
sue o/er the pag two yeas' — tha is, a
sded group d peqle who ae dread in-
clined b travel in France Ameiican Expres
sys ha it didnt try to hide the makeuyp o
the sanrple goup and tha mosttravelers
Franceare reped travelers anyway

The text of questbnssud as these dong
with the methodology usedin the stides,
shalld be eadly availade to anymne who
wantsit. But in practice, techrical indees
frequently are rot dfered often ; the
graund that the materal is proprietay. A
suvey nefor a mupon+yedempgion @m-
pawy, Camlina Mandactures Senice,
found tha a"broad cosssedion of Amei-
cars find muponsto be true incenives for
puchasg produds’ The tdnical inde
wasavalale mly for a pice $2,000.

Still, evenwith a @nvincing methodology,
studes conduded ty conpanies @ industly
graups dten hae a vey predctable ait-

(continued)
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The polls dance © anybody's tune (cortinued 1)

come In Sepenbe, an asshests gudy paid
for patly by the US govenment and
patly by three abests+dated ndusties—
realestae, insuanceand abests mandac-
turers — burd tha breahing in buildings
with undisurbed ahests was he same &
breahing autside, a onduson disputedby
adestcs activists
Did that surprise Prof. Sentesof the Lhi-

versity of Regn&? "l would havehadto be
sitting down if the/d come g with ary
other resllts, he says. "Those @ins hae

mgor publications induding The Wall Street
Jounal andThe Gobe and Mil. Mog arti-
cles descibed the @né of scientsts as
"indgoendent while roting tha the stidy
was patly financedby ashests+rdated n-
dusties (The Gobementoned aly the En-
vironmentalProtedion Ageng.)

In the end its the rews neda tha dis-
saninge the findingsof sudies — loth good
ones and bad. "Only if joumalsts arert
daing ther jobs aes the pubic have a pob-
lem says Karen Andeson, pubic informa-

‘Palling 2
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lem to lodk at the eport or inteview the
regachef

But if the pumalst doesit, the @nume
of news is den left in a cnfusing stev of
stdistics. Mary newspaprs indude explan-
ations of mettodology with their pdls, hut
they @n ke dfficult to understand "The
aveagge onsime doesrt know wha two
standad ceviations are, says Mark Clem-
ents, hed of a New York reeach fim.
Yet, they nondhelesssdze on sineys and
studesof dl types

been hired for a brg tme"
The ashbests gudy was eportedin sevad

tion manger for Battdle Human Affairs
Re®ach Centes. "It's the pumalsts prob-

As aiginally preented the aticle EM9113reprintedabove emphadzed the following ebven of its points by epeding them as
sepaae tatenents

a. When Lev Strauss & . askel gudentswhich dothes would be nostpapular this yea, 90 per eentsaid Levis 501 eans.
They veretheonly jeanson the Ist

b. A aurwy br Badk Flag descibed how its roach dsk works: The dying roach returns to he restand dter it dies is exten
by dhe roaches. In turn these naches becane wpisonedand de. How effecive do you tink this typeof podud would
be n killing roaches? Nbot surprisirgly, 79 per entsaidefectve.

c. A U.Scall-in poll condudted by USA Today shaved that Ameicanslove Donald Tump. A manth later, USA Today
reported trat 5640 d the 7800 @lls came fom offices avned ty ane nan, Cindnnati finander Carl Lindne. USA Today
wastold Mr. Lindne’s enpbyees admire M: Trump.

d. Reseachas sy i's kestto hawe at kag 1,000 respndentsif you hope b projed resiits an to a large popultion. ‘et nost
of the mlls aken about Clarence Thamas confrmation interviewed anly 500 © 700 peopk. When broken into subgroups,
swch as womaen or bladks the nargin of eror goes df the dharts — as ligh as 2 per ent

e. Twostudes, o1 whethe disposablediapes ae dspropationatdy respnsble or fouing the evironment, were spasored
by the doth-diape indugry and ®ndude trat doth digoas ae friendier to the world; two ahes, sponsored ty the
pager-diape indudry, condude tre qpcsite.

f. Simpls®, nmake of Smple Heasues fozen desse, dd a fudy $iowving anang dhe things hat 44 per entof peopk
whoeata lot d ice eceam ae likdy to takea tub bath.

0. ThelLiteray Digest magazines 1936 pesidental pdl is widely condderad the nostinaccurate polling resit in histay. The
pdl, which declaied Repullican Af Landbn a lig winner ove Franklin Rocsevelt, samped aly peopk who had élephanes
or carsor werestbzribes — dl likdy to be dfluent.

h. Therés goodnews Pr the & million Amaicans curenty on a det, rumpdeda news release or a det-produds ompny.
Its study $rowedthat peopk who lose weight cankeep t off. The smpk: 20 graduaes of he ommnys pogram who
encbree it in commecials.

i. A Chrysler gudy $iowing its @arsweae prdared b Toydas induded jug 100 peopk in each of wo tests More importart,
none d the eopk arweyed evned a breign @r, so hey may well have keenpredsposedto U. S-made ehcles.

j- A gudy ponsred ty Ameican Exgess @. and the FFench government tourist office faind hat old gereotypes ebout
French unfriendiness verent true. The espndents More than 1000 Ameicanswhohave visited France nore than once
for pleasire ove the @ two yeas; that is, a sled group d peopk who ae dready indined b travel in France.

K. In Septenber, an asbeios $udy pid for partly by the US governrment and partly by three abesbsrelaed indudries
found that breahing in buildings with undsturbed asbetos was he same s breahing autside, a codusion dsputed ty
adess ativists.

The aticle EM9113reprintedaloveis usedin SisticalHighlight #80, in Figure 814 of the STAT 220 Caurse Materals
and n Fgure 27 o STAT 332.
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