STATISTICS

Bad samples and political polls

“For so it is, O Lord, my God, I
measure it and I do not know what
it is that I am measuring.”

CONFESSIONS OF ST. AUGUSTINE

As the polling crescendo mounts
through election year, candidates and
parties move up and down in popu-
larity as expressed in the polls. Since
margins between candidates are often
small, such shifts in public opinion
seem reasonable.

But days before the Republican con-
vention two leading commercial opin-
ion samplers—the Gallup organization
and Louis Harris—produced within a
week of each other such conflicting
results on sentiment for Richard Nixon
and Nelson Rockefeller that it hardly
seemed likely the public could be that
mercurial. It would have meant a
monumental one-week shift toward
Rockefeller—Nixon losing four percent-
age points, Rockefeller gaining an equal
amount.

Gallup and Harris claimed that such
a shift had occurred, but a third com-
mercial pollster, Burns W. Roper, said
it was “hard to believe.” While news-
papers bandy the figures and as inter-
ested public looks on, authorities on
statistics and sampling declare that
such an extreme shift was, in fact,
unlikely; current political polling prac-
tices are simply not accurate enough
to judge differences reliably over a
range as narrow as four points.

There is a larger range of error than
any of the three commercial pollsters
will imply, says Dr. Angus Campbell,
director of the Survey Research Center
at the University of Michigan. The
Rockefeller-Nixon difference was easily
within that range, he says. Chicago’s
Dr. Paul Sheatsley, at the National
Opinion Research Center, agrees.

In fact, the results are uncertain
to the point that the range of error
itself cannot be pinpointed.

Dr. Campbell points out two major
reasons why political polls fail to at-
tain the level of accuracy that is pos-
sible in opinion sampling. The samples
are small, and not truly random.

Under the best of circumstances,
modern pollsters can reduce error to
less than one percent. But such ac-
curacy depends on a sample of at least
5,000 cases. Political polls usually have
a sample of about 1,200 to 1,500 peo-
ple (out of a population of 200 million).

Accurate polling is a very expensive
business. Although pollsters are not
anxious to make the figures public, it
is known that a large industrial client
might pay from $50,000 to $100,000
for a first class piece of research. The

political polls, taken for newspaper syn-
dication, might run to $10,000.

Also, modern polling methods, based
on probability sampling, - require that
the people interviewed be selected on
a random basis. “You must see to it
that every individual in the country
has an equal chance of being chosen,”
says Dr. Campbell.

For their political polls, commercial
organizations use random selection up
to the last step. But there the process
is modified.

The typical procedure is to break
the country down into sections, such

and Harris polls indicated. But, says
Dr. Campbell, “our experience in mea-
suring attitude changes makes me very
suspicious.”

In any case, the size of the sample
used leaves that question unanswered.
Political polls, says Columbia Univer-
sity’s Dr. Herbert Hyman, are not
good enough to forecast the outcome
of a race when the candidates are
close and when the statistics fall into
a critical zone where three or four
points means winning or losing an
election. “One would simply not re-
gard them as useful for this function.”

as counties, then take perhaps 100 of
them by random choice. These are
then broken down into areas and finally
blocks. Interviewers move into the
final random selection of blocks to
sample the opinions of men and women
alternately. But because of pressures of
time or money or both, interviewers
who miss people away from home do
not return to pick them up, and ran-
domness breaks down.

The Gallup organization, which does
99 percent of its polling on weekends,
gives extra weight to the opinions of
persons who were away from home
on the previous Saturday, and even
more to those who were away for
two consecutive Saturdays. The theory
is that this makes up for similar peo-
ple who are not home when the poll-
sters call, and thus go uninterviewed.

But Dr. Campbell doubts whether
such corrections can really be com-
puted well enough to reduce error
greatly.

There is a chance, of course, that
public opinion on Nixon and Rocke-
feller did swing as much as the Gallup
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VENUS DATA
Even hotter and denser

Once they got an almost ideally
matched pair of space probes (one
Russian and one American) comple-
menting each other in the vicinity of
Venus last October, scientists thought
they had at last licked the cloud-
shrouded planet’s two most tantalizing
mysteries—the temperature and atmo-
spheric pressure at the surface. But
there was a hitch.

The measurements assumed that Rus-
sia’s Venus 4 probe had, as it was
claimed, zipped in to about 24 kilo-
meters above the planet, then released a
parachute-equipped instrument package
which gathered and transmitted data all
the way down to its collision with the
surface.

There is now reason to believe that
the package was still 24 kilometers
above the surface when its transmissions
stopped. If true, this could mean that
the atmosphere at the planet’s surface
is some five times as dense and almost
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