POLLS are an integral part of politi-
cal campaigns in the United States.
News headlines highlight the latest
polling results, punditsdramatize daily
fluctuationsinhorserace numbers, and
candidates either trumpetaleadinthe
pollsor selectively dismissthemwhen
they are behind. The number of elec-
tion polls in the US has also dramati-
cally increased over time. Traugott?
estimated a 900% increase in the
number of pre-election polls between
1984 and 2000, and the volume of polls
has continued to grow since then, due
largely totherise ininternet polls and
interactive-voice-responsepolls (IVR;
alsocalledrobocall polls). The current
US presidential election is now shap-
ing up to be the most polled in history,
with a record number of polls (more
than 1000) already conducted during
the nomination stage.
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Despite the prominence of elec-
tion polls in every campaign, there
have also beenspectacular polling fail-
ures in recent elections around the
world — pollsters underestimated
widespread Republican gains in the
2014 US congressional elections,
they miscalled national elections in
Israel, Britain,and Polandin 2015, and
they overestimated support for Hillary
Clinton in the 2016 Democratic pri-
mary election in Michigan.? Some
now fearthat ‘polling isteeteringonthe
edge of disaster’.® In this essay, we
highlight some of the challenges and
limitations of pre-election polls, some
of which reflect global and industry-
wide methodological issuesand others
that are specific to the American con-
text. Ultimately, we view polls as a
powerful tool for understanding elec-
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tions, but we caution about their fre-
guent misuse for election prediction
and emphasize the need for methodo-
logical transparency.

Election pollingisinastate of crisis.
People are harder to reach and, when
you reachthem, they are less likely to
cooperate. Response rates for pre-
election media telephone polls now
hover around 9% in the US. The issue
is not limited to US telephone polls;
declining response rates have plagued
surveys across all modes (including
mail and in-person); across all spon-
sors (including media organizations,
academic institutions, and govern-
ments); and across most countries
around the world.*

Astraditional polling hasbecome
more expensive and difficult, there has
beenariseinalternative polling meth-
ods such as online non-probability
panels, IVR polls, and text message
surveys on mobile devices. The com-
bined effect of a proliferation in the
amountof polling and increased vari-
ability inpollingmethodology makesit
more difficultthan ever to make sense
of pollingnumbers.

The changing media environ-
menthas further complicated the inter-
pretationof election polls. Major media
organizations are no longer the pri-
mary gatekeepers of polling quality,
either for producing polls or for inter-
preting polling results. While polling
was traditionally conducted by asmall
number of news organizations and
polling firms, new and less expensive
polling methods have removed the bar-
rier of entry in the polling industry.
Much ofthe increase in the number of
polls has been ushered in by a host of
bloggers, independent news websites,
and self-funded entrepreneurial poll-
sterstrying to garner media attention,
4. R.M. Groves, ‘Three Eras of Survey

Research’, Public Opinion Quarterly, 75(5),
2011, pp. 861-871.

SEMINAR 684 — August 2016

often using more dubious polling
methods. For instance, about halfofall
polls conducted before the 2016
Democratic Primary in Michigan, the
outcome of which polisters over-
whelmingly failed to predict, were IVR
polls. The fragmentationand polariza-
tion of the media environment also
mean that the public hears about dif-
ferent polling results from different
sources, with partisan news sources
often criticizing polls for their results
rather thanthe methods usedto obtain
those results. It is perhaps no wonder
thatthere isnow a ‘haze of skepticism
surrounding the entire industry’.®

G iventhispollingenvironment, itis
importanttorecognize thatwhilenopoll
is perfect, there is significant variabi-
lity in poll quality based on the metho-
dology used. Whileadetailed discussion
of survey and polling methodology is
beyond the scope of this essay, we
briefly highlight some of the survey
designfactorsthatshape polling results.®

Random sampling serves as the
foundation and scientific basis of pub-
licopinion polling. Rather than meas-
uring the attitudesand beliefs of every
citizen, pollstersareabletogeneralize,
withinamarginoferror, fromasample
of respondentstothe larger population,
if that sample was randomly drawn.
Pollsters often joke that if you do not
believe in random sampling, the next
time you haveablood test, tell the doc-
tortotakeitall.

Until recently, one of the easiest
and most cost-efficient methods of
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drawingarandom sample wasthrough
Random Digit Dialing (RDD) tele-
phone surveys, by which computers
assist pollsters in dialing random
landlinetelephone numbersuntil poten-
tial respondentsare reached. Formuch
ofthe late 20th century, the large pres-
ence oftelephones inAmerican house-
holds made thisa cost-efficientway to
conduct polling. Today, however,
cellphonesare increasingly replacing
landline telephones. Nearly nine out of
ten Americans use mobile phones,
while nearly one half of American
households, many of them young, poor,
and ethnically diverse, do not have
landline telephones.’

Whilethe replacement of traditional
landline telephones with cellphones
might not seem problematic for ran-
domsampling intheory, federal legis-
lation in the US prohibits computer
assisted callsto cellphones. Cellphone
numbers must instead be dialed by
hand, which is far more expensive and
time intensive than computerized
dialing that only connects the inter-
vieweroncealive respondenthasbeen
reached.? By the 2016 election, a vast
majority of pollsters were including
some percentage of cellphone respon-
dents in their samples, but there is
wide variability in the percentage of
the cellphonesincluded inthe sample,
howthey are integrated, and how cell-
phone-mostly households are han-
dled.® A further complication is that
cellphones, unlike landlines, are nottied
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toafixed addressand itis notunusual
for owners to have a different area
code thanwhere they actually live.

| nternet polls have emerged asaless
expensive andtime intensive alterna-
tive. Online polls offer a number of
advantages when a full list of email
addressesisavailable forapopulation
of interest, suchas studentsataschool
or members of acompany, but obtain-
ing a sample of the general US popu-
lation presents a sampling challenge.
While 84% of Americans use the
internet, there isno sampling technique
availabletointernetpollstersthat func-
tions like the random draw from tele-
phone numbers, no master listof email
addresses or a way to randomly sam-
ple IPaddresses. Assuch, mostonline
polls are not random samples — they
tend to rely onnon-probability, opt-in
samples that require strong and
untestable assumptions to generalize
tothe broader population.'® Moreover,
different sampling practices and sta-
tistical adjustments (rarely publicly
reported) resultinwide variability inthe
accuracy of online pollsacross differ-
entvendorsand survey topics.!!

In addition to sampling chal-
lenges, variability in polling results
can reflect a variety of other design
decisions—thetiming ofapoll, daysin
the field, question wording, question
order, and so on. For example, during
the recent US recession, asking res-
pondents to rate their approval of
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President Obama after evaluating the
state of the economy produced lower
approval ratings than if the questions
were asked in reverse order.

Given the large number of polls
and high variability inmethodological
techniques, polling aggregations are
an increasingly popular approach
for making sense of polling results.
Pollingaggregators, like Nate Silver’s
FiveThirtyEight.com, Real Clear
Politics, and Huffpollster, combineand
average polling results from many
sources. The particular method used
varies across aggregators, with some
accounting for factors like polling
firm performance, recentness of the
poll, and other factors. Pooling across
pollsimproves the precision of polling
estimates, since the random error in
one poll should cancel that out in
another.

Unfortunately, it appears that
some pollsters are also watching the
aggregationwebsitesand subsequently
adjusting their polling numbers or fail-
ing to release their polls if their num-
bers look out of line with the polling
average. Poll herding, whereby the
polls show less variationacross firms
than would be expected based on sta-
tistical sampling theory, makes it more
likelythatthe overall pollingaveragewill
be wrong. Polling trends and averages
may offer a better way to make sense
of pollingnumbers, butitdoesn’t mean
we can entirely ignore the quality of
the polls going into the mix. As Cliff
Zukin observes, polling aggregations
‘are only as good as the raw material
they have to work with.”*2

Even if all polls employed rigorous
sampling techniques, our view is that
we still must be cautiousinusing polls
for prediction, especially when those
pollsare conductedearly inacampaign.
Too often, pollsters ask about the
national horserace without consider-
ing the broader institutional and elec-

toral environment that helps provide
contextto polling numbers.

First, election polls in the US
are often conducted at the national
level, but the election outcome is
decided by the Electoral College.?
While it is rare for a president to lose
the popular vote but win the Electoral
College, as happened to George W.
Bush in 2000, it does mean that the
campaign is hard fought only in a
handful of battleground states. While
polling issometimes conducted at the
state level, these pollstend to be fewer
in number and lower in quality than
national polls. For instance, inthe year
leading up to the Democratic Primary
in Michigan, which was described by
pollstersasashocking historical upset,
there were nearly 100 polls conducted
nationally but only 18 conducted in
Michigan, according to Real Clear
Politics. Many of the better election
pollsare conducted by national media
organizations, whereas state-level
media organizations rarely have the
resources to devote to quality polling.

Second, pollsfacethe challenge
of identifyingand surveyingarandom
sample of the correct population, that
is, citizens who actually vote. Voter
turnout in US elections is among the
lowest among OECD countries and
varies across states and elections.
Turnout forthe 2012 presidential elec-
tionwas 61%, and just 36% inthe 2014
US midtermelection.

Polling organizations havetomakea
guess as to which respondents are in
this relatively narrow population of
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13. While US citizens cast ballots for indi-
vidual candidates, they are in fact voting for
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dential candidate who received the majority
of the votes in their home state. The number
of electors in each state is dependent upon the
state’s population, resulting variation across
states in the value of a vote towards the elec-
tion outcome.
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interest using a so-called likely voter
model. Likelyvotermodelsvarywidely
indesignand quality though,andbecause
they are often proprietary the exact
methodology used is often not trans-
parent. Unfortunately, these models
are notoriously error prone.** Some
models involve simply asking how
likely the respondent is to vote — an
approach that tends to wildly overes-
timate voter turnoutwhenasked many
months in advance of an election.
Other pollsters try a more conserva-
tive approach by incorporating other
factors like knowledge of polling loca-
tion or turnout history, butthis causes
problemsby leaving out new voters. If
these new voters disproportionately
support one candidate over another,
as was the case in the last two US
election cycles, this too can lead to
biased predictions.

Political scientistsand campaign prac-
titioners have improved likely voter
modelsthroughthe use of voter registra-
tionrecordsand more complex methods,
but their use is more time consuming
and expensive.'® Given how difficult
itistogetarespondenttoanswerapoll
these days, itis perhaps notsurprising
thatsurvey firmsare hesitant to throw
out a respondent as a potential non-
voter. Media pollsters may, unfortu-
nately, be more interested in creating
immediate headlinesthan obtaining the
highestquality survey estimate. Polling
inthe 2016 US primary highlightsthe
sometimes vast discrepancy between
polister estimates of the voting popu-
lation and actual voters: arecent Sur-
vey USA pollinFloridaidentified 80%
oftheirsampleas likely primary voters,
whileactual primary turnoutin Florida
wasarecord highat 28%in2016.
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The other difficulty with likely
voter models —and pre-election polls
more generally — is that voters fre-
guently change their minds prior to
electionday. Votersmay intend to vote
when asked in a poll several months
before the election, but ultimately
decide that it is not worth battling bad
weather to go to the polling place on
election day. Voters also change their
mind regarding which candidate they
intend to vote for. While the majority of
voters are rather stable in a presiden-
tial campaign, reflecting the strength
of partisan loyalties, there is enough
volatility in candidate preference to
be consequential to predicting close
races. Cross-sectional election polls
often find a smaller percentage of
so-called ‘undecided voters’ inevery
poll; but these undecided voters are
not the same in each poll. In other
words, people move in and out of
being undecided so that the total per-
centage of individualswho movetheir
vote choice at some point during the
campaign is much higher than any
given polling snapshot mightsuggest.

These preference changes often
occur in the closing days of the cam-
paign, creatingabias betweenthe poll-
ing estimate and the election result.
Indeed, the standard pre-election poll-
ing question asks respondents not
howthey expecttheywill vote onelec-
tion day, but instead how they would
vote if the election were held today.
This helps to reduce the number of
undecided voters for reporting, but
especially for multi-candidate races,
suchas primaries inthe US, there can
be a rational discrepancy between a
voting choice made today comparedto
an actual ballot cast. In multiple can-
didate races, voters often behave stra-
tegically, taking into accountnotonly
their preferences but also the candi-
date’s chance of winning. Forexample,
votersroutinely changetheirvote choice

in the primary elections as they learn
that one or another candidate seems
to have a better shot at beating the
opposing party inthe general election.

Further complicating the inter-
pretation of the polling results in the
United States is the complex voting
calendar. Primary elections are held
sequentially, sothatthe election results
from one state might very well shape
anindividual’sassessmentofacandi-
date’s viability and electability in sub-
sequentstates. Inthe general election,
about one-third of voters cast their bal-
lots early, sometimes several weeks
before election day, although this is
rarely accounted for in tallying and
reporting polling results.

A Il of these issues mean that we
simply ask too much of even the best
pollsand, indoingso, actively setupthe
industry for failure. This is not to say
thatpollsare notuseful tools forunder-
standing voter behaviour — polls are
powerful for many purposeswhenused
correctly. The value of pollsis inexp-
laining why people vote the way they
do — the meaning of elections rather
than predicting the election outcome
early in a campaign. As one political
observer put it, “There isn’t a world
polling problem. There’sanews media
fixationon predictions problem.’
Pollscanbe one piece of the pre-
dictionpuzzle, butthe inherentuncer-
tainty in predicting elections can be
overlooked in media coverage that
focuses on horserace numbersreported
to the nearest decimal place. In addi-
tiontothe latest polling numbers, politi-
cal science theories of voting behaviour
can help inform election predictions.
First, the overwhelming majority of
individuals vote along party lines. For
instance, inthe 2012 Presidential elec-
tion, 92% of partisans voted for their
party’s candidate.'” It turns out that

16. M. Blumenthal, op. cit., 2016, fn. 3.



self-described independents, when
categorized based on the party they
feel “closer to’, largely behave like
partisans as well, with many of the
remaining pure independents not
showing uptovote in USelections.
Beyond party identification,
presidential approval and evaluations
of the economy tend to explain much
of the variation in vote choice. Finally,
any salient policy issues that might
divide traditional partisan coalitions
can help to predict which particular
partisans are more likely to abandon
their party nominee in the election.
Unfortunately, pollsters often fail to
include these additional measures in
their questionnaires, or journalists fail
toanalyze anything beyond the horse-
race numbers. Aspollster Gary Langer
put it, a poll that asks only about the
horserace ‘reduces the product to a
numerical widget, with a shelf-life of
15minutesand avalue of 15 cents.”*°
We should temper our expecta-
tions about the predictive power of
horserace polling, recognizing the
uncertainty created by campaign
dynamicsandthe institutional features
of elections. When we do use polling
to measure the pulse of an election,
greater emphasis should be placed on
evaluating polling methodology and
content—how the poll was conducted
and what was asked of respondents.
Polling quality should be evaluated on
the basis of methodology and content,
which requires greater transparency
insurvey designand implementation,
aswellasrecognition from journalists
and scholars aboutthe limitations and
challengesofelectionpolling.
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