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ABSTRACT
Media-Sponsored Opinion Polls:
A Critical Review of Compaign ‘84 and Recommendations for Campaign 88

Camﬁmgn '84 wes the mast heovuly pollw election in this nation's hlstory Thls poper exommw
the use and abus of eplmon polls by five p pmtlge print media ( m Iune H.S..Nms_&
!(mldRemr_t The New Yerk hmas and The Washmgton P_asl) and by the three me]er TV
networks during Campaign '84. In ﬁirtiéﬁléi"; it examines to what extent thess eight influential
meia followed sound practices (s defined by the A ican Assacistion for Public Opinion
Reseerch) fn the reporting of the opinion polls they themsslves commissioned and over which
they exercised control. Al of the news media were dficient i following the AAPOR stondards in
some respects; and some of them we=s deficiant in mast respects. Whils thers was no clear
winner among the thres categor es of media, there was a clear- loser network T. On every
bﬁﬁﬁéﬁiéﬁﬁ between the three eategones of media the netwurks were more neghger t than were
the newspapers and fiews magazm&s Récbiii’riiéh’ddﬁiiﬁ are made for iiﬁbidved press

performance in Cempaign ‘88.
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ﬁéi&-sﬁﬁﬁéﬁféﬁ 6pinion iitiiis:

At the end of the 1984 presicentiel campaign, a Newsweek writer (Alpern, 1984b:5)
commented on the use of opinion polls by the mass media:

Never had a prasndanhal rAMpaign been so bombardbd by the pohhcel polls a bl'zzard of

statistics-- -Ieads gaps strengths ond weaknesses- - -gushmg dal Iy from the

computers of independent polling firms and the news media. And with profision came
confusion. ..

This paper will examine the tisa and abuse of oplmon polls by five prestige prmt media
(Nmmngk I_lmg H;&Hmﬂnﬂdﬂenm The New York hmm and The Washmgton Eﬁ})
end by the thiee major TV networks dur ing Campaign '84. In p’éﬂi(:u’iéi- it will examine to what
extent these enoht mﬂuentlal media followed sound araetle&e in the repomng of the ommun polls
they themsalves commmloned and ovei- which they exerclsed eontrol To the extent that there
were abuses during Campaign ‘84, what lessons might be learned that could lead t6 & improved
use of opinion polls by the media during Campaign ‘867

Al oo often, & Wheeler  1976:xvi-xvi) hes written, “The reader of opinion polls is
given o hint that they may not be trustworthy. The press in particular has been oblivious to
the pitfalls of polting.* Political scientist David L. Palitz end his colleagues { 1980:499) stated.
“The press seems obsessad with presidential elections, willing to publish polls on the subject no

matter how irrelevant and inane.”
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Normally , when evaliiating mass media performance, one of the first problems fs
determining which criteria to use. Agaifist which stenderds should the media be judged? And
whe says 567 When it comes to evaluating news media repor-ting of palitical polls, however , the
problem is considersbly reducad. I 1968 the American Association for Public Opinion
Research published its “Standsnds for Reporting Public Opinion Polls. The AAPOR code cal ed
upon the bri’ni media and bi-oadcast media to repor & the following eight pieces of information

when reporting opinion polls ( Mendslsohn and Crespi, 1970:134-135).

1. Identity of who Sponsored the survey.

2. The exact wording of questions asked:

3. A definition of the population ectually sampled.

. Size of sample .

5. An indicetion of what allowance should be made for sampling error.

6. Which results are based on parts of the sample, rather than the total
sample, for example, Tikely voters only, those aware of an event, those
who answered other questions in a certain way, and the like:
on strest corners,

8. iiming’ of the iniérviewinﬁ. .

Some critical observers of pﬁiis, however , say that the eight points contained in the

AAPOR standards are not enough. They believe thet the media have an obligetion to inform

readers that polls are subject to additional sources of error abave and beyond sampling errar.

Wheeler (1976:103) states. for example, that news consumers need to be better informed as to
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whet actually goes on behind the scenes in polling.
In sum, though the theory of polling is sclentifically sound; te actual

practice is not . ... Polling is not the pristinely pure scientific process the

pollsters want us to believe it is ... . Bul 8s sarious as thess technical
problems are, 8s suspicious of polls as they should make us, they are not
the only source of polling errar. The fundsmental problem of poils lies in

their analysis.

And it is this type of warning, says Whsler, that the news media usually do not rapart,
Pollster Burns W. Roper ( 1980:46) also believes that the hews mdia frequently
mislead readers, viewers and listeners-- -not by the facs they report, bat by implication:
Parly becatise of their lack of deep expertise, reporlers have overstresssd
sampling &rror and dnderstressed the other more important and
consicerably greater sources o eror. And, in the pracess o stressing

sampling error, they have not wared the reader or-viewer of error-es they

have intended. instead they have implied an tnwarranted degree of
Wheeler ( 1980.44) stales, “It should be at lsast as impor-tant to alert editors- - -and

their readers=-~to the wide range of possible interpretation as it is to note sampling error.

Indeed, the standard warning sbouta 3 or 4 paint chance variation doubtiessly mislesds some

reader's into believing thet the whols raport is valid to that dagres.

The primary purpose o this eritical analysis is straightforward. 1 is o examine all of

6
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the polls Sporisored and published by eight prestige news medta during Campaign '54 to evaiuate
to what extent they amerea to the MDOP stanfﬁrds 1 The mmry purpese ts to analyze the

io0~ - - beyond the points

news reports to m*termme what
resom mended by MPOR- - -readers were given to help them undarstarrd that polting is more art

thon smence

The time penw covered by thls critical review was rrom August 27,1 984 (rour deys

durmg the study perloa Artlclw in The New York lxmea and The Washmgton Emt were Iocated
with the help or the orf iciat index publlshed Dy each paper The network TV polls were leeated by
5. 8nd vicko tapes of the network poll staries

seerching the Ielevisian News lndex and
were then obtalned from the Vanderbilt Televvsvm News Arehwe

The New York Times and CBS which ]mntly sponisored some of their polls were the
leatérs in terms of the total number of pon stories puhlmmd ( nine each) The Wasmngtnn E@t
éﬁﬂ ABC whleh hkewnse ]OII'IUV sponsored some of their palls were not fér behlnd with seven
end sight poll stories, Fespactively. Since the news magazines publish only one issu per: week
one would nﬁt expect them to pubhsh as meny poll storm &s the 'lm ly media, and this mdeed was
the case. The totals ro" Nmmmg hmg andﬂz&;ﬂﬁﬁ were Tour two and one starles
r&speetwety NBC Wﬂh its tetal of two poll storles gave much lae emphasas to poll storm

then all of the other *emy medxa

SPONSOR IDENTIFICATION

Because of the scope of this analysis, all of the medi automatically rated highly in this

7
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respect since in effect they were oll publ |sh1ng thelr own polls Not only dld they lwntlfy
themselvas as belng tne spmsors of tne pells In some eeses they also reported tne name of the
pollmg orwnzatlon Newsweek used Gallup Bﬂm used Yonkelowch m uwd EMC
Seivics, Inc. Sponsor identification w wes simply not & problam for thess sight prestige media

during Compaign ‘84,

QUESTION WORDING
Everyone who hes ever taken & true/false or multlple cnowe exam knows that changlng a
3mg1e word in the queohon con oompletely chenge the answer or rwults Thus even mthout the

MPOR stanﬁrds it snould be lntultlvely obvieus to reporters and editors that re?ﬁrs and

" viewers need to know the exact wording of the aueéﬁeﬁs asked in opinion poils if they are o

meeningfully interpret the results,

One of the biggest problem areas uncovered in this analysis was tha of the nonreporting
of the verbatlm questlons asked in the ¢ surveys Of the totel of 42 pell stories only SIX provided
all of the verbatim questlms and amther seven prowded some of the verbahm questions.
m and H.ims were the only brlght spots in this othee bleok plrture In the four
seperate pol ls published bv Nmsﬂﬁk all {or al'm'ast all) of the fumtrons reﬁrred io in the
Fép&‘i were presented verbatim in fe:t he ﬂe:mee& format of groupmg the key qustions in
a box with the qumtlons in regulsr type and the responses end peroenteoee in boldface type,

could serve es an exoellent medel for other prmt medie to follow.

M polls could serve asa mod’el for other pr!nt medlo to ronow llme megaztne s two

palls dld a generally poor job of reporting verbatim mestlons one poll reported some of the key
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questions and the other reported nore.

The New York Limes and The Washington Est did worse than the news mogazines in
terms of reporting verbatim questions. The Timies provided all or most of the ver batim
questions in only ¢ 16 of its nine polls, and Feported at Teast one var-batim question in thres other
poll reports. In the five remaining reports, reade™s were provided with no verbatim guestions,
The Washington Past provided o verbatin questions in six of its poll stories and some of the

ABC, CBS and NBC di not carry  single noll story that provided viewers all of the
relevant verbatim questions. Twoof their 19 poll stories provided some of the verbetim

questions; but the other 17 stories totally neglected this information.

POPULATIONS DEFINED

Exectly half nf the newspaper poll stories (eight out of 16) defined their survey
populations. The figure for magazines was two out of seven, and the networks provided this
information in four out of 19 poll stories. The two worst records were those of Time ( 22ro out
of twa) and BéS {one out of eléht) Tﬁu§ in 28 of the 42 ﬁéllé the Embhc was given percentages
relating to Campaign ‘84 biit was ot given an edequate description of the peaple the numbers
were supposed o repr&”n’i.

The soores i this area would have been higher if the media would heve provided
geographic portion of the definition. For exemple, simply stating “registared voter's” was
counted s not adequately defining the population, but “registered voters nationwide” wes
considered an adequate definition, Therefore, while the missing information is fundamentsl in

terms of the AAPOR standards, this particular problem would be essy for the media to remedy if

§



Media Polls 9
they desire to do so.

SAMPLE SIZES

Al of the print media excopt the Nev: York Times received perfact scores in their
reporting of the ssmple sizes of their su=veys, and the omission on the par-t o the Times affected
only e poll story. The networks neglected this basic information in siX of 19 poll stories. The

worst offender was ABC. which reported the sample size in only half of its eight reports.

INTERVIEWING METHODS

The news magazines did a guod jOb of reporting thelr mtervlewing met‘uxls Wllh the
smgie omssmn ﬁemg by H;S:Nms The n newspapers reported tms information in 12 of l6 poll
storles but the netwurks once agam dld poorly ln fact ABC and NBC rated azeroin provldmg
thls mformahon to thelr viewers, and CBS reported the mterwewmg metheds in five out of nine

stor es.

F rom the standpelnt of reportmg the dates of thelr surveys all of the prmt media
received an almust perrect score. The lone exoeptlon was one survey publisned by me New York
hma Even thi S exceptlon Wwas a minor one however because the story dld report the mte the
mterwewmgamm ihe reaihr simply had no way of knowmg wmn the lnterwewmg began As
was the case wnth all of the above compamsans the perfurmanm of the TV networks was not as
good. Seven of their 19 poll stor ies did not provide complete information about the dates of the
polling. For example, o Otober 4, ABC reported thet they had “just finished conducting” a

10
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poll. This type of description of timing was not considered acceptable because no indication was

given concerning the number rays or Weeks over which the polting was done. Wes it dong dur ing

the Tast three days or diiring the 1ast three weeks? This type of information is important in any
election campaign, where the resiits of even a single event or debate can quick ly influence

people's opinions.

SAMPLING ERROR
Overall, exactly two-thirds of ali of the polls reported by these prestiJge mecia sncluded
specific information about Sampling error ( 28 out of 42) The news magazines had the best

record by inclading this infor mation in Six out of seven poll storles. The per formance of the

neWSpapers was second best ( 1 1 oul of 16) and, in keeping with the entire pattern described

above. the performance of the TV networks was worst {11 out of 19). in other words, in eignt
of their 19 poll stories { wo on ABC, four on CBS, and two on NBC), the viewing audience wes

presented with perceritages of how Reagan, Mondale, Bush and Fer arro were doing, but was not

qiven any indication of the margins of error , a clear violation of the AAPOR standards.

Beyond Sempling Error

To what extent did these major media voices provide their readers and viewer s with

e, cautionay informaton beyond th minimaresommended by APOR® Onlyonef th revs
mggzin s gov s oot oy dication ht thee ae b posible souroes of error
et con s vl o, i this ne nsance, Nweawenk's Alpe (1984:33) i

imply this by pointing out to readers that a particular ssmple was *. . . 8 Somewhat more

Reagan-prone audierice than the electorate at 1arge . .. ." Likewise, only ene network poll story

¢
)-AH
Pt
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implied this. ABC stated in its October 8th newscast, “Those we palled were mare Republican
and more pro-Reagan than registered voters in general.” The implfcation of this admissfon 15
thet the sample mey heve been hissed end viewers shold take this into consideration. The two
coutionary information In five of its nine polls and The Weshington Bast doing 5o in three out of

seven poll reports.

An interesting finding concerning The New York Times is that . even though it failed lo

provide readers with one of the most basic forms of information, the verbatim questions esked in
(ive of its six Survys, it provided other relevant information that crly & sophisticeted poll
watcher would be 1ikely 1o appreclate:
* It reported the Reagan/Mondale preference statistics two ways: with
“leaning" voters inciuded and with them e)@u@d
* It explained that the statistical results were weighted to reflect the
Tikihood of voting.
* It explained how the telephone exchenges were sampled.
* 1t defined "probable electorats
* it gove the name and -codemic afiliation of ts polling ~onsultent,
* It provided historical context fram eer lier polls---whether from
eer lier 1984 polls ar from pest presidential elections
* in one poll thal invalved Fainterviews with resnondents polled the
previous week, it éxpi&iﬁé& that the eﬁmpiinj error on the repeated
questions was less than one percent, while 1t was four percent on

the new questions

12
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A similer point can be made with respect to some of the pol1s published by The

Washington Past. Some of the Past 7o les neluded:

* Comparative dta from earlier Past polls for context

* Comparative data from other current polls ( Galiup, Harris, etc.) for
context

* A statement Sussmnn, 1984:A4) that, "Census Bureau figures for
o, sex, roce and ecucation were used 10 ajust the sample sligy
50 that it matches the general population in thoss charactsr istics.”

* An acknowledjzment that the margins of error for some smaller

Conclusions snd Recommendetions for Campaign '88

The major: conciusion from this analysis is thet il of the news media were deficient in
following the AAPOR standerds in some respects, and some of them were deficient in most
respeots. Oulof ths conclusion comes & rathr obvious recommendation---nemely, that these
influentia news sources need to conduct in-service (raining courses for-ail of their reporiers
and editors who work on political steries. 1t's not étmuqh to have a special polling consultant
available, even though this in itself is desirable, becatse With the prescires and short desdlines
that are the norm duriny 8 campaign there is simply not enough time to call in the consultant.
While the front-line repor-ters and e tors do not necsssarily nesd to become spacialists ir the
development o questionnaires end in sampling theary snd methods, they shotild t leost be
kmleagemle In the AAPOR standards. They need to know whal the standerds are and m they

matter.

’-L\
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While thg wes oS8 VIO g he (% Cateorie ofmdi, 7 W i
loger” "etw"'"'( TV. gven thOW" the "“"'ber of polls WS relatlvely small and does Mot lend itself
to far'“a' s‘"istlml testing, the overall Datger., thet eMerQes is quite clear. On eVerY
com P 597 bteen, the e CatBROr e of megia the MetWorks ware more negiigen! then wer

the nﬂ'sms ond ncws magazm

05\75(”' beeﬂuse they SPG"d 8 m"s'derﬁble smount of time repor-ting various 1T stories
St M, o ool PS, S by poP1 e s, ndater eresing
biu naﬁ*mn"' SEntial items.

Furth‘”’mor lt does not take that much time t0 '”SDON most of the ef&eentlal d‘eta, 15. The

fg]]w/lngﬁtﬁl&mem DY:: saweek’

%ﬁ(;s to M€ on the air gnd contains six et:zsentlal po"‘ts from the AAPOR stander ds ( Sponsor ,
et MEO90 oiling, sample $126, BOPUlatign margin Of error)

For this Newswenk poll, the Gellup Organizetion O SU'\GEY night

tcleﬁhOned 379 l‘taglﬂt“"”"j voters Who watched the debate They Were

drowh r'r'e"rﬁ 8 pool of 1 espondents In the iatest 95””5 Poli who said they

DBV 10 ch,ard WO IO P the ool smple i

dbﬂ'oﬂrapmés party aifiliation ang cendidete guﬁiiﬁrt; The margin of

Error ig Dlua or mmuS 7 percentage points.

14
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“netionwide” could be inserled after the word voters” in the first sentence, and the second
sentence, while commendable, could be eliminated. The margin of error could be shown on the
screen s “Margin of Error: + 7% and not have to b reed. The sTightly revised first sentence
would then take about sight saconds for the cor respondent to reed. The warding of each uestion
could then efther-be super mposed on the screen or reed by the correspondent.

Even though CBS end the other networks were deficlent in much of their poll reporting,
CBS should be praised for & Story it carried on October 26th which was not a poil story per s,
but was a story about election poils in general. This wes a ong story by TV standards (four and a
helf minutes), and included interviews with various polling experts. It particularly addressed
the que%tloh of why different polls come up with different i‘éﬁiié; and it pointed out that one of

the reasons is that they use different methods of statistical weighting for likely voters.

Another:criticism of the natwork TV raporting is that, even when the margins of rror
were shown on the screen; the grephics were so visually clutiered- =-with such things, es
stars, stripes; donkeys, elephants, the percentages being reporied, and so on---that probebly
99 peaple out of a hundred would not notice the tiny +3% in the corner of the screen.
Furthermore, without the words “mergin of error also on the screen, or without the
correspondent calling attention o the margin of error, presumably very few viewers wouid get
the intended message. ABC was the worst offender In terms of hiding the margin of error
statistic in the cluttered graphics. Since the networks e stppesed (o be in the business of
effective communication, all of them shotild conduct some app1ied resserch projects prior to
Campaign ‘88 to come up with their own simplified, standcrdized graphics for reporting pol

results. Unless ‘he networks thoose to have the correspondent read the margin of error

15
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rt deserves o be strongly criticized for its misuse of the terms

"survey” in four different issues. In its October 8th issue (Meshek, 19848:25) the magezine

referred to "A L. { survey conducted in iate September .. *, and stated

that this wes the “First in & Series of Regionial Survéys.” I one issue < Mashek, 1984b:57) the
misnomer “Second in 8 Ser es of Regional Surveys” in one part of the magezine was especially
egregious because there wes a legitimate survey earlier in the megezie.

T Fecommendations com o mind. First, people ¥ho Work with words for & living
should be more careful with the words they use. in perticular., journalists shodld not usé the
terms “survey" and “poll” when they are referring to reporters' inforinal roundups of pesple's
views. Second, AAPOR should fiave a procedure whereby members who spot such buse should
immediately notify a designated AAPOR spokesmen who would contact the offending media
orgenization and request a ciarifieéﬁb'ﬁ for reeders, listeners or viewers. in the case of u_s.
News, the abuse went on for four conéé’eutiv’é wéék's and was probably not ihteﬁiibﬁéi, but
simply due to ignarance about poiling terms.

Even if the media did a much betler job of reporting the sight piaces of information
polis? Tothis critic, the answer fs a resounding “Yes." The biggest problem that s easlly
correctable is the false fiﬁﬁreﬁsiﬁh that even weli- reported poll stories eiv’é; - I’rié’riiéiy; that i
the margin of error is 3 3% or <48, then the results are trustworthy to that extent. As several
pollsters and critics of polls have pointed out, the margin o error reflects only sampling error.
“The fundemendsl problem of polls Ites ir their analysis™ (Wheeier, 1976:103). “And in the

process of stressing sampling error., they have not warned the reader or viewer of error as they

poi
lap}
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While it may teke years to communicate this point fully to Wﬁikiﬁg journalists, there is

asimple place to begin. AAPOR shotild revise its standards so that nevis reports of polls inform

readers about p’ossibié or. Sudmen ( 1983:495) wrote that the media

should inclute the following two sentences in their news reports of polls:
1. These results do not necessarily reflect the views of people who
refused 10 be interviewed or could not be found at home during the
time the survey was dons.
2. Chenging the wording or context of some questions might change the
results
To its credit. the New York Limes ( Roseribaum , 1964:89) included the foliowirg

statement in some of its poll stories: "n addition to sampling error, the practical difficulties of

mﬁ&uctmg any survey of public opinion may ihtraéueé eiﬁér sources of error into the poll.”
Likewise, the Washington Post ( Sussmari, 1984:A4) should also be praised for including this
statement in some of its poi stor ies: “That does not take into account other-, hohsamﬁimg' errors
thet ey aocar in opinion polling

Media-sponsored opinion polls are here to stey, but the deficiencies do not have to be
here to stay. The reporting of opinfon polls in Campaign ‘88 can be significantly better than in
Campaign ‘84 if AAPOR members, media executives, and work ing repor ters and editors will

recognize the pest problems and become mare informed and involved.

’-A\‘
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Footnote
T For the seme reasons stated by Miller and Hurd ( 1982:245). this analysis did not dea!
with the AAPOR standard of which results are basad on parts of the sample. rather than the total

sample. In addition; it is difficult to evaluate most poll stories on this criterion without having

access to the original poll data.
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