Barletta campaign rips poll tactics

GOP’s rep: “Push poll” unfair. Kanjo’s rep: No involvement – BILL O ’ BOYLE
HAZLETON – The Lou Barletta campaign is upset about a poll it says cast the Hazleton mayor in a negative light, but U.S. Rep. Paul Kanjorski’s spokesman denied any involvement with the survey.

A Hazleton man said he received a call from a pollster who raised issues such as Barletta’s business dealings and the Hazleton police department.

Barletta’s campaign called it a “push poll,” a survey that is designed to shape public opinion. The push poll is usually conducted under the mask of opinion polling but often passes on information about a candidate or issue in an attempt to plant an idea in the minds of those being surveyed.

Barletta is challenging 12-term congressman Paul Kanjorski, D-Nanticoke, in the heated 11th District U.S. House race.

Lenny Gibson Jr. said the caller discussed some issues before asking whom he would vote for. Gibson said it seemed like “dirty politics.”

According to Gibson, the caller offered information about Barletta selling his business to a convicted drug felon and cutting the Hazleton police force.

“They asked how I felt about the mayor cutting back police while blood rolled down the gutters of Hazleton,” Gibson said.

Barletta said he received calls from several about the survey.

On Monday, Barletta campaign manager Vince Galko sent a letter asking the Kanjorski campaign to “stop using despicable negative calls and to stop having a cameraman follow Mayor Barletta and his campaign volunteers and harass them.”

Kanjorski campaign spokesman Ed Mitchell said his camp does not do push polls. The Kanjorski campaign has “no problem” with negative phone calls and campaign tactics from the Barletta camp, he said.

“Politics ain’t beanbag,” Mitchell said. “But Lou Barletta could at least act like a man and stop crying, whining and complaining every time someone calls him on his record.”

The Barletta campaign claims the poll was conducted last week by Sun Surveys, a South Florida-based company. George Valdez of Sun Surveys was unavailable for comment Monday.

The president of Sun Surveys is Wade Perry, who worked for Greenberg Quinlan Rosner Research, the company that conducted the first Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee survey for Kanjorski in March, according to Galko.

“They really didn’t want my responses, they just wanted to know who I would vote for after hearing what they had to say,” Gibson said.

“I kept telling them I would vote for Barletta.”

Gibson said the caller made a few negative comments about Kanjorski, but offered explanations about issues like Cornerstone Technologies, a research company that received more than $9 million in federal grants and contracts. The company was operated by Kanjorski’s daughter and four of his nephews.

“They asked how I felt about the mayor cutting back police while blood rolled down the gutters of Hazleton.”

Lenny Gibson Jr. Hazleton resident
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Push poll

From SourceWatch

A push poll is where, using the guise of opinion polling, disinformation about a candidate or issue is planted in the minds of those being 'surveyed'. Push-polls are designed to shape, rather than measure, public opinion.

Examples include:

· Bush's campaign strategists, including Karl Rove, devised a push poll against John McCain. South Carolina voters were asked "Would you be more likely or less likely to vote for John McCain for president if you knew he had fathered an illegitimate black child?". They had no interest in the actual percentages in the poll, the goal was to suggest that he had. This was particularly vicious since McCain was campaigning with his adopted Bangladeshi daughter. The sight of the little dark skinned girl made the seed planted earlier grow and John McCain lost South Carolina, effectively ending his run for the presidency.

· Salon.com reported on a push poll that was designed to remind voters which candiates were Jewish, or had high ranking Jewish campaign staff.[1]
The Origin

The idea of using polls to have a political impact was devised by Hans Haacke as a radical artistic exercise in 1969. This is Herbert Schiller's account of it in Culture Inc.:

The corporate outreach to museums obviously is not intended to induce social instability in the political realm. Its objective is quite the opposite. Yet whether the crowds that now flow through museums – an estimated one billion passers-through in 1987 – come out of them more depoliticized than when they entered is unknowable. It will remain so unless – a frightening prospect – "exit polls," such as those taken outside voting booths, are introduced. Even then, some fairly detailed questions would be required to elicit useful information. Actually, Hans Haacke tried this technique in some of his gallery shows, first in 1969 and then, more successfully, in 1971 and 1972. He asked visitors to fill out lengthy questionnaires, tabulating the answers and making them available while the exhibit remained in place to newcomers and returning information-suppliers.
In 1970, Haacke asked visitors to a show that included his work at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City to ballot on the question: "Would the fact that Governor Rockefeller has not denounced President Nixon's Indochina policy be a reason for you not to vote for him in November?" At the end of the twelve-week exhibition, the ballot boxes had registered the following results:
Yes   68.7%
No   31.3%
…
Haacke, not unexpectedly, has not had another show at MOMA.
—Herbert I. Schiller, Culture Inc., Oxford UP 1989, pp. 96–97.

Related SourceWatch Resources

· political microtargeting
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So What *Is* A Push Poll?

By Mark Blumenthal August 22, 2006

Over the weekend, Greg Sargent of TPMCafe reported on what he considers "push polling, no question," involving some calls that trash two Democratic candidates for Congress, Kirsten Gillibrand in New York's 20th District and, more recently, Patty Weiss in Arizona's 8th District.

With all due respect to Sargent and his source, Mickey Carroll of the Quinnipiac University Polling Institute, both are using the wrong definition of "push polling." It is certainly more than poll questions that feed "the negative stuff," as Carroll puts it.  A true push poll is not a poll at all.  It is a telemarketing smear masquerading as a poll.

Back in February, in commenting on a different set of calls made, ironically, into the very same New York 20th District, I described real push polling in detail: 

Many organizations have posted definitions (AAPOR, NCPP, CMOR, CBS News, Campaigns and Elections, Wikipedia), but the important thing to remember is that a "push poll" is not a poll at all. It's a fraud, an attempt to disseminate information under the guise of a legitimate survey. The proof is in the intent of the person doing it. 

To understand what I mean, imagine for a moment that you are an ethically challenged political operative ready to play the hardest of hardball. Perhaps you want to spread an untruth about an opponent or "rumor" so salacious or farfetched that you dare not spread it yourself (such as the classic lie about John McCain's supposed "illegitimate black child"). Or perhaps your opponent has taken a "moderate" position consistent with that of your boss, but likely to inflame the opponent's base (such as Republican voting to raise taxes or a Democrat supporting "Bush's wiretapping program"). 

You want to spread the rumor or exploit the issue without leaving fingerprints. So you hire a telemarketer to make phone calls that pretend to be a political poll. You "ask" only a question or two aimed at spreading the rumor (example: "would you be more or less likely to support John McCain if you knew he had fathered an illegitimate child who was black?"). You want to make as many calls as quickly as possible, so you do not bother with the time consuming tasks performed by most real pollsters, such as asking a lot of questions or asking to speak to a specific or random individual within the household.

Again, the proof is in the intent: If the sponsor intends to communicate a message to as many voters as possible rather than measure opinions or test messages among a sample of voters, it qualifies as a "push poll." 

We can usually identify a true push poll by a few characteristics that serve as evidence of that intent. "Push pollsters" (and MP hates that term) aim to reach as many voters as possible, so they typically make tens or even hundreds of thousands of calls. Real surveys usually attempt to interview only a few hundred or perhaps a few thousand respondents (though not always). Push polls typically ask just a question or two, while real surveys are almost always much longer and typically conclude with demographic questions about the respondent (such as age, race, education, income). The information presented in a true push poll is usually false or highly distorted, but not always. A call made for the purposes of disseminating information under the guise of survey is still a fraud - and thus still a "push poll" - even if the facts of the "questions" are technically true or defensible. 

So it is not just about questions that "push" respondents one way or another, not just about being negative, not even about lying (although lying on a poll is certainly an ethical transgression).  It is about something that is not really survey at all. 

The calls that the Albany Times Union reported do not fit the definition of push polling.  First, the calls involved more than just a question or two.  They included a series of "fairly innocuous questions," such as "whether the country is headed in the right direction," Bush's job rating and the initial congressional vote.  Second -- and this is a big clue -- one respondent reports that he hung up in anger one night, "only to have a different person call back the next night asking him to finish answering the questions (he did)."  That sort of "call back" is something a real pollster would do but a "push pollster" would never bother with.  Third, the Times Union's reporting plausibly traces the calls to the Tarrance Group, a polling firm that has long conducted legitimate internal polling for Republican campaigns.  

I am in no position to evaluate the substance of the attacks reportedly made in the calls in NY-20 or AZ-08, and I will certainly not try to defend them.  The attacks tested in those surveys may well have been untrue, distorted or unfair.  If so, they deserve the same sort of condemnation would we give if delivered in a television or radio ad or in an attack made in a debate.  If the attacker is lying, it is unethical regardless of the mode.  A television advertisement should not lie and neither should a pollster.  But a lie alone does not a "push poll" make. 

Is this just a semantic distinction?  I don't think so.  Just about every campaign pollster, Democrat and Republican, uses surveys to test negatives messages.  If you think negative ads by Democrats, including these examples, were produced without benefit of survey based message testing, you're dreaming.  If we choose to define a "push poll" as a survey that merely tests "the negative stuff," then we better be ready to accuse just about every competitive campaign of the same "dirty tricks."

If a pollster lies in a real survey, that's sleazy and wrong.  If candidates distort the truth, let's call them on it.  But if we confuse negative campaigning -- or the survey research that supports it -- with the dirty tricks of true "push polling" then we too are distorting the truth.

By Mark Blumenthal on August 22, 2006 12:21 PM
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