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Appendix B
Public Opinion Polling Checklist

The Necessities

     Reporters should satisfy themselves on each of the following points before making extensive use of any poll: 

· Date: When was the poll taken? Later polls are more accurate than earlier ones in political races as people have less time to change their minds. 

· Interviews: How many were made? How were they conducted? Face-to-face interviews at home are best; telephone polls are quicker and cheaper. Mail surveys achieve small returns and those answering may be nonrepresentative. 

· Methods: Does the pollster divulge the methods used and allow reporters to see computer breakdowns that are the basis of the pollster's conclusions? How have those who "don't know" been handled in adding up the final percentages? What was the technique used to estimate those who are eligible to vote and those likely or unlikely to vote? How big is the subsample of groups that are being broken out for specific analysis? 

· Disclosure: What part of the data is disclosed and what part is not? If the data are released by sources other than the pollster, does the material have the approval of the pollster? Is the material self-serving? 

· Sample: Who was interviewed and how were interviewees selected? Was a probability sample used? (Did everyone eligible have an equal likelihood of being interviewed?) If a probability sample was used, how was the list compiled from which the sample was drawn? The population sampled should be made clear. Make sure the poll claims no more than the people in the sample are qualified to say. 

· Questions: Is the exact wording of all questions provided? Questions can be slanted to favor a predetermined result. (A national mail survey asking who voters favored for the Republican nomination for president offered only the names of conservative candidates.) The questions may be unclear. Are the questions of the generally accepted type for the purpose? If not, were they pretested? 

Guidelines for Survey Use [button linked to popup window]

Guidelines 
1. Most news organizations follow these rules: 

2. State who sponsored the survey. 

3. Give the dates of interviewing. 

4. Define the method of interviewing. 

5. Describe the population interviewed. 

6. Reveal the size of the sample. 

7. Describe and give the size of any subsamples used in the analysis. 

8. Release the wording of all questions. 

9. Release the full results of the questions on which the conclusions are based. 

10. Do not remain silent if a client publicly releases and misrepresents a poll result. 

11. Give the margin of error. 

[end popup window content]

· Interviewers: Who are they? Survey interviewers are supposed to be trained for the task. Campaign workers and reporters often are not. (Most reputable newspaper and television polls are conducted by professional organizations.) 

· Sponsor: Is it clear who paid for the poll and who made it? Polls made by businesses, trade groups, candidates and political parties should be scrupulously examined. 

· Accuracy: Does the information include the error allowance or margin of error that will allow the results to be set within the actual limits of reliability? All polls should include this information, and the reporter should include it in the story. A pollster or a politician cannot claim that a 51 to 49 result is conclusive if the margin of error is the usual 3 percentage points in a national poll. Readers and listeners should know this. (See "Margin of Error" below.) 

· Saliency: Do opinions reflect subject matters of importance to respondents? Do respondents have enough information to understand the question? 

· Interpretation: What does the pollster or source distributing the results claim? Has the poll been fragmented in the interpretation so that only favorable results are used? Does the pollster or source claim more than the results indicate? Sometimes a segment of a poll will be used to assert that a certain part of the population favors a candidate when the actual sample of that part of the population is too small for the claims. The smaller the sample, the larger the margin of error. 

Early Polls

     Polls taken some time--a month or more--before an election say more about the state of the campaign at that precise moment than about the possible outcome. The closer to election day, the less time for voters to change their minds. But voters are often undecided even as they enter the voting booth. 

     The release of early polls by a candidate may be intended to influence the election. The press itself may accomplish the same result with its own early polling, although there is no clear evidence that the "bandwagon influence" is any more real than the "underdog influence." The victory the newspapers and everyone else forecast for Thomas E. Dewey in 1948 turned out to be almost as sour a prediction as the Landon victory in 1936. One newspaper, the Chicago Tribune, went so far as to banner Dewey's victory across page 1 in an early edition. One of the most famous political photographs shows a beaming Harry Truman holding the Tribune the day after the election. 

     There is no question that a strong start helps a candidate and that early polls showing strength can affect donations and press coverage. Cash tends to follow success. A potential donor may divert a contribution from what appears to be a losing cause. The press also takes cues from early polls. A third or fourth finisher in a preprimary poll will not be given as much coverage as the leaders. Thus, a self-fulfilling prophecy is brought about: The polls say Bettinger is trailing; we will not spend much time covering his primary campaign, which guarantees the public will know little of Bettinger. Without adequate press coverage, Bettinger cannot compete equally, and he loses. 

Margin of Error

     If a poll were to be made of everyone in a group that we want to learn something about, our conclusions would be completely reliable. But because of such practical considerations as time and cost, population samples must be used, and they lead to sampling error--the difference between what we would have learned from the entire group (called the universe in polling parlance) and what we found out from the sample. 

     The more people interviewed, the smaller the margin of error. At a 95 percent confidence level--which means that in 95 of 100 surveys the data will be within the limits of the margin of error stated--the error will be: 

	Number Interviewed 
	Margin of Error 

	50 
	± 14 percent 

	200
	± 7 

	600
	± 4 

	1,500
	± 3 

	9,600
	± 1 


     If we wanted the maximum confidence (99 percent) and the minimum margin of error (plus or minus 1 percent), we would have to interview 16,590 people. In national polls, a 95 percent confidence level with a 3 percentage point margin of error is usually accepted as meaningful. 

     By the time a national pollster has conducted a number of polls on the same question, his or her cumulative totals sometimes approach the numbers that give maximum confidence and minimum margin of error. 

     The margin of error should be applied to all polling results so that they do not seem to be more exact than they are. Here is how the margin of error is applied: 

     With a 3 percent margin of error, a candidate's percentage can move up or down 3 points, which is a 6 percent range or spread. Thus, polling results that are close cannot be said to favor one or the other of the candidates. With a 3 percent margin or error, any results that are separated by 6 percentage points or fewer are too close to call. 

     A poll that shows Jackson leading Torrance 53 to 47 could actually be a nip-and-tuck race, 50 to 50 (subtracting 3 percent from Jackson; adding 3 percent to Torrance). Or it could be decisively for Jackson, 56 to 44 (adding 3 percent to Jackson and subtracting 3 percent from Torrance). If the poll showed Jackson leading Torrance 52 to 48 with a 3 percent margin of error, the actual result might be Torrance ahead 51 to 49 (subtracting 3 percent from Jackson and adding 3 percent to Torrance). 

     Even these margins do not tell the full story. Five times out of 100 (the confidence level) our poll can be off-target. Also, these are the lower limits of possible error. There are problems that exist beyond the statistical area, such as the human errors made during polling and the mistakes made in interpreting the results. 

     Stories about polls should include the margin of error. Predictions about the results must be measured against the limits set by these statistical necessities. The reporter should tell the whole story, including what he or she does not know. 

Subgroups

     Pollsters make groupings on the basis of religion, occupation, sex, region, race and income. The generalized assumption of the pollster is that people with particular characteristics will vote in ways that differ significantly from the voting patterns usually evident among persons with other characteristics. This has led to such generalities as Jewish areas vote more Democratic than the overall average; Lutherans vote more Republican; factory workers vote more Democratic; farmers vote more Republican. When such groups behave differently, change their normal voting proportions, there is a story in the shift. However, journalists should be cautious about drawing conclusions from such data. The way a person votes is a reflection of a variety of influences. Also, patterns change as old ethnic neighborhoods break up or as workers become more affluent. As the culture becomes more diverse, it is increasingly difficult to establish a cause-and-effect relationship. Beware of single-cause explanations. 

Summing Up

     Polls and surveys are useful additions to the standard reporting techniques. There is nothing magical, nothing fraudulent about polls. Used within the limits of their capabilities by discerning journalists, they extend the reporter's eyes and ears beyond the traditional interviewing process. 

     Newspapers should describe how they conduct their polls. One way to do this is to run a short piece next to the main story explaining the polling methods used. Here is a piece that could serve as a model: 

     This poll is based on telephone interviews November 18 through 23 with 600 adults who live in the city. 

     The telephone numbers were chosen in such a way that all sections of the city were represented in proportion to population. Numbers were formed by random digits, thus permitting access to unlisted and listed numbers. 

     The results have been weighted to take account of household size and to adjust for variations in the sample relating to race, sex, age and education. 

     In theory, it can be said that in 95 cases out of 100 the results based on this sample differ by no more than four percentage points in either direction than from what would have been obtained by interviewing all adults in the city.

     The theoretical errors do not take into account a margin of additional error that could result from the several practical difficulties in taking any survey of public opinion. 

