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Polling and Research

Polling and research, regardless of method, are useless 
without these two basic elements:

a) A representative sample: Properly defining the group 
that is going to be 

contacted.
b) Well-defined questions: The 

ability to give respondents an 
opportunity to express how they
 feel about a particular issue, 

candidate, product or idea.



Six Problems

• 1. Selection Bias – Who do you talk to?

This is particularly difficult 
for telephone surveys.

Someone may answer the 
phone, but you need a 
middle-aged woman, 
and not a young man.

A sample frame must 
accurately represent the 
population that is being 

polled.



The “Cosmopolitan” Effect: 
The respondent may be forced 
to answer something he/she is 
not comfortable with, due to the 
lack of correct options. 
How often do you eat pizza? 
Every day
Every week
Every month
Whenever I can
I love pizza

Six Problems

• 2. Response Bias: What options do you offer?



Six Problems

• 3. Cognitive Bias: Dealing with a human being.

People may not reveal their true 
feelings when they talk to a person on 
the phone, for fear of seeming out of 
touch, politically incorrect, or racist. 
Over the course of your life, 
have you ever been unfaithful 
to a partner?  
Online survey in BC – 28%
Telephone survey in U.S. – 11%
Face-to-face interview in U.S. 
If you ask Bill Clinton, it depends on 
what your definition of “is” is.



Six Problems

• 4. Wording Bias: The way questions are written.

Stacking the deck…

“In 2006 , the government introduced, without public consultation, the double 
taxation of public income trusts held in RRSPs, but not private income trusts 
held by pension funds, a measure that was intended to address the alleged tax 
leakage, a concept that was never proven by the government. In view of this 
objective and the fact that 51 such public income trusts were subsequently 
devalued by the government’s double tax have no (sic) been acquired in the 
last 3 years by foreigners and through tax sheltered means has caused the 
permanent loss of $1.5 billion in taxes to all levels of government, would you 
consider the policy to be a success or a failure?”



Six Problems

• 5. Coverage Bias: Who answers the phone? Who’s online?

In order to access a representative sample, pollsters 
decide who they  will talk to based on demographic factors 

(age, gender, education,  household income).
Every group must be represented, in order to have a balanced sample.

Toughest Group to find Online: Men, aged 18-to-34.
Toughest Group to find on the Telephone: Women, aged 18-to-34.



Six Problems

• 6. Order Bias: The way the questionnaire is structured.

Examples:
Answering questions about how 
a government has handled an 
issue, and asking who would be 
the best to handle that issue.
Q1. “Are you satisfied or dissatisfied 
with the government’s decision to 
impose the HST?”
Q2. “Which party do you trust 
more to keep your taxes low?”



Margin of Error

• What is the Margin of Error and why should you care?

The margin of error refers ONLY to sampling 
(i.e., how the group of people who answered 

a particular poll was assembled).

There are other "non-measurable" errors 
that can be present in a poll.

Mistake by interviewer: Pushing the wrong buttons.

Mistake by company: Writing the release with the wrong numbers.

People lying to pollster: “I really am voting for the Natural Law Party, but 
I'll say I'm voting Libertarian just for fun.”



Margin of Error

The "margin of error" is a mathematical calculation 
that takes into account:
a) The size of the target population.
b) The number of people the polling 

company contacted.
So, if in a kingdom comprised of 210 million adults, a pollster 
speaks to 1,000 people, 50% approve of the king, and the poll 
has a 3 per cent margin of error, the actual proportion could be 
as low as 47% or as high as 53%.



Margin of Error



Demographic Weights

Weights adjust the poll data to ensure that the sample accurately 
reflects the characteristics of the population 
from which it was drawn. 

This is what the kingdom looks like:

Men 46%, Women 54%

But, when we did the poll, we spoke to:

Men 52%, Women 48%

So, weights need to be applied to ensure that 
the 52% of men we talked to become 46%.



Enemies of Polling

• The Radio Call-In Show

Myth: A true attempt to get an 
immediate reaction from  
impartial members of the public. 

Fact: Hardly representative. Callers 
are often people with grudges. And,
many times, political operatives 
masquerade as listeners who call in.



Enemies of Polling

• Social Media

Myth: An inclusive and 
democratic option to 
generate intelligent
debate.

Fact: Not inclusive. Not 
democratic. Prone to 
trolling, promotion and 
anonymity. Evangelists 
and first adopters 
become "experts.”



Enemies of Polling

• The Insta-Poll

Myth: Media outlets 
can get a true sense of 
what the public feels 
about an issue by asking
them to click away.

Fact: Again, not inclusive. 
No effort made to ensure
a representative sample.



Enemies of Polling

• Street Interview

Myth: The "man on the street" will 
be in touch with what's going on in 
the world. Looks better on camera 
than a table or graph.

Fact: By offering equal air time to a 
well-crafted quantitative exercise 
and a qualitative reaction from a 
random person, the public is misled.



Myth: All information needs to 
be disseminated, especially if 
it is something that ends up being
troubling to the powerful.

Enemies of Polling

• Push Polling

Fact: A poll is not always the 
adequate venue, and it ultimately 
leads to lies and abuse.

“Are you aware that John McCain fathered an 
illegitimate child from a black woman?”



Enemies of Polling

• Overeager PR Firms

Myth: People who handle 
Public Relations are well suited 
for advising a person, company 
or part about a course of action, 
based on research a survey.

Fact: People with little knowledge 
of research actually promise an 
outcome to clients before even
conducting a survey.



Myth: The client needs the 
public to perceive their issue, 
agenda, plan, product or 
idea as “the best.”

Fact: The client needs to be 
told the truth, in strong terms, 
about the real implications 
of a decision.

Enemies of Polling

• Overeager Clients



Ethics and Research

What I learned in Journalism:

a) Seek truth and report it
b) Minimize harm
c) Act independently
d) Be accountable



Ethics and Research

What I encountered in the research industry:

a) Twist the truth for the client's benefit.
b) Maximize the effect of a desired outcome.
c) Act to benefit the client (or yourself).
d) Wash your hands.



How to Counter these Challenges? 
Like a Journalist!

a) Seek truth and report it: Misleading questions hurt 
everybody (researchers, clients, the media, society). A 
researcher must reject bad questions, and help clients 
realize that the survey needs to be unbiased. 
Detachment is the best course of action.

b) Minimize harm: Citing a survey is not a license for 
arrogance. Every respondent deserves respect, whether 
we personally agree with the way they feel about things 
or not. A researcher must sacrifice his own feelings to 
look at the views of the respondents as a whole.



How to Counter these Challenges? 
Like a Journalist!

c) Act independently: A researcher must reject any negative 
influence from clients, co-workers and media outlets with 
vested interests. The only way to figure out how people 
feel about an issue is to be vigilant and courageous 
about the issues that are reviewed.

d) Be accountable: The researcher must clarify and explain 
properly what was done and how (to clients, to the 
media), admit mistakes and correct them promptly. Be 
very careful when making assertions that are not 
supported by data.



Finally…

Deficient research negatively affects us all: 

The researcher gets a bad reputation.

The client gets data that does not 
represent the actual views of the 
population, and makes bad decisions.

The media are fooled by 
reporting on something 
that appears to have 
legitimacy, but is actually 
an exercise in self-promotion.

With deficient research, we all lose… 100% of the time.
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