The Three-Hatted Pollster

Public opinion is a driving force in democracy - governments must be
responsive to the needs of their citizens. It determines who will govern and
which policies will be more likely to succeed. Yet, given constant socie-
tal flux, pinning public opinion down with precision requires a nuanced
understanding of context. Political and economic actors so often underes-
timate or misunderstand public opinion.

This book is for the user of public opinion data presented through the
lens of the principal purveyor of such data, the pollster. By users, we mean
decision-makers, or those who counsel decision-makers, many of whom
see public opinion as an ephemeral and easily manipulable phenomenon.!
Nevertheless, contrary to these perceptions, practice and scientific evidence
show that public opinion is a stable, measurable, and, ultimately, predict-
able phenomenon.? Furthermore, when it is ignored, desired outcomes on
the policy and political fronts are less likely to be achieved.’

Under certain conditions, public opinion can indeed be seemingly unpre-
dictable.* The key from an analytical perspective is to know the conditions
under which public opinion is more susceptible to volatility. Analysts must
be able to identify the characteristics of these unique circumstances.

The pollster’s work does not stop there; this is only the beginning.
Substantial empirical evidence underscores that, in some cases, public
opinion is only a secondary or tertiary factor in determining an outcome.
Again, analysts need to be able to identify when this may be the case and
respond accordingly. This book will examine public opinion conceptually

! Butler & Dynes (2015) “How Politicians Discount the Opinions of Constituents with
Whom They Disagree,” in American Journal of Political Science. Volume 60, Issue 4,
pp. 975-989.

2 Page & Shapiro (1992) The Rational Public: Fifty Years of Trends in American Policy
Preferences. University of Chicago Press.

* Newport, Shapiro et al. (2013) Polling and Democracy: Report of the AAPOR Task Force on
Public Opinion and Leadership. AAPOR Task Force.

4 Bishop (2004) The Illusion of Public Opinion and Artifact in American Public Opinion Polls.
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers.
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2 Polls, Pollsters, and Public Opinion

and in practice, while laying out an analytical road map for pollsters on
how best to analyze and engage public opinion.

A vast literature exists on theories of public opinion; on how to measure
it and how to analyze it.” Still others exist on predicting public opinion and
on how to influence it.® So, what does this book contribute?

MISSING ELEMENTS IN THE PROFESSIONAL
LITERATURE ON PUBLIC OPINION ANALYSIS

Telling this story through the eyes of the pollster is easier said than done.
Why? Well, simply, there is no synthetic treatment of best practices in inter-
preting public opinion. As we see it, the existing knowledge base on public
opinion is disparate — spread across many disciplines, including political
science, survey methods, political psychology, statistics, social psychology,
cognitive psychology, behavioral economics, data science, and sociology.
These literatures do not necessarily talk to each other.

Such a global understanding of the activity of the pollster is especially
important now. Take the recent polling misses; they should give everyone
pause. After the polls blithely promised a victory for Hillary Clinton over
Donald Trump in the 2016 US presidential elections, their accuracy has justi-
fiably come under question. The US 2016 election is by no means the excep-
tion. Take Argentina in 2019, or the United States in 2020, or Brazil in 2022,
and so on. How can we put such performances into a broader context?

The reality is that the raw tool at the pollster’s disposal — the survey — was
refined for an era when people had fewer communication options. Now,
almost everyone has a digital footprint, and landlines are going the way of
the dinosaurs. Access to people has never been so varied yet so difficult.
Naturally, the industry is aware of these issues and adapting its methodol-
ogies. Context matters to make sense of this.

Despite the very real challenges the polling industry faces, we can say,
with confidence, that polls still offer real, meaningful, and actionable

®> Some examples include Stimson (1999) Public Opinion in America: Moods, Cycles and
Swings. Routledge; Page & Shapiro (1992) The Rational Public: Fifty Years of Trends in
American Policy Preferences. University of Chicago Press; Bishop (2004) The Illusion
of Public Opinion and Artifact in American Public Opinion Polls. Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers; Groves et al. (2009) Survey Methodology (2nd edn.). Wiley; Davis (1985) The
Logic of Causal Order. SAGE Publications; and Bradburn & Sudman (1990) Polls and
Surveys: Understanding What They Tell Us. Jossey-Bass.

6 Some examples include Tetlock & Gardner (2016) Superforecasting: The Art and Science of
Prediction. Crown and Manheim (2010) Strategy in Information and Influence Campaigns:
How Policy Advocates, Social Movements, Insurgent Groups, Corporations, Governments
and Others Get What They Want. Routledge.
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The Three-Hatted Pollster 3

insights. The key is understanding how to interpret the results given our
reality. Remember that polling results represent public opinion at a given
moment in time. It is, by definition, always retroactive. Yet, when inter-
preted correctly, public opinion can give us a glimpse of the future, helping
us make better decisions today.

The pollster also must contend with a world that is ever more polarized.
The public is increasingly tribal in nature, and suspicion of the “other”
is high. The fractured nature of public opinion makes it very difficult for
practitioners to gain an overarching understanding of it as an analytical
variable or decision input. Once again, context matters.

A polling professional today needs to understand a broad range of disci-
plines as noted previously. Complicating this, even if properly motivated,
any given professional cannot necessarily be expected to integrate this vast
literature without the requisite time, motivation, and resources. As such,
there is not a single book that melds these different fields into one synthetic
practically oriented approach. That’s what this book aims to achieve.

A POLLSTER’S TALE’

As a freshly minted PhD from the University of Chicago, I thought of
myself as hot stuff. Trained in the science of polling, I could do no wrong.
Or so I thought, until theory met practice.

My first poll and paying client was for a group supporting a candidate for
the presidency of Jockey Clube Brasileiro — a social club and horse racing track
located in the city of Rio de Janeiro. I know it sounds crazy — a poll for an elec-
tion in a social club. But these people had lots of money and were passionate!

Like any well-trained quantitative social scientist, I fretted about my
sample design; it needed to be representative of the member base of the
club. Check! I worried about the questionnaire design, no biased questions.
Check! I also thought about my analytical plan for data analysis; I wanted
to tell a clear simple story. Check!

All good; all great. The poll went well; the data looked great. On the day of
the client presentation (really a chat by phone), I was pumped. Pumped, that
is, until the client asked me, “So, will I win? What do I need to do to win?”

I sat there dumbfounded, without a ready answer. In fact, at that moment, I
realized I lacked the knowledge base needed to provide the proper context and
meaning for the client. Sure, I was well trained in the science of polling but had
no framework, nor the requisite gray hairs, to shed light on what it all meant.

7 This story and other individual tales in this book are based on the experience of Clifford

Young.
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4 Polls, Pollsters, and Public Opinion

Questions raced through my mind, “Will he win? What are his chances?
And what can he do to change them?” I had no idea where to start.

To add insult to injury, the client came back to me the next day. He had
gotten his hands on the other side’s poll. Yes, they had one as well! And it
was at odds with our own.

The client, of course, asked a very reasonable question, “What’s up? Are
they right or are we right?” He was asking me to assess the polls. Again, I sat
there speechless, not only because I spoke halting Portuguese at the time,
but because I had no reasonable response but my own logic - a bad place
to be as a scientist and expert. I had no empirically based rules of thumb to
anchor my analysis. No context.

I would only learn later in my career that, indeed, such analytical heu-
ristics do exist. That there are multiple ways to assess the relative odds of a
given candidate. But this knowledge, for me, would be years in the making.
Users of public opinion data naturally face the same challenges as newly
minted pollsters.

THE KNOWLEDGE GAP

Most professionals working as pollsters have had similar trials by fire. Their
training gave them the skills to tackle certain dimensions of public opinion
but left them wholly unable to address others.

For instance, the political scientist may be well versed in theories of pub-
lic opinion, elections, and election forecasting but less so in the science
of polling, messaging, and cognitive psychology/behavioral economics.
Meanwhile, students of international studies and conflict have been exposed
to approaches to assess political risk but lack a broader toolbox of skills. A
cognitive psychologist will have a strong base in information processing,
behavioral economics - and hence messaging and engagement - but, again,
not necessarily in the other requisite fields.

To truly excel in the field, the practitioner would ideally be versed
enough in all disciplines to incorporate them into their day-to-day work.
Or, at least, be knowledgeable enough that they will be aware of their own
blind spots and weaknesses.

WHAT THE BOOK IS AND IS NOT

We want to be clear from the outset what this book is and what it is not.
First and foremost, this book is not a treatment of the use of public opin-
ion in assessing the impact of public policies at a tactical level. In other

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 13.201.136.108, on 26 Jul 2025 at 05:24:39, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of
use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108855310.001


https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108855310.001
https://www.cambridge.org/core
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words, we are not attempting to answer questions around something as
specific as whether a healthcare policy bill should include one feature over
another. For that, the reader should turn to the vast literature commonly
referred to as program evaluation, impact evaluation, or evidence-based
policy assessment.

The focus of this book, instead, is to aid the user of public opinion data in
developing a systematic analytical approach for understanding, predicting,
and engaging public opinion. More fundamentally, we want to help the
reader understand how public opinion can be employed as a decision-
making input. By decision-making input, we mean a factor, or variable, to
assess, predict, or influence an outcome.

First, this book will unpack the different ways that public opinion can be
utilized to interpret and predict sociopolitical outcomes. By sociopolitical
outcomes, we mean elections, referenda, political or policy agendas, spe-
cific legislation, crises, scandals, and other existential threats to government
and societal stability. In this case, public opinion can be thought of as a
single decision input when assessing sociopolitical outcomes. For instance,
government approval ratings are critical predictors of electoral outcomes.
However, using government approval ratings alone to predict an electoral
outcome is definitively not the most robust method. It is only when com-
bined with other inputs, such as whether the incumbent is running, that our
ability to accurately pick the winner is significantly improved. We will learn
that multiple input forecasts are preferable to single input ones.

Second, our book makes a simplifying assumption that decision-makers —
both political and economic - are heavy users of public opinion data. Both
theory and practice support this assumption. Political theory, in the form of
the median voter model,® suggests that parties and politicians are vote max-
imizers. As such, politicians will generally approximate their policy offer to
the preferences of the average voter.” Policy disputes are typically won by
those who meet public opinion where it is. We see this in practice all the
time, although there are notable exceptions to this rule.

Third, this is not a book on polling or survey methodology; however,
methods and methodological robustness will be a theme throughout, espe-
cially as it relates to our ability to use public opinion as an assessment tool.
We will delve into this in greater detail in Part IT of this book. Analysts must

8 Also known as “Hotelling’s Law,” median voter theory posits that politicians adopt stances
that incline toward the perspective of the median voter.

® Downs (1957) “An Economic Theory of Political Action in a Democracy,” in Journal of
Political Economy. Volume 65, Issue 2, pp. 135-150.
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6 Polls, Pollsters, and Public Opinion

be able to determine if the measurement of public opinion is flawed, even
if they are not experts in the science of polling'’

For more than eighty years, since Gallup correctly predicted that
Roosevelt would beat Landon in 1936, the scientific survey sample, and its
workhorse, the poll, has been the primary mechanism for understanding
public opinion. Prior to surveys, decision-makers used a variety of meth-
ods to assess public opinion, including elections, crowd sizes, local news-
paper editorial board opinions, riots, protests, and mass marches. Later
developments in questionnaires and survey methods further reinforced the
poll as the preeminent tool for gauging the mood of the people."! Over the
years, the poll has largely become synonymous with public opinion."

But our data world is significantly changing, and, as a result, so have
our approaches to assessing public opinion. Looking forward, alternative
methods to the poll will only grow in volume and application. Even today,
analysts are increasingly employing nonpolling data sources to assess pub-
lic opinion. Alternative data sources include analyzing social media, satel-
lites, drones, ground sensors, APIs (application programming interfaces),
aggregate cell phone data, and prediction marks. Think of the protests in
2022 that roiled Iran in the wake of the death of Jina Amini at the hands
of the country’s “morality police.” Observers were able to track the spread
of the protests through videos posted online - just one example of many.

Fourth, the book is about the use of public opinion across all
domains - both political and nonpolitical. Most of the examples, however,
are of elections. The reason for this is twofold. First, elections can be easily
validated — we know the “true value” when the election returns come in.
And second, most of these data are publicly available. In contrast, we have
managed thousands of nonelectoral engagements, but they are proprietary
in nature. We attempt to sprinkle in such examples when possible.

To date, the concept of the pollster has referred to an individual or
organization that measures, analyzes, and interprets public opinion. But
does this designation still apply in a world where the poll is no longer the
sole vehicle to gauge public opinion? We argue, “yes.” While technolog-
ical advances have expanded the means and methods of tracking public
sentiment, the importance of public opinion as a decision input has never

10 See Lazersfeld (1968) “Forward,” in The Logic of Survey Research edited by Morris
Rosenberg. Basic Books, Inc.

' Bradburn & Sudman (1988) Polls and Surveys: Understanding What They Tell Us.

Jossy-Bass.

Converse (1987) “Changing Conceptions of Public Opinion in the Political Process,” in

Public Opinion Quarterly. Volume 51, Issue 2, pp. 512-524.
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Table 1.1 The three-hatted polister

Part II Part III Part IV

The Data Scientist The Fortune Teller The Spin Doctor

(to Assess) (to Predict) (to Convince)
Primary Client Media and all Private sector and  Politicians, governments,
Type other clients financial sector and private sector

Analytical Focus Maximizing Forecasting Developing the most

accuracy outcomes convincing message
Typical Questions Is my public Who will win What is the winning

opinion data the next message?

biased? presidential

election?

been more important. No matter the method to measure public opinion,
an expert — the pollster - must give meaning to it. We believe that the tra-
ditional concept of the pollster is as meaningful today as it always has been.
In this book, we focus on public opinion as a decision input, not the poll,
even though we present polling data to illustrate our case.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

The pollster has three primary identities that we will explore in detail
in this book. As a framing device, we will refer to the pollster as the
“three-hatted pollster,” reflecting the pollster’s distinct identities as a
data scientist, fortune teller, and spin doctor (Table 1.1). These relate
to the pollster’s primary functions: to assess the polls and related inputs,
to predict public opinion outcomes, and to utilize these inputs to shape
compelling messages that will resonate with chosen audiences. The poll-
ster wears multiple hats, but before we unpack the various dimensions of
the three-hatted pollster, we will explore the concept of public opinion,
how our understanding of it has evolved over the centuries, and whether
public opinion is a reliable, stable input or something more elusive and
volatile.

Part I: What Is Public Opinion?

Part I includes two chapters of review and discussion of the relevant sci-
entific and academic literature on public opinion, opinion formation, its
effect on outcomes, and popular myths about it.
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8 Polls, Pollsters, and Public Opinion

In Chapter 2, we examine public opinion as a concept. What is it? How
has it been defined over the years? How has it been conceptualized by
philosophers and social scientists? We also discuss how decision-makers
employ public opinion as a decision input and examine the concept of
convergence. Specifically, to what extent, and under what conditions, are
decision-makers aligned with public opinion?

This, of course, is a central underlying analytic theme of our approach -
that decision-makers use public opinion as an input because there is a real
link between public opinion and sociopolitical outcomes. Put differently, if
aligned with public opinion, decision-makers (candidates, politicians, pol-
icymakers) are more likely to win elections, push their policies and agen-
das forward, and win the messaging battle; but, if not, they won’t achieve
success.

In Chapter 3, we explore the formation of attitudes. For the practi-
tioner, understanding how humans process information and come to
their opinions is critical in influencing public opinion. This was a crucial
piece of the puzzle that was poorly understood until recently. First, we
look at the multi-attribute model - a commonly used model by social
psychologists and economists. In particular, we detail how attitudes can
predict public opinion. We call this the static process or model. Second,
we examine how information is cognitively assessed and how emotions
shape public opinion. This we call the dynamic model.

In Chapter 4, we ask the simple question: Is public opinion stable or
not? Many decision-makers have seen it as an ephemeral, whimsical thing;
some social scientists do as well.

We come down squarely on the aggregate stability side of this debate:
that public opinion is a stable, predictable phenomenon under most con-
ditions. We argue that, for public opinion to be a decision input, it must
be stable and predictable. However, we also detail under what conditions
public opinion is more likely to change or be volatile. Ultimately, any ana-
lyst of public opinion must be able to identify when a movement in public
opinion is real and when it is merely noise.

THE THREE-HATTED POLLSTER

In Parts II-IV, we show practically how to employ public opinion as a
decision input. As noted earlier, we use the concept of the “the three-
hatted pollster” to organize the primary ways in which pollsters use public
opinion: (1) to assess; (2) to predict; and (3) to convince.
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Part II: The Data Scientist

In Part II, The Data Scientist, we include three chapters (Chapters 5-7) on
how to measure public opinion through a systematic discussion of the sci-
ence of polling and data scientific assessment tools. The intent here is not
to train the next generation of pollsters or data scientists but to equip the
analyst with tools to assess the quality of their data sources.

In Chapter 5, we discuss the types of errors in polls. Specifically, we
define concepts such as bias, error, the law of large numbers, and the mar-
gin of error. We employ a simplified version of total survey error — a com-
monly used bias assessment framework."

Our framework includes sampling and non-sampling error as the two
dimensions that make up the concept. Sampling error is measured by the
margin of error (MOE). Non-sampling error includes coverage bias, non-
response bias, measurement error, and estimation error. Special attention
will be given to coverage bias and estimation error. We find that they
account for most of the polling misses. Specifically, we examine the chal-
lenges of estimating who is a likely voter - a special case of estimation error.

In Chapter 6, we apply our total survey error framework to the problem of a
single poll. In this case, we assess an election tracking poll during the 2016 US
presidential election. In July of that year, results from the Ipsos/Reuters elec-
tion tracker were at odds with the market. Why was this the case? To answer
this, we take the analyst step-by-step through the assessment process.

In Chapter 7, we use our framework to assess an aggregate of polls. We
look at why the polls got the 2015 Greek referendum wrong. Was the prob-
lem down to sampling error or non-sampling error? A likely voter problem
or coverage bias? Here, we determine through a process of elimination the
most likely culprit. We also discuss concepts like spread, aggregation, and
average absolute error (AAS).

Part III: The Fortune Teller

In Part III, The Fortune Teller, we include three chapters on using public
opinion as an input to predict sociopolitical outcomes. The focus will be on
rules of thumb and benchmarks, not on sophisticated statistical methods.
In Chapter 8, we detail the varying types of cognitive bias associated
with prediction and discuss how to minimize them. We draw upon the

B3 Here, total survey error (and similar derivations) can be depicted as a triangle, with the
two legs being the sampling and nonsampling errors and the hypotenuse being the total
survey error.
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cognitive psychology and behavioral economics literature, steeped in pre-
diction misattribution.

We examine the weakness of expert prediction using the 2016 US presi-
dential election as an example. Here, we discuss three broad classes of cog-
nitive bias: (1) single input learning styles; (2) confirmation bias; and (3)
binary thinking. We also look at herding and availability bias. Finally, we
discuss methods to reduce such biases, including triangulation.

In Chapter 9, we take a special look at election prediction. This comprises
a full review, from the simplest heuristics to more sophisticated aggregated
election and poll-based forecasting models. Again, the treatment here is
not concerned with statistical techniques but simple analytical frameworks,
easily accessible to all. This chapter will also discuss combinatorial fore-
casting methods that mix, or triangulate, multiple sources. Again, the 2016
US presidential election will be our case study.

In Chapter 10, we look at a broad class of public opinion outcomes, such
as approval ratings, referenda, impeachments, mass social protest, regime
stability in nondemocratic societies, and big-picture scenario construc-
tion. Specifically, our focus will be on approval ratings and context-based
approaches. Approval ratings both predict outcomes, like elections, and
are a critical guide to engaging public opinion. Given their importance,
the analyst needs to understand what impacts them. To do so, we provide
a road map for the pollster. In terms of context analysis, pollsters are also
required to paint the big picture for decision-makers. This can be done in
multiple ways. We detail examples using main problem questions as well as
multi-item indexes that capture underlying values and beliefs.

Part IV: The Spin Doctor

Part IV includes two chapters on how to message, engage, and move pub-
lic opinion. Again, it will be a discussion of conceptual models and their
application in practice.

In Chapter 11, we present conceptual frameworks to help the pollster engage
public opinion. Here, we detail two frameworks: (1) the structural perspective
and (2) the packaging perspective. In the structural perspective we discuss
concepts like segmentation, message themes, messenger credibility, priority
linkage, proof points, framing, and messenger—-message fit. We also show how
the multi-attribute model and its rankings and ratings can be redeployed to
aid with messaging. In the packaging perspective, we show how emotions give
special meaning to public opinion through words. The focus will be on con-
cepts such as cuing, priming, hot cognition, packaging, and sticky messages.
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In Chapter 12, we take the framework presented in Chapter 11 and apply
it to a concrete case study. Here, we use both the structural and packaging
perspectives to assess the 2022 Brazilian presidential election. Critically, we
show the optimal communications strategy for both the Lula and Bolsonaro
campaigns and then determine who did better and why - all this based on
public opinion.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

In Chapter 13, we review the primary points made throughout the book —
the key takeaways. We also discuss some odds and ends not discussed in
the preceding chapters. These include the pollster in society and reexamin-
ing the concept of public opinion as a decision input. We spend some time
assessing non-survey inputs as a gauge of public opinion. Here, we think
pollsters should have a framework for looking forward. Our data world is
changing, but basic scientific concepts like bias, error, validation, and reli-
ability are not.
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