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MASSAG ING STATISTICS / While pub lic-opi nion pol ls pro mise a quest for truth, many are

li ttle more than veh icles for pit ching a pro duct or opi nion. The busin ess of rese arch has bec ome

pervaded by bia s and dis tortion

The polls dance to anybo dy’s tune
By CYNTHI A CROSSEN

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

C
ONSUMERS ove rwhelm ingly prefe r-
re d a Chr ysler to a Toyot a after test-
drivi ng bot h, con tends a study spon -

so re d by Chr ysler. The vast maj ority of
U. S. col lege students picke d Levi’s 501 jeans
as the mos t "i n" clo thing, says a study spon -
so re d by Lev i’s . And in sep arate studies
funde d by the clo th-diaper and dispos able-
diaper indust rie s , gues s what : Clot h diapers
we re shown to be better for the env iron-
ment than paper – and vic e ve rsa .

In recent years, res earch studie s li ke thes e
have become one of Ame rica’s mos t powe r-
ful and popular tools of persuasio n. Onc e
confin ed to a sma l l ci r cle of pol ling and re-
search companies and a few univ ersit ies, the
busi nes s of studying pub lic opi nio n and con-
sume r habits has exp l ode d in the past two
de ca des. Today, studies have become
ve hicle s fo r poli shing corporate image s , influ-
encing jur ies, shapi ng debat e on pub lic poli cy,
selling shoe poli sh and satisfying the media’s
– and the pub lic’s – voracious appetit e fo r
infor mation.

Ye t while studies promise a que s t fo r tr uth,
ma ny today are lit tle more than veh icle s fo r
pi tching a produ ct or opi nio n. An exa m ina -
tion of hun dre ds of recent pol ls indicates
that the busin ess of res earch has become
pervaded by bia s and disto rtion. The res ult
is a cor rup tio n of the infor mation use d ev ery
day by vot e rs, con sum ers and lea de rs.

While des cribed as "in d ependent," a gr owing
number of studies are actually sponso re d by
co mpanies or groups wit h a real – usually
fin a n cia l – int e rest in the outco m e. And of-
ten the study que s tion is pos ed in such a
way that the respons e is pre dictable:

When Lev i St r auss & Co. aske d students
which clo thes woul d be mos t popular this
ye ar, 90 per cent said Lev i’s 501 jeans.
They were the only jeans on the lis t.

A sur vey for Black Flag said: A roach dis c
..... pois on s a roach slowly. The dyi ng roach
retur ns to the nest and after it die s is eat en by
ot he r roaches. In tur n thes e roaches become
pois oned and die. How effe ctive do you think
this type of produ ct wou ld be in kil ling roa -
ches? Not surprisingly, 79 per cent said ef-
fe ctive.

A Gallup pol l spon s ore d by the dispos -
able -diaper indust ry aske d: It is estim ated

that dispos able diapers accou nt for les s than
2 per cent of the trash in today’s landfil ls.
In con trast, bev erage con taine rs, thi rd-cl ass
ma il and yard waste are estim ated to ac-
coun t fo r abou t 21 per cent of the trash in
la n dfil ls. Give n this , in you r opin ion, wou ld
it be fair to ban dispos able diapers? Eig hty-
fo ur per cent said no.

"The re’s been a slow sli ding in ethics," says
Eric Mil ler, who, as edito r of the U.S. news -
le tter Rese arch Alert, rev i ews some 2,000
studie s a year. The scary par t is , people
ma ke decisio ns base d on this stuff. It may
be an inv isible crime, but it’s not a victim-
le ss one.

The news media als o play a role in dis s em-
in ating slo ppy or bia s ed res earch to con su-
me rs. Jou rnalis t s often pub licize repor ts
abou t a study wit hou t ex amining the study’s
methodol ogy, or technical index, to see if it
wa s conducted pro perly. Statis ti cs are
thrown aroun d with abandon, eve n when
sample sizes are so sma l l they’r e meaningles s.

The U.S. media themselves use call-in
polls, inclu ding one last year con duct e d by
USA Today sh owing that Ame ricans lov e
Donald Trump. A mont h la ter, USA Today
repor ted that 5,640 of the 7,800 calls came
fr om offic es owned by one man, Cin cinnati
fin a n cie r Carl Lin dner. Mr. Lin dner won’t
co mment, but a spoke sma n told USA Today
that Mr. Lin dner’s emplo yees adm i re Mr.
Tr ump. USA Today says its call-in pol ls are n’t
meant to be scie n tific and are str ictly for fun.

"A dis t ortio n or adul teration has set in in
the busin ess," says Sol omon Dutka, chief ex-
ecutiv e of Audit s & Sur veys, a New Yor k
re search firm. "Eve ry sur vey don e sh oul d
have to face an att orney across the room."
Re cog n izi ng that sur veys can be abuse d, the
Coun cil of Ame rican Sur vey Research Or-
ga n ization s ha s is s ued a code of standards,
cove ring such topics as responsib i lity to the
public.

There is stil l mu ch good res earch bei ng
done, of cou rse. In medicin e and othe r
phys ical scie n ces, res earch must be quantifi-
able and repli c able to be taken ser iou sly.
Mo reove r, much con sum er res earch is con -
du cted str ictly for int e rnal con sump tion, not
public dist rib u tio n ; it is the refore in a com -
pany’s int e rest to get it rig ht.

"We wil l ev entually get to a dual standard
of infor mation," says Mr. Mil ler. "There wil l
be a dis tin ction made bet ween res earch
that’s don e with no hidden age n d a, but to
create useful infor mation, and res earch that
cont ains useful infor mation that was gen era -
ted for a ver y specific purpose."

In recent years, lean budge ts hav e ma de
ev eryon e who does res earch , in clu ding for-
me r ly neutral col lege s and unive rsit ies, a
li ttle hungr ier for wor k. "A fun d er wil l neve r
co m e to an aca demic and say, ‘I want you to
produce finding X and here’s a mil lio n dol-
lars to do it’", says Pau l Lig ht, associat e dean
at the Huber t Humphrey Ins titute at the
Un ive rsity of Minneso ta. The subtext, he
contin ue s , is that if res earche rs produ c e the
right finding, more wor k – and fun d ing –
will come their way. "Once you’r e on that
trea dmill, it’s hard to get off. Many unive r-
sit ies, whi c h often get a cut of the fee, don’t
monito r the outsi de wor k done unde r thei r
im primatur".

Sh ortag es of mon ey and tim e also cont ri-
bute to dim inishing sample sizes in pol ls.
Re searche rs say it’s best to have at lea st
1,000 respondents if you hope to proje ct re-
sult s on to a large popula t ion. Yet most of
the dozen or more U.S. nation a l polls taken
abou t Clarenc e Thomas’s confi rmation inter-
vie wed only 500 to 700 people. When broke n
in t o subgroups, such as women or black s ,
the margi n of error goes off the charts – as
high as 12 per cent. So when an ABC-Wash-
ington Pos t poll int e rvie wed about 500
adul ts, rou ghly half women, and fou nd that
mo re women believe d Clarenc e Thomas (38
per cent) than believe d Anita Hil l (28 per
cent), the opposit e coul d also hav e been
tr ue. (Othe r surveys, howeve r, did bear out
the pol l’s res ult s.)

Be sid e s in ter vie wing too few people, the re
are other ways a sur vey can be flaw ed:
Thos e surveyed may not be repre sent ative
of the popula t ion, the analys is of the data
may be fau lty or the con clu sio ns may be
scre ene d so only the best are repor ted.

‘The research pro cess, if done

right, is much mor e di fficult than

people realize. It takes time and

mone y. Whe n de adlines and

bu dge ts are short, a lot of the

nicet ies go down the tubes.’
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What’s more, many studies tackle issues that
are so complex they are vir tually unresol vable.

And then the re are those studies that,
thou gh con duct e d with cor rect scie n tific
protocol, may hav e predictable con clu sio ns
becaus e the res earche rs hired to do the
studie s are known to hav e co m e to sim ilar
conclu sio ns in the past.

"You can’t hav e an indust ry study don e by
that indu s try be 100 per cent obj ectiv e," says
Carl Lehrburger, who has studied the en-
vi ron ment al im pact of clo th versus dispos -
able diapers for the clo th-diaper indust ry.

There are at lea st fo ur wid ely pub licized
studie s on diapers that exp l ore the issue of
whet her dispos ables are dispro por tio nat ely
re sponsib le for burdening U.S. landfil ls and
fo uli ng the envi ron ment. Two studie s we re
spon s ore d by the clo th-diaper indust ry and
conclu de that clo th diapers are frie n dli er to
the world; two ot he rs, sponso re d by the pa-
per-diaper indust ry, con clu de the opposit e.

In studies like thes e, assump tion s and sta-
tis ti cs are crunche d by computers but en-
tered by hum ans: Put in one slig htly differ-
ent assump tion – that babies use 65 ins tea d
of 85 clo th diapers a week – and the picture
change s.

Last year, Proct e r & Gamble Co. relea s ed
a study showing that holi sti c a l ly, clo th dia -
pers take a gre ater tol l on health , the econo -
my and the envi ron ment than dispos ables.
The repor t wa s co mmissio ned in respons e
to Mr. Lehrburger’s repor t fin d ing clo th dia-
pers more env ironm e n tally friendly. "We
fo und it not in our best int e rest to be directly
cr iti c a l of the Lehrburger repor t but to say,
le t’s get some people wit h a track record in
this kin d of analys is to take a look," says
Scott Stewart, a spoke sma n fo r P&G.

P&G’s study was use d by lobbyis t s in the
Califor nia state senate to argue aga inst a bil l
in tende d to encou rag e the use of clo th dia -
pers, writt en by Senato r Lucy Kil lea . "The
studie s aren’t so much giv en weight in the
actual deci sio n-mak ing as they’re use d to
prov ide poli tical cov er for decisio ns made
fo r ot he r re asons ," says Craig Rey nol ds, Sen.
Killea’s chief of staff. "No one wants to say,
‘I oppos ed this thing becau se I don’t want to
offend the dispos able-diaper indust ry’. They
say, ‘Ye s , the env ironm e n t is impor tant, and
I hav e this study showing that the re are
so m e conc e rns that clo th diapers cou ld ac-
tually inc rea s e pollutio n’".

Bu t duelling studies can also paralyze
de cisio n-mak ing.

"I t’s gotten to the poi nt whe re someon e
will produ c e a study that statis ti c a l ly dem on-
st r ates X or Y, and then the othe r si de wil l
rush out and get an exper t to do a study for
them ," says Ray Sent es, a profe sso r at the
Un ive rsity of Regin a, and a criti c of many
asbestos studies that min imize the effects

the mat e ria l ha s on health. "Fo r 10 years
we flash studies at each other. If the practi-
cal outco m e of a scie n tific study ends up
being a delay of any activ ity, shoul dn’t a sci-
entis t say, ‘Yo u don’t need this study’? "

One of the fastest-growing are as of re-
search today is so-called advocacy studies.
Thes e are com missio ned by companies or
in du s tries for public-rela t ion s purposes. Sim -
ples s e, maker of Sim p le Ple asure s fr ozen
des s ert, did a study last sum mer showing,
among other things, that 44 per cent of
people who eat a lot of ice cre a m are likely
to take a tub bat h. "It was int e resting to a
lo t of people," says Rus s Klettke, a spoke s-
ma n fo r Si mples s e, par t of Mon santo Co.
"We tim ed the study for when the media
wa n t to write about ice cre a m, and we hav e
go tten a number of cli ps back."

Kiwi Brands, a shoe-poli sh company, com -
missio ned a study earli er this year on the
co rrela t ion bet ween amb it ion and shiny
sh oes. The study fou nd that 97 per cent of
self-des cribed "ambitiou s" you ng men believe
poli she d sh oes are impor tant.

Public-opi nio n polling bega n in the 1930s
and 1940s; marke t re search became popular
with the pos t war exp l osi on of con sum er de-
ma n d. But sur vey technique s we re primitive
then. Becau se early U.S. ele ction pol ls were
done face-to -face with as many as 4,000
people, and the res ult s sent by mail and tab-
ulat e d by hand, the last pol ls mig ht be don e
two to three weeks before an ele ction
– wit h plenty of tim e le ft for opin ion to shift.
Partly becau se of this , the 1948 presid e n tia l
election was a pol ling debacle, wit h all the
majo r pollst e rs pre dicting Thomas Dewey,
not Har r y Tr uma n, wou ld win.

That wasn’t as bad as Literar y Dige st
magazi ne’s 1936 presid e n tia l poll, howeve r.
It is wid ely con sid ere d the mos t in accur ate
polling res ult in histo ry. The pol l, whi c h de -
cl are d Re pub lican Alf Landon a big winne r,
sampled only people who had telephones or
cars or were sub scr ibers – all likely to be
afflu ent.

Today, sur veys can be don e with aston-
is hing swiftnes s. Wit h Comp u t e r As sis ted
Te lephone Inter vie wing, called CATI, int e r-
vie wers sit t i ng in booths can see que s tion s
fla sh on to a computer scre en. As each re-
spon d e n t’s answe r is recorded, the nex t qu es-
tion automati c a l ly flashes on the screen. Jack
Ho nomichl, who pub lis hes In side Rese arch,
an indust ry newsle tter, says : "You cou ld,
right now, dev elo p a que s tion, call a res earch
co mpany, do 1,000 int e rvie w s tonight and
have the data on you r desk tomor row.

"B ut the res earch process, if don e right, is
mu ch more diffic ult than people realize," adds
Mr. Hon omichl. "It takes tim e and mon ey.
When deadlin es and budge ts are shor t, a lot
of those nic eties go dow n the tubes."

The "nic eties" inclu de things such as caref ul

wo r ding of que s tion s. Bu t ev en meticulously
cr afted sur veys can get skewed, par ticularly
when they bump up aga inst hum an sho rt-
co m ing s , li ke pride and guilt.

"Eig hty per cent of Ame ricans are env iron-
ment alis t s ," says Mr. Mil ler of Rese arch Alert,
citing sur vey res ult s. "Hog -wa sh. Eighty per
cent of Ame ricans are embar rasse d to tel l a
st r ange r that they’re not for the env ironm e n t."

With the hel p of sophis ti c ated statis ti c a l
technique s , fin d ing 1,000 Ame ricans who can
speak for 240 mil lio n ot he rs has become
mo re reli a ble. Yet eve n he re the re are pit-
fa l ls. Poor people and mino rit ies are noto -
riou sly unde rrepre sent e d in telephone sur
ve ys; in surveys taken in sho pping malls they
are rarely int e rvie wed . What’s more, res earch
co mpanies say it’s getting more diffic ult to
fin d people wil ling to spend 15 min utes ans -
we ring que s tion s. How repre sent ative is a
sample of people who wil l ag ree to that
kind of inv asi on of privacy, they won d er.

So, in many cases, res earch sim p ly relie s
on unrepre sent ative samples: "There’s good
news for the 65 mil lio n Amer icans cur rently
on a die t," trumpet e d a news relea s e fo r a
diet-products company. Its study showe d
that people who los e weight can keep it off.
The sample: 20 gr a duates of the company’s
prog ram who endorse it in com me rcia ls.

The Chr ysler study showing its cars were
prefer red to Toyot a’s inclu ded just 100 peo-
ple in each of two tests. But more impor-
tant, non e of the people sur veyed owned a
fo reign car, so they may wel l have been pre -
dispos ed to U.S.-ma de veh icle s. Chr ysler
says its int ent wa s to sur vey people who
might buy a foreign car.

A study spon s ore d by Ame rican Expre ss
Co. and the Fre n c h gove rnm e n t tour ist of-
fic e fo und that old stereotypes about Fre n c h
unf rie n dli nes s we ren’t true. The respondents:
"More than 1,000 Ame ricans who have visi-
ted Franc e mo re than onc e fo r plea s ure ove r
the past two years" – that is, a select group
of people who are alrea dy incli ned to trave l
in Franc e. Ame rican Expre ss says that it
didn’t try to hid e the makeup of the sample
gr oup and that mos t trave lle rs to Franc e are
repeat trave lle rs any w ay.

The tex t of que s tion s su ch as thes e, along
with the met hodol ogy use d in the studie s ,
sh oul d be rea dily availa ble to any one who
wa n t s it. But in practic e, technical indexe s
frequ ently are not offered, often on the
gr oun d that the mat e ria l is pro priet ary. A
survey don e fo r a coupon -re dem ption com -
pany, Caroli na Manufacture r’s Ser vic e, fou nd
that a "broad cross -se ction of Ame ri- cans
fin d coupon s to be true inc entiv es for pur-
cha sing produ cts." The technical index was
av a ila ble only for a price: $2,000.

St i ll, eve n with a convi nci ng met hodol ogy,
studie s conducted by companies or indust ry
gr oups often have a very pre dictable out-
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co m e. In Sep tember, an asbestos study paid
fo r partly by the U.S. gov ernment and
partly by three asbestos-rela ted indust rie s –
re a l est ate, ins uranc e and asbestos manufac-
ture rs – fou nd that bre athing in building s
with undistur bed asbestos was the same as
breathing outsi de, a con clu sio n disp u t e d by
asbestos activ ists.

Did that surpris e Prof. Sent es of the Uni-
ve rsity of Regin a? "I wou ld hav e ha d to be
sit t i ng down if they’d come up wit h any
ot he r re sul ts," he says . "Those gun s have
been hired for a long tim e."

The asbestos study was repor ted in sev eral

majo r publication s, inclu ding The Wall Stree t
Jo urnal and The Globe and Mai l. Mo st arti-
cle s des cribed the pan el of scie n tis t s as "in-
dependent," while noting that the study was
partly financ e d by asbestos-rela ted in-
du s tries. (The Globe mentio ned only the En-
vi ron ment al Prot e ction Age n cy. )

In the end, it’s the news media that dis -
seminate the finding s of studies – bot h good
on es and bad . "Only if jou rnalis t s aren’t
doing their jobs does the pub lic have a prob-
le m," says Karen Anderson, pub lic infor ma-
tion manage r fo r Batt elle Hum an Affairs
Re search Cent e rs. "It’s the jou rnalis t’s prob-

le m to look at the repor t or int e rvie w the re-
searche r".

Bu t if the jou rnalis t doesn’t, the con sum er
of news is often left in a conf usi ng st ew of
st atis ti cs. Many newsp apers inclu de exp lan-
ation s of met hodol ogy wit h thei r polls, but
they can be diffic ult to unde rst and. "The
av erage con sum er doesn’t know what two
st andard dev iation s are," says Mark Cle m-
ents, head of a New Yor k re search firm.
Ye t, they non etheles s seize on sur veys and
studie s of all types.

As origi nally pre sent e d, the article EM911 6 reprint e d abov e em pha sized the fol low ing elev en of its poi nts by repeating them as
separate statements:

a. Wh en Levi Stra uss & Co. ask ed studen t s wh ich clo t hes wou ld be mos t popu lar this year, 90 per cen t sai d Levi’s 501 jea n s .
They wer e th e on ly jea n s on the lis t.

b. A sur vey for Bla ck Flag des cribed how its roach disk wor ks: The dying roach retur ns to the nes t and after it dies is eaten
by oth er roach es. In tur n th ese roach es bec ome poison e d and die. How effec tive do you thin k this typ e of pro duct wou ld be
in killing roach es? Not surpr isi ngl y, 79 per cen t sai d ef fec tive.

c. A U.S. call-in pol l conducte d by USA Today sh owe d that America n s love Donald Trump. A month later, USA Today re-
ported that 5,640 of the 7,800 calls came fro m of fices owned by one man , Cincin nati financier Carl Lin dner. USA Today
wa s told Mr. Lin dner’s employees admire Mr. Trump.

d. Rese archers say it’s bes t to have at lea st 1,000 res pon den t s if you hope to proje ct res ults on to a lar ge popu lation. Yet mos t
of the pol ls tak en about Clare nce Thomas’s con firmation inter vie wed only 500 to 700 peop le. When broken into subgr oups,
such as wom en or bla cks, the mar gin of error goes off the charts – as hig h as 12 per cen t.

e. Tw o studies, on wheth er disposa b le di apers are dispr oportionately res pon sib le for fou ling the environment, wer e sp onsored
by the clo t h-dia per industr y and con clude that clo t h di apers are frien d lier to the world; two oth ers , sp onsored by the
pa per -di aper industr y, con clude the opp osi te.

f. Si m p lesse, mak er of Simple Ple asures fro zen des sert, did a study showing among oth er things that 44 per cen t of peop le who
ea t a lot of ice cre am are lik ely to tak e a tub bath.

g. The Li terary Dig est magazine’s 1936 presi den tia l poll is widel y consider ed the mos t inaccurate pol ling res ult in his tory. The
poll , wh ich decl ared Rep u bli can Alf Landon a big win ner over Fra nklin Roose vel t, sampled only peop le who had tel eph ones
or car s or wer e subscr ibers – all lik ely to be affluent.

h. Ther e’s goo d ne ws for the 65 million America n s cur ren tly on a diet , trumpete d a news rel ease for a diet-pro ducts com pany.
It s study showe d that peop le who lose weigh t ca n keep it off. The sample: 20 gr adu ates of the com pany’s progr am who en-
dorse it in commercia ls.

i. A Chr ysler study showing its car s were preferred to Toyota’s included just 100 peop le in each of two tests . Mo re impor tant,
none of the peop le sur veyed owned a foreign car, so they may wel l have bee n pre dispose d to U.S.-made veh icles.

j. A study sponsored by America n Express Co. and the Fre nch gover nment tou ris t of fice found that old stere o typ es about
Fr ench unfrien d lin ess wer en’t true. The res pon den t s: More than 1,000 America n s wh o have visit ed Fra nce more than once
fo r plea sure over the past two years; that is, a sel e ct group of peop le who are alrea dy incli ned to tra vel in Fra nce.

k. In September, an asb estos study pai d fo r partly by the U.S. gover nment and par tly by three asb estos-rel ate d in dustr ies fou n d
that bre athing in buildings wit h undis turbed asb estos was the same as bre athing outsi de, a con clu sion dispu ted by asb estos
activi sts .

The article EM911 6 reprint e d abov e is use d in Fig ure 8.1 4 of the STAT 220 Course Mat e ria ls , in Fig ure 2.7 of STAT 332
and in Statis ti c a l Highlig ht #82.
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