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Polling methods are very diverse today

Source: Pew Research Center 2023



Most public pollsters are trying to understand
the campaign and voters’ mood – not forecast

“Discontent pulsates throughout the 
Times/Siena poll, with a majority of 
voters saying Mr. Biden’s policies have 
personally hurt them.“

“The survey also reveals the extent to 
which the multiracial and 
multigenerational coalition that elected 
Mr. Biden is fraying.”



Ways polling data gets misinterpreted
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1. Small, insignificant 
changes are made to 
look important

2. Decimals 
overstate the 
precision of polls

3. In 2020 state polls 
were off by 5 points on 
average. (more than this 
“lead”)



Ways polling data gets misinterpreted

The same data shown in a less interesting but more accurate 
way

Polling average from Florida 2020 Presidential 
race



Don’t be this reporter

This poll was a selectively 
released from the Democratic 
candidate’s campaign.

Lindsay Graham won by 10 
points.



Don’t be this reporter

The pollster’s website appeared just weeks earlier, and it’s 
unclear if this poll was even real. 

Debbie Stabenow beat John James (not Kid Rock) by 6 
points.



Polls are less precise than people assume



Error from… Error name
Reflected in 

MoE?

Excluding parts of the population Noncoverage No

Low response rates from certain groups Nonresponse No

People misunderstanding the question or 
misreporting their opinions Measurement No

Interviewing a sample rather than entire 
population Sampling Yes

Polls are less precise than people assume



Polls are less precise than people assume
… especially for subgroups



Polls need to be vetted – just like any other source

Signs of an unreliable poll
• Campaign poll (they’re released selectively)
• Methods not disclosed (mode? sample source? weighting?)
• Polling organization has little to no track record
• Question wording has political bias

Signs of a reliable poll
• The sample source has face validity (e.g., RV records, U.S.P.S. file, RDD 

frame)
• Detailed methods reporting
• Neutral question wording
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