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Organization of the presentation

• Brief history of media polling 

• Current trends in the news business 

• New polling methods and their use in the media 

• Two case studies to learn more about current 
polling applications and how they impact our 
understanding of public opinion 

• Conclusions



Why elections make good news

• Elections are a central element of a democracy 

• Occur on a schedule and can be planned and budgeted 

• Are important and involve visible figures willing to be 
quoted 

• Involve conflict with a resolution and declared winners 
and losers 

• Have consequences for the control of government and 
the formulation of policy



Did journalism invent polling?

• Harrisburg Pennsylvanian (1824) straw poll in the 
Andrew Jackson - John Quincy Adams race based 
upon 504 purchases/votes 

• Periodic efforts into the 20th Century culminating in 
The Literary Digest's first national poll in 1916 

• George Gallup and The Washington Post in 1936 
predicted the The Literary Digest poll would be 
wrong and FDR would defeat Alf Landon



 The Founding Fathers



Face-to-face interviews  
and their logistics



What happened in 1948?



The shift to telephone 
interviewing



Understanding the new polling 
environment

The combined advent of telephone penetration and 
discovery of the PC reduced the cost of interviewing 
and lowered the cost of entry into the field 


Independent editorial judgements come to the fore 


Partnerships between major metropolitan dailies and 
evening news broadcasts



Understanding the new polling 
environment



Issues with web polls

Pros 


	 Speed of data collection 


	 Potential use of audio and video stimuli 




Cons 


	 Sampling: penetration (representativeness) and self-selection 


	 Potential for tampering



Issues with web polls



Issues with web polls



Rosenstiel's Identification of 6 Major Trends 
Affecting the Use of Polls in Today's News


1. Changes in the industry (cutbacks, repackaging secondhand material, 
demands of the 24-hour news cycle) 


2. Proliferation of outlets offering news 


3. Reduction in regular reporting: presenting information rather than 
gathering it 


4. Growing reliance on daily tracking polls ("horse race" journalism) 


5. Growing audience skepticism and political polarization 


6. Inability of academics and pollsters to maintain standards and deepen 
journalists' understanding of public opinion research and how to use it in 
journalism 


7. The data aggregators and modelers



What's going on in the 
contemporary news business?



What's going on in the 
contemporary news business?



What's going on in the 
contemporary news business?

Major Daily Newspaper 


Circulation since 1990 
 we bow?  do we 
go next?



What's going on in the 
contemporary news business?



Ultimate "Horse Race" Coverage

http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2011/10/horse_race_politics_an_animation_of_the_2012_republican_campaign.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/politics/2011/10/horse_race_politics_an_animation_of_the_2012_republican_campaign.html


The impact of economics  
on polling



The impact of economics  
on polling



Changes in contemporary 
reporting styles

A renewed focus on state-level data in conjunction 
with campaign targeting on "battleground states" 


Estimating electoral vote counts as well as popular 
vote shares 


Creating synthetic data from a "poll of polls" 


Web sites and blogs have become an important 
venue for political news, including polls 







The Data Aggregators

Increased emphasis on horse race coverage and the proliferation 
of polls at the state and national level has led to statistical 
modeling and the use of others' data 


www.RealClearPolitics.com 


www.MysteryPollster.com      
      www.Pollster.com     www.huffingtonpost.com/news/pollster/ 


"Poblano" on www.DailyKos.com      
      www.FiveThirtyEight.com     fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com  


themonkeycage.org  


election.princeton.edu 

http://www.RealClearPolitics.com
http://www.RealClearPolitics.com
http://www.MysteryPollster.com
http://www.MysteryPollster.com
http://www.Pollster.com
http://www.Pollster.com
http://www.DailyKos.com
http://www.DailyKos.com
http://www.FiveThirtyEight.com
http://www.FiveThirtyEight.com
http://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com
http://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com
http://themonkeycage.org
http://themonkeycage.org
http://election.princeton.edu
http://election.princeton.edu


A change in  
reporting style



A change in  
reporting style



Case Study 1: CNN's Use of a 
"Poll of Polls" since 2004



Case Study 1: CNN's Use of a 
"Poll of Polls" since 2004



The CNN "Poll of Polls" in 2012



The CNN "Poll of Polls" in 2012



Interactive Voice Recognition (IVR) Polls: 
A Technology for Low Cost Data 
Collection (LCDC)
Use of a digitized voice as an interviewer 


Calls to landline phones only, now sometimes 
supplemented with Internet panel respondents who 
have a cell phone 


Very brief interviews 


Rapid data collection with a very low response rate 


How good are the samples? 





Case Study 2:  How do poll-based 
news stories explain "Birthers"?

Mostly they don't - they just describe their prevalence 
in terms of marginals 


When they offer explanations, they use 
demographics, party identification and ideology



Case Study 2:  How do poll-based 
news stories explain "Birthers"?



Case Study 2:  How do poll-based 
news stories explain "Birthers"?

http://www.politico.com/blogs/glennthrush/0709/58_of_GOP_not_suredont_beleive_Obama_born_in_US.html?showall
http://www.politico.com/blogs/glennthrush/0709/58_of_GOP_not_suredont_beleive_Obama_born_in_US.html?showall


The Prevalence of "Birther" Views



Administrative parameters of  
LCDC surveys



How different are the samples?	



How do the samples look in 
political terms? 	



What does this produce in 
"Birther" responses?	



How do social scientists  
explain "Birthers"?
The theory of Motivated Reasoning 


Partisanship and ideology play an important role, but 
so do racial attitudes over and above those factors, in 
explaining why some people ignore factual information 
presented in the news - such as two versions of Barack 
Obama's birth certificate 


Some research suggests that behavioral elements of 
web use also play a role - not necessarily web searches 
or the use of certain web sites but perhaps the act of 
forwarding information in emails or on Facebook



How do such explanations hold up in  
Low Cost Data Collections (LCDC)?

Means for a measure of Racial Resentment for Whites 
(4-pt. scale 0 -1) 


	 ANES	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 .652 (919) 


	 Mechanical Turk	 	 	 	 	 .570 (793) 
	 Zoomerang	 	 	 	 	 	 	 .671 (765) 
	 Qualtrics Panel	 	 	 	 	 	 .669 (607) 
	 Pulse Opinion Research		 	 .616 (830)



OLS Regressions Explaining "Birther" Beliefs 


	 	 	 	 	 	 	 ANES     MT    ZOOM	 Qualtrics	 POR 
	  
Gender (Male)	 	 	    	    **		    **		    	 	    	  *	 	    
Age	 (Older)		 	 	    	 	   	 	  	   **	 	 	 	 	    
Income	(Lower)		 	     	     *	 	    **		    	 	  	  	 	    
Education (Lower)	 	 	   ***		    **		    *	 	 	 	 	   ** 
Party ID	 (Republican)	    	   ***		    **	  	  ***	 	 	 ***	 	  *** 
Ideology (Conservative)		    **	 	   ***	        ***	 	 	  **	 	  *** 


Racial Resentment           	 .247***  .114***	  .329***     .238*** 	  .262***	  


	 2 
     R		 	 	          	    	 .241	 .298	  .316	     .339	 	 .354 


* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001

How do such explanations hold up in  
Low Cost Data Collections (LCDC)?



Where are we now?  Where do 
we go next?

New data collection methods are changing the nature 
of campaign reporting 


Citizens get more facts but a weaker understanding of 
the structural meaning and impact of elections 


Campaigns lose their function and role as a way to 
hold incumbents accountable 


Politics becomes a game, and citizens lose the 
meaning of the mandate that the winner receives to 
govern



Continuing push for greater transparency 


       Clinton and Rogers:  why IVR accuracy is so high 


Review / revision in the standard geographical sample  


Prepare for new technological advances

Where are we now?  Where do 
we go next?
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