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Abstract
Do Americans consider polling results an objective source of information? Experts 
tend to evaluate the credibility of polls based on the survey methods used, vendor 
track record, and data transparency, but it is unclear if the public does the same. 
In two different experimental studies—one focusing on candidate evaluations 
in the 2016 U.S. election and one on a policy issue—we find a significant factor 
in respondent assessments of polling credibility to be the poll results themselves. 
Respondents viewed polls as more credible when majority opinion matched their 
opinion. Moreover, we find evidence of attitude polarization after viewing polling 
results, suggesting motivated reasoning in the evaluations of political polls. These 
findings indicate that evaluations of polls are biased by motivated reasoning and 
suggest that such biases could constrain the possible impact of polls on political 
decision making.

Keywords  Polling · Poll evaluation · Public opinion · Motivated reasoning · 
Cognitive bias

Public opinion polling plays a central role in politics and policy-making. Polling 
numbers dominate news headlines, shape candidate messaging, and inform voter 
decision-making. Polls have become increasingly prolific in recent years, largely 
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fueled by the rise of internet polling and entrepreneurial pollsters feeding poll aggre-
gation websites like fivethirtyeight.com and realclearpolitics.com (Jackson 2018). 
At the same time, there is increasing recognition of the many challenges to polling 
methodology. People have become harder to reach and are less likely to cooperate if 
you reach them (Atkeson and Alvarez 2018; Zukin 2015; Hillygus and Guay 2016).

The 2016 U.S. presidential election appeared to be an especially hard one for the 
reputation of the polling industry. Pre-election polls and forecasts consistently pre-
dicted that Democrat Hillary Clinton would win a resounding victory over Repub-
lican Donald Trump, but he surprised the world by winning 56.8% of the electoral 
college vote to capture the presidency.1 Some have suggested that the polling indus-
try is now “teetering on the edge of disaster” (Blumenthal 2016). A 2017 poll found 
that just 37% of registered voters have a “great deal” or “a good amount” of trust 
in public opinion polling.2 Although the nature and influence of polls in American 
elections has received considerable academic and popular scrutiny (e.g., Wlezien 
and Erikson 2002; Jacobs and Shapiro 2005; Stonecash 2008), we know much less 
about public attitudes toward polling. In an environment in which there are more 
polls than ever before—but also increasing variability in polling methods and qual-
ity—it is perhaps surprising that we know so little about public opinion towards 
polling. Do Americans consider polling results an objective source of information?

In two different experimental studies, one looking at candidate support and the 
other at a policy issue, we find that evaluations of polling credibility depend on the 
results of the poll and the extent to which those results support or challenge the 
respondent’s political attitudes. For example, Clinton supporters perceived a poll 
as more credible when it showed her with a comfortable lead compared to when it 
showed a neck-in-neck race; the opposite was true for Trump supporters. Across the 
two studies, we found that polls were perceived as more credible when they matched 
a respondent’s prior opinions and less credible when they did not. We also find evi-
dence of attitude polarization after viewing poll results, with individuals becoming 
more extreme on their prior opinions. These results sharply contrast with evalu-
ations of polling credibility by polling experts and scholars, who tend to judge a 
poll’s quality based on its methodological design and/or the reputation of the survey 
vendor (Kennedy et al. 2018; Zukin 2015). These findings have implications for pre-
vious research that has considered the impact of polls on voter decision-making (e.g. 
Lau and Redlawsk 2006; Utych and Kam 2013)—as it appears polling results are yet 
another example of biased information process in political decision making.

1  Despite widespread perception of a polling failure, pollsters often point out that Clinton did in fact 
win the popular vote as predicted. While formal evaluations of polling performance in 2016 found that 
national polls were slightly more accurate than in past elections, the state-level polls were considerably 
less accurate than in the past (Kennedy et al. 2018).
2  https​://www.huffi​ngton​post.com/entry​/most-ameri​cans-dont-trust​-publi​c-opini​on-polls​_us_58de9​4ece4​
b0ba3​59594​a708.

https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/most-americans-dont-trust-public-opinion-polls_us_58de94ece4b0ba359594a708
https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/most-americans-dont-trust-public-opinion-polls_us_58de94ece4b0ba359594a708
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Background

A rich literature in political behavior has argued that polling results can shape politi-
cal decision-making in various ways. For example, research shows that polling num-
bers are used as information shortcuts to gauge candidate viability and electability in 
primary elections (Lau and Redlawsk 2006; Bartels 1988). By changing perceptions 
of a candidate’s chance of winning, polls are thought to affect the likelihood voters 
cast strategic votes (Blais et al. 2006; Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994). Some argue 
that polls can also create a bandwagon effect (Marsh 1985; Rothschild and Malhotra 
2014), whereby people are more likely to support a leading candidate. Others have 
argued voters rely on polls when they are less informed on a topic (Boudreau and 
McCubbins 2010), again suggesting polls are treated as an influential information 
source. Finally, polls have even been shown to impact turnout, with voters more 
likely to participate when polls predict a close race compared to a landslide (Großer 
and Schram 2010; Vannette and Westwood 2013).

Given the potential impact of polls on political decision making, it is important 
to understand how the public makes sense of polling results. Identifying explainable 
variation in the perceived credibility of polling results could help to elucidate the 
conditions under which polls might (or might not) influence political attitudes and 
behavior.3 Certainly, scholars and polling experts recognize there is wide variability 
in the reliability and validity of polls (e.g., Kennedy et al. 2016; Panagopolous et al. 
2018). Methodological transparency, sampling design, and vendor reputation tend to 
be some of the leading criteria used to evaluate poll credibility (Crespi 1988; Pana-
gopoulos et al. 2009). For example, many scholars are skeptical of Interactive Voice 
Recognition (IVR) surveys that make up many of the state-level polling results 
(Tourangeau et al. 2002). Such low-quality polls have received the blame for failed 
forecasting models in 2016 (Blumenthal et al. 2017; Valentino et al. 2017; Kennedy 
et al. 2018). There has also been an extensive debate by experts about the quality of 
non-probability online polls for election prediction (Kennedy et al. 2016). Although 
there is extensive attention to the accuracy of pre-election polls in any given elec-
tion (e.g. Traugott 2005), it remains unclear if the public relies on similar criteria in 
evaluating polling results.

A small body of research has examined how public perception of a poll’s cred-
ibility is shaped by the methodology of the poll. Some scholars conclude a lower 
quality methodology leads respondents to doubt a poll (Salwen 1987), but others 
fail to find such evidence (Kuru et al. 2017). Research has also considered how the 
polling source might impact perceived poll credibility (Searles et  al. 2018). For 
example, one study found that polls were evaluated as more credible when coming 
from traditional media versus online survey firms (Kim et al. 2000). We might also 
expect that the perceived partisan leaning of a polling source might matter—such 
that Republicans might view a Fox News poll as more credible than an ABC News 

3  See Price and Stroud (2005) for a review of the correlates of negative perceptions of polls.
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poll, for example—but a recent study found no evidence that polling information for 
an ideologically congruent source increased perceived credibility (Kuru et al. 2017).

Rather than focusing on the polling vendor or methodology, we consider the pos-
sibility that evaluations of polling credibility are related to the poll’s results and the 
extent to which the results confirm or challenge the respondent’s opinion. Given the 
polarized and fragmented information environment in which the public encounters 
polls, we expect the public to judge poll credibility in a biased manner rather than an 
objective one. The 2016 election saw high-profile examples of polls being judged in 
this way. Donald Trump was quick to criticize polls if they found him trailing, while 
singing praise to those that favored him. In the wake of polls showing a majority 
of Americans opposing a wall along the U.S.-Mexico border, he claimed that “any 
negative polls are fake news, just like the CNN, ABC, [and] NBC polls in the elec-
tion.”4 Previous research has offered initial evidence of this biased perception pat-
tern (Kuru et al. 2017; Tsfati 2001), but those studies were narrower in scope. Tsfati 
(2001) showed that group affiliations correlated with credibility assessments of polls 
in Israel. Most similarly, Kuru et al. (2017) showed that polls about gun control and 
abortion were viewed as more credible when the result matched respondent opin-
ion, but these effects were estimated in the context of other moderators and focused 
on issue attitudes.5 It remains unclear if evaluations of pre-election polls—the most 
prominent type of polls to which the public is exposed—are conditional on what 
those polls say about one’s preferred candidate.

On the one hand, it would be of no surprise to find evidence of motivated reason-
ing for public attitudes about polls. A growing literature has documented evidence 
that individuals accept information that supports their prior beliefs as truth, while 
refuting equally credible information that brings their prior beliefs into question 
(Jerit and Barabas 2012; Kunda 1990; Lord et al. 1979; Redlawsk 2002; Taber and 
Lodge 2006). This process of evaluating information based on prior beliefs occurs 
because individuals are trying to manage a desire to be accurate while also manag-
ing a desire to arrive at conclusions that maintain their identity (Kahan 2016a). For 
example, a sports fan agrees with local, biased newscasters proposing hope for their 
team next season, while ignoring national news that projects their team to perform 
poorly.

Research on motivated reasoning also finds an attitude polarization effect, where 
individuals become greater believers in their prior opinions after viewing informa-
tion on those opinions (Nyhan and Reifler 2010; Taber and Lodge 2006). Attitude 
polarization can occur regardless of the direction of the message, meaning individu-
als will become more extreme in their opinion after viewing information that sup-
ports or opposes their attitude. Returning to the sports fan analogy, this theory sug-
gests some fans will become more attached to their team following either a big win 
or a heartbreaking loss—a loss can be rationalized as poor officiating that has noth-
ing to do with their team’s ability.

5  Our analysis considers polling on the topics of candidate support and public policy. We also explicitly 
test of attitude polarization after respondents have viewed a poll.

4  https​://twitt​er.com/reald​onald​trump​/statu​s/82857​44308​00539​648?lang=en.

https://twitter.com/realdonaldtrump/status/828574430800539648?lang=en
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In today’s polarized political environment, we see stark examples of the partisan 
lens through which the public views political information (Bartels 2002; Iyengar and 
Westwood 2015), so we might expect the same in attitudes about polls. People tend 
to receive information about polling results through the media, so it is easy to imag-
ine that an increasingly fragmented and polarized media environment has helped to 
undermine the objective consumption of polling results (Ampofo et al. 2011; Lelkes 
et  al. 2017; though see Valentino et  al. 2009). The high quantity and variance of 
polls also creates an easy opportunity for motivated reasoning, as individuals can 
maintain their prior identities after viewing poll results that conflict with their atti-
tudes by pointing to the methodological challenges of the poll, relating the poll to 
previous polling failures, or simply finding another poll whose results support their 
viewpoint. Even those sticking to mainstream news outlets could find different poll 
results released on the same day, with an NBC poll giving Hillary Clinton a + 7 
point spread and a Bloomberg poll giving her a + 3 point spread.6 Thus, it seems 
plausible that we are living in an information environment in which the public can 
easily pick and choose polls that more closely match prior beliefs.

On the other hand, recent work has questioned the prevalence of motivated rea-
soning—replication efforts have failed to find attitude polarization effects in the 
presence of counter-attitudinal information—the so-called “backfire effect” (Wood 
and Porter 2016). Recent scholarly criticism of motivated reasoning theory argues 
that individuals do processes new information in a Bayesian manner, updating their 
prior beliefs when they learn new information (Guess and Coppock 2015; Hill 
2017). Certainly, polling results have long been assumed to be objective information 
(Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Lau and Redlawsk 2006). Rather than explicitly 
telling the public what to think, like elite rhetoric and newspaper op-eds, polls sim-
ply indicate what others think. The prominence of polls in the news (often reported 
across diverse media outlets) should also present them as informational snapshots 
about the attitudes and experiences of the U.S. public. If this is the case, polls should 
serve as an objective source of information—their perceived credibility should not 
depend on their results.

In this paper, we explore how the public evaluates a poll’s credibility using two 
survey experiments. In contrast to previous studies, we do not vary poll source or 
methodology; we look directly at the impact of the poll results on evaluations of 
the poll’s credibility. We explore how individuals perceive a poll’s credibility for 
both a policy issue (Study 1) and candidate support (Study 2). Additionally, in 
Study 2 we test for an attitude polarization effect after respondents view a poll. Both 
studies were designed according to the Politically Motivated Reasoning Paradigm 
(PMRP), which is a conceptual model to properly differentiate motivated reason-
ing from Bayesian information processing (Kahan 2016a, b). This experimental 
setup is a between-subjects design that compares the weight different groups give 
to a poll’s credibility for each experimental condition. We then assess the difference 
in perceptions of poll credibility formed by respondents with shared prior opinions 
who are placed in different conditions. The design, therefore, “enables a confident 

6  http://elect​ions.huffi​ngton​post.com/polls​ter/2016-gener​al-elect​ion-trump​-vs-clint​on.

http://elections.huffingtonpost.com/pollster/2016-general-election-trump-vs-clinton
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assessment that individuals of opposing outlooks adjusted the weight designed evi-
dence in response to the experimental manipulation” (Kahan 2016a, p. 11).

In both studies, we measure a poll’s credibility by how trustworthy, accurate, and 
informative the respondents evaluate it to be, following the previous operationaliza-
tion of polling and media credibility (Kuru et al. 2017; Mosier and Ahlgren 1981; 
Lavrakas et al. 1998). If the public views polls as politically charged content rather 
than objective snapshots of public opinion, they will evaluate a poll’s credibility in a 
biased manner based on how the results agree with their prior opinion. Respondents 
are expected to view a poll as more credible when the poll results show the major-
ity of the public shares the respondent opinion (Hypothesis 1). Likewise, respond-
ents are expected to view a poll as less credible when the poll results show that the 
majority of the public disagrees with the respondent opinion (Hypothesis 2). Fol-
lowing theories of motivated reasoning, the public should become more extreme in 
their attitudes after viewing a public opinion poll reporting a majority opinion that 
either agrees or disagrees with their prior opinions (Hypothesis 3).

Study 1

Our first study was conducted using Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) from April 
13th to 14th, 2017.7 While MTurk is not representative of the general public, the 
sample is more diverse than a college student sample (Clifford et al. 2015) and con-
tains sufficient numbers of individuals with identity-protective stakes necessary to 
test for motivated reasoning (Kahan 2016a). Additionally, recent work producing 
results critical of motivated reasoning’s expectations has relied on MTurk’s plat-
form (Guess and Coppock 2015; Wood et al. 2016). The omnibus survey recruited 
624 adults from the United States with an overall worker approval rating of 85% or 
higher.8 Prior to the experiment, recruited subjects were told they would be partici-
pating in a study about their opinions on issues in the United States. The sample was 
cut from 624 to 600 respondents, with one respondent being dropped for answering 
zero questions and the others for speeding through the survey.9 Average time spent 
completing the survey was just over eight and a half minutes. The Online Appendix 
contains additional information on the survey design, question wording, descriptive 
statistics, and balance across the experimental conditions.

8  Approval ratings are the proportion of total accepted work projects an MTurk worker has over their 
total number of work projects. Reasons for rejected work projects include a failure to follow instructions 
or a failure to complete a task.
9  We defined speeding as spending less than 2 min on the survey. The median duration was 7.5 min-
utes and the mean duration was 8.5 minutes. Results are not sensitive to these exclusions. In light of 
recent concerns about problematic responders or bots on Mturk, we also looked for duplicated latitude 
and longitude coordinates within our data (Ryan and Timothy 2018). We identified six such respondents. 
Excluding them from analysis had no impact on our results.

7  Data files and replication scripts for this study and Study 2 can be found on the Political Behavior 
Dataverse at https​://datav​erse.harva​rd.edu/datas​et.xhtml​?persi​stent​Id=doi:10.7910/DVN/VJCL6​D.

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/VJCL6D
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Respondents were randomly assigned to one of three conditions where they 
viewed the graphical results of a public opinion poll. The treatment read “Gallup 
recently conducted a nationally representative survey on American public opinion. 
Their survey included a question on registration for immigrants from Muslim coun-
tries. As seen in the graph, the American public appears divided on this issue [… 
appears to have reached a majority opinion on this issue].”10 In the ‘Close’ condition 
respondents were shown an American public closely divided over the registration 
issue (48% support–47% oppose), the ‘Majority Support’ condition showed a clear 
majority (61% to 34%) for the registration requirement, and the ‘Majority Oppose’ 
condition flipped the numbers (34% to 61%).11 Given concerns that a perfect 50–50 
split in public opinion would not be believable, we set the Close condition to give 
a slight edge (but within the margin of error) to supporters of the registration pol-
icy in order to appear more realistic. Methodology was displayed below the poll-
ing graphic and is held constant across the conditions. Figure 1, below, shows the 
treatment for the Majority Support condition. After viewing the poll, respondents 
were asked to rate the poll on five-point scales in terms of accuracy, trustworthiness, 
and informativeness. Finally, they were asked to recall the results of the poll as a 
manipulation check.12

To reiterate, our expectation is that perceived polling credibility depends on the 
respondent’s prior opinion towards the issue. In our sample, pre-treatment measure-
ment of attitudes on the issue found that 33% of respondents supported the registra-
tion policy, 51% opposed, and 16% had no opinion. We estimate the experimental 
treatment effect conditional on prior opinion—comparing those who support Mus-
lim registration with those who oppose.13 Our dependent variable is a credibility 
scale created from the three post-treatment measures assessing the poll’s perceived 
accuracy, trustworthiness, and informativeness. These five-point scales were aver-
aged to form an ordinal measure of poll credibility that varies from one to five, with 
thirteen unique values.14 The experiment was implemented as part of an omnibus 
survey that included other survey experiments (prior to this experiment were ques-
tions about moral evaluations of congressional representatives and capital punish-
ment beliefs), so we have replicated our analysis including controls for all previous 

10  Using Gallup as the survey vendor and signaling the inclusion of landline and cell phones in the 
sample design could shape the perceived credibility of the poll. Importantly, these characteristics are 
held constant across conditions and should make it more difficult to find the expected effects. The sec-
ond study omits source and methodology altogether—referencing that the information comes from a 
"national poll" from a sample of “likely voters.” See the online appendix for more information.
11  Question wording for the polls was taken from a Quinnipiac University Polling Institute survey con-
ducted between January 5–9, 2017. That poll showed that 53% of Americans support the requirement, 
while 41% oppose the requirement and 6% were unsure.
12  Passage rates on the manipulation check were 95%, 91%, and 92% for the close, support, and oppose 
conditions respectively. Question wording is reported in the online appendix.
13  Omitted are individuals who chose to give no opinion towards the Muslim registration question 
(n = 97).
14  The poll credibility measure formed a reliable scale (α = 0.90). The mean of the scale is 2.66 and the 
median is 2.67. See the online appendix for descriptive statistics on the individual items in the scale.
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experimental conditions. As shown in the Online Appendix, accounting for the pre-
vious experimental conditions does not change the results.

Poll credibility was regressed against an indicator of pre-treatment support for the 
registration question, with pre-treatment opponents serving as the base category. We 
also included a variety of covariates that could influence the perceived credibility 
of the poll and initial support/opposition to the registration question. These controls 
include pre-treatment measures of political knowledge, political interest, educa-
tion level (measured as an ordinal variable), an indicator for female respondents, an 
indicator for white respondents, party identification (7 pt scale), and ideology (5 pt 
liberal-conservative scale).15 Those higher in political interest and education may 
perceive polls differently based on experience and may have stronger priors towards 
the registration question. The other covariates are included because they could relate 
to the Muslim registration issue and poll perception in general.16

As seen in Fig. 2, our model results show that those in congruent situations (reg-
istration supporters/opponents seeing a poll that finds majority support/opposition) 
view the poll as more credible by between two and three points on the thirteen-
point credibility scale, relative to the incongruent respondents (p-value < 0.01, and 
0.01 respectively). The relationship is insignificant in the Close condition, with 
pre-manipulation supporters of the Muslim registration issue evaluating a closely 
contested poll insignificantly different than pre-manipulation opponents of the issue 
(p-value = 0.11).17 Additionally, we see that the effect of prior opinion on credibility 
assessments of the poll are substantial across the two groups in the experimental 
conditions even after controlling for the effects of the other covariates. These results 
indicate that perceived credibility of an issue poll by the public is influenced by 
prior beliefs when the poll results contain a majority opinion, even when controlling 
for the source and sampling methodology of the poll.

15  Political knowledge is a composite score based on responses to three factual questions about Ameri-
can government. Some studies of motivated reasoning find political knowledge moderates the extent to 
which one will engage in belief preservation, such that those higher in political knowledge are better able 
to defend and find evidence for their prior beliefs (Lodge et al. 2013). However, due to high baseline lev-
els of political knowledge in our first study and a lack of good political knowledge measures in our sec-
ond study, we are unable to speak to this moderator. We control for political knowledge in the first study 
to deal with any variation due to this possibility but note that future work on how the public perceives 
polls should further explore the role of political knowledge. The question wording and coding of all vari-
ables are included in the online appendix.
16  In contrast to Kuru et  al. (2017), we did not find evidence that political knowledge moderated 
observed effects. Interactions between political knowledge and indicators for support or opposition to the 
registration question were insignificant, though this may be due to the high baseline political knowledge 
of all participants. As reported in the online appendix, the results are robust to excluding party identifica-
tion and ideology from the models, or from an analysis without any control variables.
17  The Close condition shows that who supported the policy were slightly more likely to view the poll as 
credible. Although we might have expected that the Close condition would not have any effect on evalu-
ations of poll credibility, it appears that the one-point edge that supporters were given in the Close con-
dition (48 to 47) may have been interpreted in a way that induced some motivated reasoning (although 
effect is not statistically significant)—given recent research about innumeracy (e.g. Landy et al. 2017), it 
is perhaps not surprising that some respondents might not have understood that the condition showed a 
polling result that was within the reported margin of error.
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We conducted a second experiment in order to test our expectations in the context 
of election horse-race polls, which is where most of the research examining polling 
effects has been focused. Pre-election polls are also where we have seen such a pro-
liferation in the number of polls and the public is perhaps more likely to have expo-
sure to polling results. Study 2 is also designed to look for potential polarization in 
attitudes, a central point of debate in the motivated reasoning literature.

Study 2

Study 2 was conducted on the 2016 Cooperative Congressional Election Study 
(CCES). The CCES is a national sample that is stratified by both state and congres-
sional district and weighted to look similar to the U.S. population on a set of politi-
cal and demographic characteristics.18 Data was gathered in October of 2016 and 

Gallup recently conducted a nationally representative survey on American public opinion. Their 
survey included a question on registration for immigrants from Muslim countries. As seen in the 
graph, the American public appears to have reached a majority opinion on this issue. 

Fig. 1   ‘Majority support’ condition (Study 1)

18  More information on the survey methodology is reported in the online appendix. CCES team modules 
consist of 1000 ‘matched’ cases weighted to produce a sample that is demographically similar to the U.S. 
population. We opt to use the larger, ‘unmatched’ cases of the team module (n = 1448) to increase sample 
size and because it was the basis for randomization (Ansolabehere and Rivers 2013). Conclusions do not 
change using the smaller, matched dataset.
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consists of 1448 participants in the team module. Respondents first filled out the 
CCES common content portion before being filtered into team modules. The team 
instrument was again an omnibus questionnaire, but there were no experiments that 
appear before ours. Pretreatment questions on the team module also included items 
about ease of voter registration and enthusiasm towards each of the presidential can-
didates. See the Online Appendix for additional information on the survey, questions 
wording, descriptive statistics, and balance across the conditions.

Respondents were randomly assigned to one of two conditions that showed either 
a close horse-race poll between Clinton and Trump or a lopsided race that distinctly 
favored Clinton. In the Close condition, Clinton was shown to be leading 47% to 
46%, while in the Lopsided condition Clinton was shown to be leading 51% to 42% 
with both conditions holding the number of undecided voters constant at 7%.19 The 
Lopsided treatment condition is shown below in Fig.  3. Before viewing the poll, 

This coefficient plot shows the expected change in perceived poll credibility for a one-unit change in each 
explanatory variable. Subjects viewed a public opinion poll about support for Muslim registra�on with the federal 
government. Line segments represent 95% confidence intervals, while points represent the OLS Beta coefficients. 
The 'poll credibility' dependent variable can take thirteen unique values. For a more intui�ve presenta�on of 
results, all coefficients were rescaled such that a one-unit change corresponds to movement on a dependent 
variable equal to one-thirteenth of its range. See Table A3 in the online appendix for full OLS results. 

Fig. 2   Effect of poll result congruence on perceived poll credibility (Study 1)

19  While the CCES was in the field between late September and late October 2016, the average horse-
race poll showed Clinton with around a 3 to 7% lead over Trump. Again, we used a one-point lead for 
Clinton over Trump to induce believability in the treatment condition.
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respondents were asked for their expected vote choice in the 2016 election [or actual 
vote choice in the case of early voters (n = 29)]. In this sample, 34% intended to vote 
for Trump, 42% for Clinton, 5% for Gary Johnson, and 19% had no preference of the 
three. After viewing the poll, respondents were asked to assess the credibility of the 
poll using the same three metrics from the previous study of accuracy, trustworthi-
ness, and informativeness.20 Finally, they were asked to recall Clinton’s lead in the 
poll they had viewed as a manipulation check and were asked to rate how enthusi-
astic they would be if the candidate they indicated the highest enthusiasm for, pre-
manipulation, were to become president.21

We ran regression models similar to Study 1, with vote intention for Trump serv-
ing as the key variable to determine if voters are shown a poll congruent to their 
prior beliefs. Figure 4 shows the effect of congruence on perceptions of the horse-
race poll’s credibility (n = 522 and 548 for Lopsided and Close conditions, respec-
tively).22 Here again, we find evidence that perceptions of poll credibility are deter-
mined in part by the results of the poll. Clinton supporters shown a poll with a large 
Clinton lead, the Lopsided condition, rate the poll’s credibility around three points 
higher on the thirteen-point scale, compared to Trump supporters (p-value < 0.01). 
Similar to Study 1, we see the relationship between prior opinions and poll results 
evaporate in the Close condition, where the race is shown to be competitive. There 
is no significant difference in the poll’s credibility assessment among Clinton and 
Trump supporters when the poll shows a close race (p-value = 0.22). 

This study also allowed us to test for attitude polarization. In examining polariza-
tion in support of a candidate, we relied on a measure of candidate enthusiasm—
a measure commonly used by pollsters to capture variation in attitudinal extremity 
about candidate support (Langer 2016).23 A variable measuring change in enthu-
siasm was created for each respondent to assess the attitude polarization effect. 
Attitude polarization is measured by comparing enthusiasm for one’s preferred 

20  The poll credibility variable was created in the same manner as Study 1 and formed a reliable scale 
(α = 0.84). The mean of the scale is 2.34 and the median is 2.33. See the online appendix for descriptive 
statistics on the individual items in the scale.
21  Across the two conditions the manipulation check was passed 57% of the time. This low passage rate 
could be due to the nature of the question, which asked for specific numbers from the poll. Passage rates 
were much higher in Study 1 where the manipulation check just asked majority opinion rather than spe-
cific numbers. A separate analysis was performed for only those who passed the manipulation check. The 
results across all pieces of analysis do not substantively change when only considering these individuals.
22  Similar to Study 1, we omit observations that lack a prior opinion on the stimuli of interest because 
we have no expectations for them. This includes those with a stated preference for Gary Johnson or no 
stated preference for any of the three candidates (n = 349). See the online appendix for robustness checks 
for the models when partisanship and ideology are omitted, as well as estimation with no control vari-
ables.
23  Although much of the previous research on attitude polarization associated with motivated reason-
ing has focused on issue or ideological extremity (e.g., Taber and Lodge 2006), attitude polarization 
can be generally understood as beliefs on a given attitude or belief becoming more divergent between 
two groups. As such, attitudes polarizing about a candidate would mean that supporters of the candidate 
become more enthusiastic, or opponents would become even less enthusiastic about that candidate win-
ning office, or both. Previous research examining attitude polarization towards candidates have used sim-
ilar attitudinal measures—such as favorability (Nyhan et al. 2017) and thermometer ratings (Redlawsk 
2006)—for measuring attitude polarization in candidate support.
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candidate (measured on a 5-pt scale) pre- and post-manipulation. The change in 
enthusiasm variable ranges from − 4 to 4, where positive values indicate a respond-
ent who becomes more enthused about their preferred candidate after viewing the 
horse-race poll. According to motivated reasoning theory, we should see increased 
enthusiasm for both Trump and Clinton supporters in the Lopsided condition com-
pared to individuals whose prefer neither Clinton nor Trump, whereas this effect 
should not be observed in the Close condition.24 To reiterate, even Trump supporters 
who are shown the counter-attitudinal information of a lopsided poll against their 
candidate of choice should become more polarized as they are motivated to maintain 
their pro-Trump identity (Taber and Lodge 2006).

Figure 5 shows the effect of congruence of prior beliefs and poll results on atti-
tude polarization. As expected, we see that both Trump and Clinton supporters pre-
fer their candidate more by about a half point on the nine-point scale after seeing 
a lopsided poll that favored Clinton. Note that this effect is found even though we 
cannot measure positive change for those who indicated maximum support for one 
of the two candidates in the pre-manipulation question (n = 477) or negative change 
for those who indicated minimum support for both candidates (n = 177).25 The Close 

As you may have seen, some recent polls show that the gap in support for Hillary Clinton and 
Donald Trump is large. One poll, shown below, es�mates that 51% of likely voters support 
Clinton, 42% support Trump, and 7% are undecided or support someone else.

Fig. 3   Lopsided condition (Study 2)

24  Those who prefer neither Clinton nor Trump includes individuals who prefer Gary Johnson or who 
have no preference for any of the three major candidates (n = 349).
25  As one additional test, we reran the analysis after dropping all individuals who selected maximum 
enthusiasm (a value of five) on the pre-manipulation questionnaire as a way of better getting at the 
impact of ceiling effects on our directional hypothesis. We find that coefficients for Trump (ß = 0.71; 
S.E. = 0.13) and Clinton (ß = 0.36; S.E. = 0.13) preferences increase in magnitude. We have also repli-
cated the results with no control variables and with just partisanship an ideology omitted. Results are 
presented in the online appendix.
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condition does not show the same extent of polarization—the pattern is not statisti-
cally significant for Clinton supporters but is, perhaps surprisingly, for Trump sup-
porters. It seems that the Close condition still induced some attitude polarization 
among Trump supporters, perhaps reflecting the fact that this condition did show a 
1-point Clinton lead, even if that was within the reported margin of error.

Overall, these results of attitude polarization, together with the findings above 
showing a poll’s perceived credibility being conditional on congruence with prior 
beliefs, indicates that evaluations of polling information are biased by motivated 
reasoning. Observing poll results just tends to reinforce an individual’s prior atti-
tudes, limiting the extent to which poll results can shape political decision mak-
ing. To be sure, the study is not without limitations. First, we lacked a condition 
with a lopsided Trump lead. When the questionnaire was being drafted in summer 
of 2016, such a result was far outside of the range of polls available at the time, 
raising concerns that including such a condition would be viewed as too outlandish 

This coefficient plot shows the expected change in perceived poll credibility for a one-unit change in each 
explanatory variable. Subjects viewed a horse-race poll between Clinton and Trump leading up to the 2016 
elec�on. Line segments represent 95% confidence intervals, while points represent the OLS Beta coefficients. The
'poll credibility' dependent variable can take thirteen unique values. For a more intui�ve presenta�on of results, 
coefficients were rescaled such that a one-unit change corresponds to movement on a dependent variable equal 
to one-thirteenth of its range. See Table A11 in the online appendix for full OLS results. 

Fig. 4   Effect of poll result congruence on perceived poll credibility (Study 2)
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by respondents. Obviously, it would be preferable—as in Study 1—to have condi-
tions with both sides in the lead. At the same time, it also highlights the difficulty of 
designing experiments to test the bounds of our theoretical expectations. There is a 
tension between realism in the experimental treatments and comprehensive testing 
of the theoretical expectations in any one domain. Second, the general lack of enthu-
siasm about both candidates in the 2016 election could have also plausibly impacted 
the estimated effect. Unenthused individuals could have driven down estimates of 
enthusiasm change regardless of the polling results they were exposed to. Alterna-
tively, other elections could have more individuals at the ceiling and floor of the rat-
ings pre-treatment, constraining the potential impact of the treatment. Nonetheless, 
the results seem clear that many people evaluate polls as more credible when the 
polling result coincides with their own personal attitudes and beliefs.

Conclusion

Across two studies we found evidence that the American public evaluates the credibil-
ity of a poll based on the extent to which the poll’s results offers support to their predis-
positions. When a poll shows a public that agrees with an individual’s opinion, the poll 
is perceived as more credible—accurate, trustworthy, and informative. In contrast, poll 
results that show the public disagreeing with an individual’s opinion are perceived as 
less credible. This pattern holds for both issue polls and pre-election horse-race polls in 

This plot shows the expected amount of a�tude polariza	on experienced for those who preferred Trump or 
Clinton prior to viewing the poll for each experimental condi	on. Regardless of congruence of poll results, those 
seeing lopsided results experienced greater a�tude polariza	on rela	ve to the close condi	on. Line segments 
represent 95% confidence intervals, while points represent the OLS coefficients. The ‘a�tude polariza	on’ variable 
is nine-point from -4 to 4 with posi	ve values indica	ng increased enthusiasm for one’s most preferred candidate 
a�er viewing the horse-race poll. Note this OLS model also accounts for a variety of control variables, but their 
coefficients are omi�ed from the figure. See Table A12 for full OLS results. 

Fig. 5   Congruence of poll result and attitude polarization of candidate enthusiasm
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the 2016 U.S. election. Additionally, we found evidence of individuals becoming more 
enthusiastic about their presidential vote preference after viewing a lopsided horse-race 
poll, regardless of which candidate the poll results favored, or which candidate indi-
viduals supported. This finding of attitude polarization coupled with evidence of biased 
poll evaluation suggests that individuals engage in motivated reasoning when viewing 
public opinion polls. In other words, polls are not treated as objective information.

Scholarly criticisms of motivated reasoning have called for strong designs and 
tests to ensure other information-updating processes, such as a Bayesian process, do 
not explain observed patterns (Bullock 2009; Hill 2017; Gerber and Green 1999). We 
believe our analysis has done this with respect to poll perception by showing that col-
lection of new information was not independent of prior belief. Our between-subjects 
design shows respondents of similar prior beliefs reaching different conclusions about 
poll credibility based on differing treatment conditions (Kahan 2016a). Additionally, 
despite current work failing to find attitude polarization effects (Guess and Coppock 
2015), we find evidence of polarization in our second study both when the polling 
information is both congruent and incongruent. The observed patterns are consistent 
with previous political psychology research that finds biased information processing. 
Polls appear to be just one more example of the way people are biased in how they 
make sense of the political world.

Admittedly, both sets of poll results in our study were manipulated to have relatively 
close results to induce believability by respondents. Future work should investigate the 
robustness of the results to a wider range of polling results. It is unclear how a landslide 
manipulation might be viewed. Would the effect be linear, with individuals becoming 
more biased based on their prior beliefs, or curvilinear with a feeling of futility kicking 
in when results are one-sided against one’s beliefs? Returning to the sports analogy, 
at some point many fans (including one of the authors of this manuscript) do come to 
terms with the fact that their favorite team is just not very good.

These results, nonetheless, have important implications for the literature that 
concludes polls influence political decision-making. Our findings highlight that we 
cannot take for granted that voters view polling numbers as objective information. 
Rather, poll results appear to be evaluated through a biased lens and, as a result, 
tend to reaffirm prior opinions. Of course, it remains unclear the extent to which this 
might be a new phenomenon. There was a time in which polls were more generally 
viewed as more trustworthy and credible. A 1963 NORC poll found that 65% of the 
sample reported polls were ‘Good’ for the country, and a 1956 poll found that 71% 
of Americans thought public opinion polls were ‘Right most of the time.’ It might 
well be the case that polling is just one more casualty of today’s polarized political 
and media environment.
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