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Pollsters Enlist Psychologists
In Quest for Unbiased Results

By DANIEL GULEMAN

Should laws be passed to eliminate all possibilities
of special interests giving huge sums of money to
candidates? Or do groups have a right to contribute
to the candidate they support?

The first question comes from 4 survey by Ross
Perot last March; the second is part of a more
neutral rephrasing of that question as asked by an
independent polling concern. When Mr. Perot put the
question his way, 99 percent of those responding
answered ‘‘yes.” But in the alternate form, 40 per-
cent favored limits on contributions.

The Perot poll has become a texthook case of how
readily results of a survey can be manipulated by the
polister, a point too easily forgot-
ten in a day when polls have
become a fixture of the informa-
tion landscape as a guick pulse
reading of the body palitic.

But survey researchers, seek-
ing to minimize such biases in
their resulls, are continuing to

raise guestions abhot the way

they ask questions. In pursuil of
greater methodological sophisti-
cation and accuracy in surveys,
sac of the main teols of social
science, they have formed a re-
search alliance with cognitive
psychologists.

Those at the forefront of the
science of polling confront long-
standing challenges in asking
questions that are free of bias:

9Words can mean different
things to the people who devise a
survey and to those who answer
it. For instance, in a 1981 poll
about television, respondents
said the meaning of the ques-

tions was clear 1o them. Yel when 5i respondents
were queried lurtner aboud une phirase, “over ilie iasi
few years,” 7 said “fow’ meant “ne mere than 2
years,” 19 said it meant “7 years or more,” and 19
took it to mean **i0 years or more.”

GRespondents can offer opinions on issues they
know nothing about. In a 1981 study in which respond-
ents were asked their views of a fictitious law, 30
percent said they opposed or favored it. And in a
classic study done in the 1940’s, college students
willingly gave their opinions when surveyed about
three nationalities that do not exist: Danireans,
Pireneans and Wallonians.

gThe options presented as answers can strongly
affect the response. In one survey, for example,
people were asked if they felt “the courts deal too
harshly or not harshly enough
with criminals.”” When offered
just the two options, 6 percent
said “‘too harshly” and 78 per-
cent answered “not harshly
enough.” But when a third alter-
native was added — ‘‘don’t have
enough information about the
courts to say” — 23 percent took
swered ‘‘not harshly enough.”

§O0ne question can influence
the next. In a classic example,
during e height of the Rod
scare in the 1950's, only 36 per-
cent of respondents answered
“yes” to the question, “Do you
think the United States should
let Communist reporters from
other countries come in here and
send back to their papers the
news as they see it?”’ But ‘‘yes’”
answers jumped to 73 percent
when the same question was pre-
ceded by one asking if Russia
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Psychologists Offer
Aid on Bias in Polls
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should fet American reporiers in.
Much of the current interest by sur-
vey researchers in cognitive science
stemmed from the wish among gov-
ernment agencies for greater accura-
cy in several Federal surveys that
are used to guide policy, like the
Current Population Survey, done
monthly to estimate the national un-
employment rate,

“I'm hopeful that the cognitive sci-
ences can help with many of the pe-
rennial problems of survey re-
search,” said Dr. Judith Tanur, a
sociologist at the State University of
New York at Stony Brook and editor
of the book ““Questions About Ques-
tions: iInquiries Into the Cognitive
Bases of Surveys” (Russell Sage
Foundation).

In 1980, the {first of a series of
meetings intended to address these
problems brought together two pro-
fessions that had rarely talked: sur-
yey regearchers and cagninive scien.
tists, whose expertise is in perception,
memaory and the nuances of compre-
hension.

in recent vears hat coiiaboration
has begun to bear fruit in suggesting
new ways to desigh surveys to get
more accurate answers. One innova-
tive method, for example, is a “‘think-
aloud” protocol in which pollsters
have people tell them what they are
thinking as they answer questions,

“The think-aloud method allows
you to see if a question is too difficult
to understand or answer, and if you
are getting at the concepts you want
to,” Dr. Tanur said.

A similar method, in which a group
of people talk over the guestions in a
survey, has recently led to a change
in a standard guestion in the Current
Population Survey. The question,

asked of those who say they are cur-
rently noi working, has been, “is
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which you are on oy
off?"”

To those at the Department of La-
bor whe composed the survey, “lay
off”” has a specific meaning: being
temporarily suspended from a job to
which a person expects to be called
back. Such people are tallied differ-
ently than those out of work but not
laid off from a specific job.

But the research showed that many
people took ‘“lay off”’ 1o be a euphe-
mism for having been fired. A new
version of the question adding the
phrase “and expect to be called
back’’ is now being used.

“During the past 12 months, about
how many times did you see or talk to
a medical doctor?’’ is one of the ques-
tions posed to the 50,000 people que-
ried in the National Health Survey,
the results of which are used to for-
mulate government health programs.

But research by Dr. Elizabeth Lof-
tus, a psychologist at the University
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ple's health records were checked,
their answer to this gquestion was
highly inaccurate; people failed to
ramemhar A percent of their Aoeinr
visits in the preceding 12 months.

Prawing on other studies of memo-
ry, Dr. Loftus found that asking a
question in ways that offered more
cues for recall improved the accura-
cy. One method asks people io recall
specific visits, starting with the most
recent ones. This improved the accu-
racy of the responses by aboutl 15
percent, Dr. Loftus said.

One problem that has defied cogni-
tive psychologists is that people give
incorrect answers to pollsters. For
example, experts on surveys say that
when people are asked if they voted in
the last election, about 10 to 15 per-
cent of all adults will say they did
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to ancther national sample:

lack' s redo of Perot question/Black Sampie:
Which of the following deficit reduction
dpLrozches would you prefer? a) A program that
refies entirely on tax increases, with no spanding
cuts, bl a program that requires $1 of spending
cuts for every $1 of tax increases, 60%
or cta orogram that requires at
laast 8.2 of more spending cuts for 27%
every §1 of tax increases. 5%

. S

Yankelovich question/
Yankelovich sample: Would vou favor
Or oppose a proposal to cut spending
by $2 for every doliar in new taxes,

with the savings earmarked for deficit
reduction, even if that 61%
meant cuts in domestic
pbrograms like Medicare 33%
and education?

Perot question /
Yankeiovich
sample: Same
wording.

Question 1./
mail-in sample: Do you
believe that for avery
dollar of tax increase
there should be $2 in 97%
spending culs with
the savings ear-
marked for deficit
and debt reguction?

=

Perot question /
Yankeicvich

Question 2./
mail-in sample:

T

Yankelovich question/ :
Black's redo of Perot question/Black sample:

Should laws be sampie: Same Yankeiovich sample: Should laws be

passed to eliminate 99% wording). passed lo prohibit interest groups from Piease iell me whether you favor or

all possibilities of contributing to campaigns, or o2pase the proposal: The passage of 70%
special interests do groups have a right to 55% new laws that would eliminate all _

giving huge sums of contributa to the candidate 40% passibirty of special interests giving 28
monay to candidates?

large sums of money (o candidates.

most recent efection,
The cognitive psychologists did dis-
cover, however, that part of :he prob-
iem was a tendency to overgeneralize
from past events to current tries. For
example, peopie who usually vote
were more likely to say tney had
voted in the most recent election,
even when voting records showed
they had not. And those whc asually
did not vote were more likely to make
the opposite error, saying they had
not voted in & recent election, even
when records showed that they had.
As members of the survey profes-
sion struggle to solve such problems,
they also face a battie agains! shoddy
polting methods by speciai- interest
groups trying to advance their
causes. There are about 1,500 mem-
bers of the American Association for
Public Opinion Research, about half
academics and half independoent poll-
ing companies,

“Our members agree to ab.de by
an ethical code that requires tnat you
disclose details of how you did a sur-
vey,” said Dr. Stanley Presser . a soci-
ologist at the University of Maryland
who is president of the association,
“But there’s less agreement i how
You should ask questions, so the code
is largely silent on particulars of how
o conduct a survey.”

Still, said Dr. Tom Smith, director
of the General Socjal Survey ut the
University of Chicago and o past
chairman of the ethics cominittee,
“there is an elaborate procedure for
bringing charges of violating ethics
like biasing your Survey to support a
vested interest.'”

The profession paolices  itself
through peer review and Open cri-
tiques of surveys, Dr. Smith said, The
main journal in the field, Public Opin-

they support?

Quarterly, features a column
called “Poll Reviews” pointing out”
defects in methodology, especially
those that have received wide publick
1y

One critique was of a poll conduct--
ed on the night of jan. 9, 1991, which
seemed to show that 39 percent of
Americans favored going to war
against Iraq immediately. Because
that poil was conducted overnight, ne
effort was made to reach people why-
did not answer their phones the first,
time. Such a poll, survey experis say, .
may include disproportionate num.
bers of retired people and fewer
young men, who are less often home
than other groups. i
Another poil on the same topic,
which was conducted over a four-day
period and thus had more timestgs
reach more people, found that 30 per-

cent of the respondents favored going_ :

to war immediately.

The Perot poll was the topic olf‘a‘ ‘

similar critigue in the June issue of

The Public Perspective. Professional
pollsters said the Perot polt had tiwa |
major flaws: a skewed sample ghd-
hiased gquestions, The guestionnaire. .

'was published in TV Guide and asked- -

Lhe magazine's readers to reply. Thus..
the poll was not a random sample of -
Americans. Critics also said the Pe.
rot poll consisted of questions that
were apparently- composed by Mr.
Perot's own political . organization;, "
rather than by an independent survey. -
researcher. Cee.

A lot of us in the survey profession .
were bothered by the Perot poll,” Dr.
Presser said. “‘But the practice is
getting more and more common, with.
special-interest groups wording ques-
dons their way and letting anyone.:
respond who wants, rather than gath- -
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Experts Advise a Healthy Skepticism About Polls

By DANIEL GOLEMAN

Those who conduct opinion surveys
say that too many people have be-
come overly trusting of polls and that
a guarded caution is warranted in
interpreting them, especially as more
groups with vested interests use their
polling results to argue for their
points of view.
 "People should question the meth-
ods and meanings of polls,"” said Dr.
Kathleen Frankovic, a political scien-
tist and director of surveys at CBS
News. ““People should always, for ex-
ample, find out who conducted the
survey and who’s publicizing it. You'd
read results of a poll on gun control
differently if it was conducted by the
National Rifle Association or by a
truly independent organization.”

Nr Stanlev Preceer a socinlngist
at the University of Maryland, said,
“The numbers by themselves are
meaningless unless you tell me things
like what questions were asked and
who you asked.”

A sample of 1,200 people can be
statistically representative of the
American population if it is drawn at
random. One method for doing this,
said Dr. Michael Kagay, news sur-
veys editor of The New York Times,
is to get a list of all the telephone
prefixes, and then have a computer
randomly choose the phone numbers
to be called by generating the last
four numbers of those prefixes. That
way,
phone number in the country has an
equal chance of being selected,” Mr.
Kagay said.

In general, the more people who

“theoretically every active’

are pelled the more dependable the
results. But the National Council on
Public Polls cautions that other fac-
tors make a difference, like what
group the sample represents (regis-
tered voters or likely voters, for in-
stance, are a better indicator of the
outcome of an election than are all

adults) and whether the people cho--

sen were picked at random, If not, the
results are biased.

Better-conducted surveys make an
effort to reach people who do not
"answer the first call by calling back
several times on other days; surveys
done overnight do not have time to
call back, and so may not be as repre-
semative of the population.

Polls are intended to be an approxi-
mation of the answers that would be
given if the total population were

survevad The variations in this ap
proximation is called the “sampling
error,” which is not so much an “er-
ror” as an indication of how many
percentage points the results might
naturally be expected to fluctuate if
another poll were done using a differ-
ent sample of the same size.

If the margin of error is three.

-percentage points in a pre-election’

poll, that means the number of people
who support a given candidate might
be three percentage points higher or
lower than the result in the poll. That
also means that a candidate would
have to lead by six percentage points
before one could say with confidence
that he or she was ahead.

Knowing the exact wording of the
questions in a ‘poll helps tell if a
survey is fair. If a question seems
biased, pollsters say, it probably is.




