 “Polls Say Many Things, Nothing” – Bill O’Boyle
Political polls and political analyses are like baseball umpires – they are right 50 percent of the time – well maybe 57.5 percent of the time or 38.7 percent of the time. One side agrees with the poll results and the other disagrees. When a political analyst offers his or her opinion, suddenly their credibility is attacked, the authenticity is questioned and wagons are sometimes circled.

When polls are released months before an election, should they be taken seriously? Should an analysis of a particular race offered at the same time be a concern to the affected candidates?

There are many opinions out there on the effectiveness of polling and how results are used to influence voters. But are the results often revealed in press releases and sound bites really accurate reflections of voters’ opinions? Or are they merely the Washington, D.C. spin of the polling agency and the political party or candidate that commissioned the poll.

Earlier this week, James Pindell of Politicker.com released his first Pindell report – not a poll – that showed the 11th Congressional District race between 12-term incumbent Democrat Paul Kanjorski and Republican challenger Lou Barletta as a toss-up.

Pindell also has the 10th District race between freshman incumbent Democrat Chris Carney and Republican Chris Hackett as leaning Republican.

The Congressional Quarterly released its take on the two races and had them both leaning Democrat.

These analyses sometimes concur with poll results and sometimes don’t. It can confuse voters and unnecessarily worry candidates.

Barletta has released two internal polls done by a Republican firm that show the Hazleton mayor leading Kanjorski. The Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee and Kanjorski have both admitted that they have conducted internal polling, but they won’t release the results. They say they use the poll results to help map campaign strategy. Barletta’s camp says if the results favored Kanjorski, press releases would be available.

The Center for Politics and Public Affairs at Franklin & Marshall College is directed by Dr. G. Terry Madonna, professor of public affairs. He is wary of polls and says they can be misleading.

“First of all, I always want to know who paid for the poll,” Madonna said. “And I want to see all of the questions that were asked, when they were asked – in what order – and if the poll was adjusted.”

Madonna said the key to a quality poll is its transparency.

“Don’t hide anything,” Madonna said. “I want to know what sampling technique was used to be sure there was no sleight of hand.”

Madonna said he checks to see who was polled; how many women, for example, or young people, or senior citizens. Madonna said the process of adjusting polls is called “weighting” to assure the results accurately reflect each demographic.

“If you know all this, you have a fair poll,” Madonna said. “I’m not suggesting that all polls aren’t right or accurate, but how do you know if you don’t have all the information?”

Internal polls are very important tools that campaigns use to see what voters care about; what issues, for example, are on their minds.

“Say crime is important to a candidate, but he or she is running in an area where crime is at its lowest in 30 years,” Madonna said. “And say the voters care about jobs. The candidate may get the votes of the people interested in crime, but won’t get the votes of those interested in jobs. Internal polls will show what voters care about and the candidate will then concentrate on addressing those concerns.”

Most political observers feel polls conducted more than six weeks before an election do not carry any significant weight as far as determining who voters favor. Most voters usually don’t make up their minds until shortly before the election.

All polls have margins of error, making it difficult to assess the accuracy of the surveys.

If a candidate is ahead four percentage points, but the margin of error is plus/minus four to five percent, then who really is leading?

Madonna said he doesn’t like media coverage of partisan polls – those done by candidates or political parties. He said too often those polls are made to represent factual information and many times that is not the case.
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