
forum

Poles apart in polling
P 

ublic opinion polls are an 
integral part of Canadian 

politics. Not only do they try 
to measure public opinion, 
but they also shape it. The 
performance of political poll-
ing is important to an informed 
democracy. 

Over the past few years, the 
public has become skeptical 
about the reliability of political 
polling, and with good reason. 
Pollsters have been slow to intro-
duce the data science needed 
to regain the trust and lustre 
they’ve lost.

Examples of poor polling are 
everywhere.

n The British Columbia 
Liberals won a majority despite 
trailing in every poll up to and 
including election day.

n Most polling firms had 
the Wildrose party winning 
in Alberta in 2012. Instead, 
Progressive Conservative 
Premier Alison Redford cruised 
to a comfortable majority.

n The Quebec Liberals were 
supposed to be wiped off the 
electoral map last year; they 
came in a close second.

n Naheed Nenshi became the 
“surprise” mayor of Calgary in 
2010. He won again last month.

n And it’s hard to find anyone 
who predicted Stephen Harper’s 
majority win in 2011.

Why are pollsters finding it so 
difficult to provide us with reli-
able political opinion?

Lower voter turnout is making 
it harder to predict election 
results. Federal voter turnout 
dropped to 60% in 2011. The last 
Ontario election saw record low 
participation of 49%. Only about 
30% of the electorate bothers to 
vote in municipal elections.

This means polling has to go 
beyond predicting how people 
say they will vote to identifying 

who is actually going to vote, 
and how. Market researcher 
Brian Singh says, “In most cases, 
answering a poll is not akin to 
actually voting . . . the biggest 
challenge, with declining turn-
out rates, is how to accurately 
model the voting population.”

The days of land-line tele-
phone polling in the 1980s and 
’90s with response rates of 60% 
to 70% are long gone. It’s left 
the industry struggling to find 
replacement methods that give it 
reliable predictability samples at 
a reasonable cost.

This has led to a growing reli-
ance on “robo-dials” (interactive 
voice surveys) in which pollsters 
often have to settle for response 
rates as low as 1%. Online poll-
ing using self-selected Internet 
panels is another popular alter-
native. But these techniques 
have serious limits when it 
comes to predicting the political 
priorities of the public.

They can also be more easily 
abused. Some question whether 
the industry self-regulator, the 
Market Research Intelligence 
Association (MRIA), is playing a 
strong enough role.

In 2011, when House of 
Commons Speaker Andrew 
Scheer described the polling 
methods of Campaign Research 
as “reprehensible”, Darrell 
Bricker, CEO of Ipsos, wrote an 
open letter in which he said, 
“We are distorting our democ-
racy, confusing the public and 
destroying what should be a 
source of truth in election cam-

paigns — unbiased, truly scien-
tific public opinion polls.”

MRIA subsequently strength-
ened its code of conduct. But 
it’s not clear how vigilant it is in 
auditing its members or in taking 

disciplinary action. Its website 
doesn’t disclose violations or 
action taken against members.

Our declining loyalty to politi-
cal parties isn’t helping either. 
Pollster Nik Nanos says our 

political behaviour is becoming 
more like our consumer behav-
iour. “In the past, those most 
politically engaged were born 
into their political tribe, which 
meant a certain level of stabil-
ity and easier predictability for 
pollsters,” he said. Today, with 
24-hour news cycles and the 
Internet, more of us wait until 
the last minute of a campaign 
to shop politically. It’s difficult 
to obtain an accurate polling 
snapshot of voter intentions with 
this shifting mass of political 
consumers.

Pollsters are also facing 
mounting push-back when it 
comes to the public sharing 
of opinions. The industry has 
always assumed we are willing, 
even anxious, to part with our 
feelings. But refusals and other 
sources of non-response are on 
the rise.

The increased use of cell-
phones, voice mail, caller ID 
and do-not-call registries is 
making it harder to locate and 
interview truly representa-
tive samples. They’re another 
factor in the breakdown of the 
industry’s traditional operating 
model.

Journalists also contribute 
to the mistrust of polls. Failing 
to interpret results objectively 
or neglecting to disclose basic 
source information leaves the 
electorate with a distorted 
picture of public opinion. Time-
pressed journalists are trying to 
cope with the data revolution, 
fewer media-commissioned 
polls and shrinking editorial and 
newsroom staff, but there’s less 
insightful analysis as a result.

Information is power, and 
political information is political 
power. While the financially-
strapped political polling indus-
try tries to modernize, political 
parties have eclipsed it in under-

standing and predicting voter 
intentions.

In addition to their own poll-
ing, some parties constantly 
monitor social media and use 
their own voter identification 
programs to rally and mobilize 
core supporters. They analyze 
media coverage, public reaction 
and the intelligence gathered 
from a network of field staff and 
volunteers. When all this infor-
mation is interpreted by skilled 
data scientists, it gives political 
strategists valuable insights into 
voter intentions. The election 
results that caught pollsters off 
guard in BC, Alberta and Ottawa 
were no surprise to the winning 
parties.

It’s ironic — the political 
parties the industry follows 
so closely have become more 
sophisticated in predicting voter 
behaviour. They have invested 
heavily in a wide range of data 
collection and scientific analysis 
techniques.

Political pollsters have to 
do the same thing. The central 
challenge is finding reliable 
probability samples that can be 
confidently extrapolated to the 
whole population.

Political polling and how it’s 
reported have to improve. If they 
don’t, polling will be relegated to 
the outer margins of Canadian 
politics.

Regaining trust in the trade 
means eliciting and interpret-
ing relevant insights from much 
richer and more varied sources 
of opinion. It’s the only way to 
provide Canadians with a more 
reliable picture of our voting 
intentions in the future.
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