THE BLURRED SNAPSHOT OF
THE ELECTION POLLS

Jennifer Espey, David Herle and Alex Swann

New technologies in opinion research have facilitated more polling at less cost. In the
2011 Canadian general election, this meant the release of vote intention numbers on a
near daily basis. With so many polls ruthlessly focused on the same learning, polling did
little to expand our understanding of why voters acted the way they did in this
groundbreaking election. Jennifer Espey, David Herle and Alex Swann look at how polling
fared in this area and how research could better serve political discourse in elections.

Les nouvelles technologies en matiére d'étude de I'opinion, permettant d’effectuer des
enquétes a moindre colt, ont fait proliférer les sondages qui, presque au jour le jour, ont
suivi I'évolution des intentions de vote. Mais en se focalisant systématiquement sur les
mémes questions, toutes ces enquétes n‘ont guere permis de comprendre les motivations
des électeurs lors d’un scrutin aussi déroutant. Cet article examine la valeur des sondages

dans ce domaine et comment leurs méthodes de recherche pourraient mieux servir le

discours politique en période électorale.

prevailing feature of elections in Canada in recent

years, and more prevalent than ever in the most recent

federal election, has been the regular release of polling
on the vote intention of Canadians — the “horse race.” Polling
data on party preference has long been a factor in elections and
the media’s coverage of political debate. Rapid development of
relatively inexpensive sampling methods like interactive voice
response telephone technologies and online surveys has
reduced the cost and time involved with data collection very
substantially. In the most recent election this allowed for the
almost daily release of surveys of Canadian voting intention.

Among the media organizations, The Globe and Mail was
most committed to public opinion research. Working with
Nanos Research, it released rolling poll numbers on a near
daily basis, tracking opinion with 400 cases nightly.
However, all major media organizations had relationships
with polling organizations, and it was rare for a day to go by
without a poll being made public. Those politicos without
access to the inside party numbers waited impatiently for the
fix, and used them to set the daily agenda for political dis-
cussion. In the final weekend before the vote on May 2,
seven polls were published that included data from inter-
views and online surveys conducted during the final four
days of the election. This was two more polls than in 2008,
when five firms published results that reflected interviews
conducted within four days of the vote on October 14.

This article will make three arguments. First, the polling
commissioned by the media is superficial. It failed to con-
tribute to democratic debate, and it did not provide an under-
standing of why Canadians were voting as they did. Second,

even within the limited objectives of campaign polling, the
research conducted was not terribly successful. Third, the
research industry would benefit by being more transparent
about the methodologies used to arrive at the numbers.
Discrepancies between polls created a lack of confidence in
the industry as a whole. Yet these discrepancies are often the
result of different methodologies, in particular, different ques-
tions used to assess vote intention, different placement of the
question and differences in the populations reported on.
Being more forthright about these methodological choices
would help maintain confidence in the discipline.

The overriding objective of every polling firm in this
election was to accurately call the final outcome for the
nation. However, Canada doesn’t have a national election.
It has a series of regional elections, with different competi-
tors, different issues, and different dynamics.

Therefore, national results are not terribly revealing when
trying to forecast an election result. It is the provincial and sub-
provincial results that provide that insight. This requires sample
sizes larger than most polling or media organizations are pre-
pared to pay for. Yet the media were focusing on national num-
bers, and no polling firm was polling sufficient sample sizes of
provincial or regional electorates to provide reliable estimates. A
provincial sample of less than 300 cases is not very useful. The
consequence was an unprecedented amount of polling that
failed to forecast accurately key the regional results that deter-
mined the shape of the House of Commons.

For example, no company released results that were close to
correct about Conservative support in Ontario, which provides a
third of the seats in the House. It was Ontario that provided the
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Conservatives with their comfortable
majority margin. Of the polls released
closest to the election, none were within
four percentage points of the actual
Conservative vote share, and all overesti-
mated the strength of the NDP. In a three-
way fight, four points either way can
result in a huge shift. The seat projection

The research industry would benefit by being more transparent

which Montreal is different from the
rest of Quebec, and the way the rural
west is different from the urban west.
As demonstrated with the Ontario
example previously, none of the pub-
licly available national polls had even
provincial sample sizes large enough to
be reliably used in these models. (CROP,

about the methodologies used to arrive at the numbers.

Discrepancies between polls created a lack of confidence in the
industry as a whole. Yet these discrepancies are often the result
of different methodologies in particular different questions used
to assess vote intention, different placement of the question

and differences in the populations reported on.

model we use at the Gandalf Group illus-
trates this. Had the result in Ontario been
as Nanos Research predicted, it would be
the Conservatives Party, by our calcula-
tion — not Nano’s who does not do seat
projections — would have won 58
Ontario ridings instead of the 73 they did
win (see table 1). That is the difference
between a minority and a majority gov-
ernment. The Liberals would have won
27 seats in Ontario, rather than the 11
they did. Nanos is not an outlier — other
companies were showing similar results
— and Nanos was among the most accu-
rate at the national level. But if the pur-
pose of all the research publicly released
during and at the end of the campaign
was to tell Canadians, before votes were
cast, what the result was going to be, then
none of the polling firms can claim suc-
cess (table 2).

Seat projection models are not run
on national polling data. The most
rudimentary are based on provincial
polling results, while the more sophis-
ticated models require subprovincial
data to be sensitive to the ways in

TABLE 2. POLLING FIRMS' FINAL PARTY STANDINGS AND NATIONAL RESULTS FROM THE 2011 CANADIAN ELECTION (PERCENT)

which ran an online poll with 1,000
Quebecers in April 13-20 not only had a
large sample for the entire province
that rivaled pan-Canadian omnibus
sample sizes, but it was the first to cap-
ture the large share of the vote the NDP
subsequently won — see figure 1).

The blog ThreeHundredEight.com
tried to deal with this by averaging polls,
hoping that the error each organization
had in its regional numbers would get
washed out in the average. However,
averaging a number of polls with differ-
ent sample sizes, different question word-
ing, different question ordering, and
taken over different time periods leads to
something that is less precise than would
be desirable. Voters looking to that model

for strategic advice were told the
Conservatives were certain to win a plu-
rality of seats, but had no real chance at a
majority; that the NDP and Liberals were
evenly matched; and that a strong com-
plement of Bloc Québécois MP’s would
be returned to the Commons.

Any effort to compare various polls
directly or even aggregate
them is also challenged by the
fact that so many different
variations in method and
questionnaire design  will
affect what each poll records.
Indeed, while the “horse race,”
or daily standing of the parties
in the election, was a focus of
media coverage, a secondary
story was the discrepancy between polls.
Polls published in the third week of April
had a nine point discrepancy among the
Conservative vote numbers of one polling
firm and the Conservative numbers of
another, leading media commentators to
begin questioning the methodologies of
the various polling firms.

Error in election research can come
in many different guises, including sim-
ply not being in field when the tides
turn. On April 25, most observers woke
up to the daily Nanos tracking that
showed the Conservatives inching
toward a majority. About that Nanos
may have been right. But it showed the
NDP still at 23 percent nationally and
behind the Liberals. A poll conducted by

TABLE 1. RESULTS IN ONTARIO IN THE 2011 CANADIAN ELECTION (PERCENT)

Nanos Nanos
(April 30-May 1, (April 28-30,
Party Ontario results n=323) n=324)
LPC 253 28.0 31.1
CPC 44.4 39.3 36.2
NDP 25.6 29.4 27.4
Green 3.8 2.2 4.4

Forum Nanos Nanos Ekos Harris Decima | Angus Reid Abacus Compas

National 1/5, 30/4-1/5 1/5 29/4-1/5 28/4-1/5 28-29/4 28-29/4 28-29/4

Party results n=3,483) n=1,068 n=702 n=3,144 n=1,035 n=3,003 n=1,007 n=750
CPC 39.6 36.0 37.1 38.7 33.9 36.0 37.0 37.0 46.0
LPC 18.9 19.0 20.5 20.9 21.0 19.0 19.0 18.0 17.0
Bloc 6.0 5.0 57 5.0 6.4 6.0 6.0 7.0 7.0
NDP 30.6 33.0 31.6 30.5 31.2 30.0 33.0 32.0 26.0
Green 3.9 6.0 3.8 3.7 6.0 6.0 4.0 7.0 4.0
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Ekos came out later that day and showed
a dramatically different picture, with the
NDP surging past the Liberals to levels
that threatened the Conservatives. In this
instance, news had already filtered out of
Quebec on Thursday April 21 about a
stunning development: seemingly
overnight NDP support had multiplied to
the point where they were ahead of the
Bloc Québécois, according to the CROP
survey referenced above. The following
Friday Easter weekend began. Nanos did
not poll continuously through that
weekend. That decision meant that they
did not catch the same wave that the
Ekos poll, taken through Easter weekend,
showed. On Monday April 25, the
Nanos data (because it was based on
three-day rolling totals) that many were
trying to make sense of had surveys in it
from Wednesday April 20, an eternity
ago in political terms. Because of its
methodology, Nanos was unable to catch
up to the new dynamic of the campaign
until Thursday April 28. A research pro-
gram that was designed to provide the
most timely information had temporari-
ly become a lagging indicator.

D iscrepancies between polls can
arise for a variety of reasons that
have nothing to do with actual error.
We wrote in 2008 about different sam-
pling methodologies and techniques
for gathering response. An issue rarely
considered when the media are com-
paring results is the how respondents
were asked about their vote intention.
Readers of the major dailies or online
news sites could routinely see polling
results from various firms contrasted
with each other, with details of the
dates, sample sizes and method by
which responses were obtained. But
rarely was there any footnote in those
media reports to allow comparison of
the questions used to determine vote
intention. Differing terminology used
in the vote intention question is easily
one of the most important reasons why
companies report results with at least
slight variations. A poll that asks
respondents in an open-ended way
what party they would vote for will
yield a very different response than a

survey that asks voters to choose
between a list of parties (either read
aloud or listed on screen) with their
leaders’ names alongside. Nanos
Research employs such an innovative
open-ended approach to asking party
vote intention that does not provide
any reminder to the respondent about
the party options. One consequence is
that Nanos data always has the Green
Party at a lower level of support than
the other polling companies, and at a
level closer to what the Greens actually
receive in the ballot box. There are a
variety of theories about the best way
to ask the question. When we did the
research for the Liberal Party of
Canada, we used a question that
named both party and leader. Our
hypothesis was that those were the two
factors most likely to determine vote
intention. But all of those prompt the
respondent to think about the choice
in a specific and different way.

L ocation of the question in the sur-
vey instrument is also going to
have an impact on results. The clean-
est read on voting intention is to have
it at the very beginning of the ques-
tionnaire, before the respondent has
been prompted to think in one direc-
tion or another. Some organizations
like to place issue questions before
vote intention. In doing so, they are
manipulating the result, but deliber-
ately in a way that is consistent with
their theory of how a voter’s prefer-
ence is constructed. It is a legitimate
approach, but should be disclosed,
along with the actual questions that
precede vote intention.

The results to be most wary of are
those that are the product of vote
intention questions tacked onto an
omnibus study. It is impossible to
determine what the respondent had
been thinking about for the fifteen
minutes before they were asked how

TABLE 3. POLLING FIRMS’ PARTY STANDINGS — APRIL 20, 2011 (PERCENT)

Environics Forum Ipsos Ekos Nanos

(April 18-21, (April 20, (April 20, (April 18-20, | (April 18-20,
Party n=964) n=2,727) n=1,000) n=1,981) n=1,015)
CPC 39.0 36.0 43.0 34.4 39.0
LPC 22.0 23.0 21.0 24.7 26.7
Bloc 7.0 6.0 6.0 7.8 7.5
NDP 25.0 25.0 24.0 24.7 221
Green 6.0 6.0 4.0 7.8 3.4

FIGURE 1. POLLING FIRMS’ ON NDP STANDINGS IN QUEBEC
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they intended to vote. It may have
been about muffins, but it might also
have been about retirement savings,
energy policy, or credit card charges —
any of which might materially impact
how a voter might think about politics.

The other element that is critical, for
both popular vote and seat projections, is
identifying the cohort of Canadians that

ly to turn out) were more likely to sup-
port the Conservatives than young vot-
ers (much less likely to turn out) were.
Voters were more supportive of the
Conservatives than the Canadian popu-
lation as a whole.

So far we have judged the cam-
paign polling on the basis the compa-
nies and their media sponsors

Nanos Research employs such an innovative open ended

approach to asking party vote intention that does not provide any

reminder to the respondent about the party options. One

consequence is that Nanos data always has the Green Party at a
lower level of support than the other polling companies, and at a
level closer to what the Greens actually receive in the ballot box.

will actually cast a ballot. Slightly
increased turnout in this election brought
voter participation up to 61 percent.
There is no reason to assume that the
Canadians who do not vote have the
same motivations or party preference as
those who do but when one looks at vot-
ing intention among the entire popula-
tion, that is exactly the assumption that is
being made. Therefore, identifying the
likely voter is critical to understanding
how the election is going to turn out and
failing to accurately identify this cohort
will constitute error as profound and any-
thing of a sampling or question nature.
An effective likely voter screen requires a
minimum of five to seven questions relat-
ing to previous voting behaviour and cur-
rent levels of political motivation. Most
companies are not prepared to devote the
resources necessary for that kind of com-
prehensive questionnaire. It also requires
a larger sample to begin with, since you
are going to be throwing out 40 percent
of your responses.

nless one can find some evidence

for a systemic anti Conservative
bias in the polling industry, that they
looked at the entire population rather
than likely voters is a very plausible
explanation for why many polling com-
panies, though not Nanos nationally,
underestimated the Conservative vote
by three to four percentage points. At the
most simplistic level, for example, it was
understood that older voters (more like-

presumably want to be judged. Were
they first on trends in vote intention
and did they come closest to calling
the final result?

But there is a much broader basis
on which to judge. Public opinion
polling fell far short of the function it
could have performed in the 2011 elec-
tion. This election could have offered
the opportunity for Canadians to grap-
ple with the issues that matter to us, to
explore the ways that government
might address those issues, and then to
choose which party most represents our
concerns and our preferences for action.

For the election to have fulfilled
that promise required that the media —
which create the election narrative or
“What the election is about” — cover
issues of importance to the electorate.
Public opinion research can be an effec-
tive, powerful way for the electorate to
contribute to the narrative of the cam-
paign by allowing the public to define
the issues of importance and thus requir-
ing that parties respond as to how those
issues might be resolved. It didn’t hap-
pen. Instead, public opinion research
turned the election into just another
sporting event during the NHL playoffs.

Public opinion research didn’t just
allow that dynamic, it created it. The elec-
tion turned from what do we want gov-
ernment to do to who is going to win the
game. By focusing solely on vote inten-
tion and impressions of the leaders, it lim-
ited the electorate’s input to the grand

narrative to who they liked and didn’t
like. It was a long, drawn out reality show.
And following the main story — the run-
ning scoreboard — the pundits critiqued
the performance of the leaders and the
campaign tactics. In any competition, the
most tantalizing unknown is who will
win. When we have a tool that gives us
daily updates on this unknown, the entire
election becomes focused on
the latest standings in the
contest and what happened
yesterday to cause that. The
electorate’s role is reduced to
picking a winner.

It is strange that every
media organization wanted
to do exactly the same thing
— distinguish themselves from one
another by whether their poll was a point
or two different from another poll. None
of these media organizations sought to
distinguish themselves by using polling
to enlighten or explain or delve much
further into the array of platform promis-
es or the underlying concerns of each
party’s base or swing voters.

Nanos asked about vote intention,
three questions on leadership, and self-
reported responses around whether pol-
icy, party or leadership most influenced
vote and one issue question — the most
important issue facing the nation. Ekos
asked a series of vote intention ques-
tions and most important issue.
Innovative Research Group asked about
vote intention and then spent the rest
of the survey asking about the effects of
campaign events. In addition to vote
intention, Angus Reid asked Canadians
which leader they thought could best
manage five policy areas, but this is still
a leadership question.

t is commonly assumed that the

focus on vote intention is due solely
to lack of funding for more policy ori-
ented (usually longer) surveys.
However, the sheer survey space given
to decided vote intention, leaning vote
intention, second-choice vote inten-
tion, commitment of vote intention,
enthusiasm for vote intention, likeli-
hood of changing-vote, past vote
choice, and strategic vote intention
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makes it clear that organizations are
making conscious choices to focus sole-
ly on the daily party standings and
likely winner. These are all important
measures for party pollsters — when we
conducted research for the Liberal
Party of Canada during the 2004 and

Maybe next election some media company will identify that
there are enough people trying to forecast what will happen
— the news hole is in explaining why it is happening or how

it could be different.

2006 elections, we had to know where
we might gain and where we might
lose and why. But for the media and for
public consumption, trying to figure
out every possible permutation of vote
is purely the professional egotism of
wanting to be the first one to tell the
public which candidate has the greatest
chance of getting kicked off the island.

While leadership is an important
consideration in vote choice, explana-
tory analysis of voting finds that it is
only one consideration. In fact, impres-
sions of leadership are not distinct
from the leader’s position on policy —
the issues that are considered a priority
by the leader, the issues the leader is
seen to threaten, and the policy pre-
scriptions for tackling issues. The rela-
tionship among leader impression,
issues of importance and policy are
complex and deserve attention.
Reporting only on impressions of the
leader without looking at underlying
factors reduces leadership to an indi-
vidual popularity contest.

The media already rely on public
opinion research for their headline.
Citizens should be able to rely on public
opinion research as a critical instrument
in dialogue — in making visible diverse
Canadian perspectives, shedding light on
what Canadians are considering and how
those considerations are represented in
our political parties. When research does-
n’t play that role, a superficial judgment
of the leaders defines the election.

I tisn't realistic to suggest that we will
ever have elections without daily
standings, but we could at least aug-
ment the daily standings. Research can

contribute to the dialogue by simply
allowing the public to speak on some-
thing other than vote choice or leader
impressions. Regardless of academic
arguments about which of leadership
or policy affects vote intention the
most, or the more complex reality of

how they are associated, Canadians
believe they are making their vote
choice based on policy more than any
other factor. Nanos tracked self-report-
ed vote influence, and almost half of
Canadians say party policies are the
most important consideration in their
vote, while around one-quarter of
Canadians say leadership. Policy, then,
is where research firms should be focus-
ing attention. There are simple ways
that research firms can do this.

Beyond the single top issue, respon-
dents could rate issues in terms of
importance. Just understanding what is
seen as an “issue” and how that differs
for different groups within Canada is
fascinating. It will differ by life stage, by
gender, by region, by income. Which
issues are broad-based? Which issues are
particular to certain groups? Why is it
an issue? How does that affect vote?

Or research could identify the gaps
between how important an issue is and
how well respondents think the issue is
being addressed. Where are the largest
gaps — the areas in our lives that need
much more government attention?
How does that differ for different
Canadians? Which parties are seen to
offer the best solutions, and by whom?

Research could explore issues in
depth — the gun registry for example.
Even definitions of the problems are
illustrative — some see it as gun con-
trol, others as penalizing law-abiding
farmers. Which values are at stake,
depending on the definition of the
problem? Any number of issues could
be explored, where the public weighs
in on the parties’ different policy
options for addressing it.

These types of questions are as
easy to ask as leadership batteries —
but these questions turn the attention
back to what the electorate cares about
— what do I want the government to
do and to not do?

In addition to providing a way for
citizens to help direct the
debate in the campaign, poli-
cy and attitudinal questions
would provide the pollsters
and the media who cover
them with some ability to
explain why things are happening. The
2011 election was a campaign full of dra-
matic developments — a Conservative
maijority, the collapse of the Liberal Party,
the virtual disappearance of the Bloc
Québécois, the NDP taking Quebec by
storm. It was a campaign full of unan-
swered questions: Why did a
Conservative campaign that left so many
completely cold also appeal strongly to
40 percent of the electorate? Why did the
NDP take off in Quebec? How could the
Bloc Québécois disappear completely;
Why did the Liberal vote collapse,
despite a campaign that drew large and
enthusiastic crowds and that was cheered
on by the media? All of these are things
that could have been determined by
research if the right questions had been
asked. Yet, despite more polling than ever
before, pollsters could only stammer and
speculate to explain any of these factors.

Maybe next election some media
company will identify that enough
people are trying to forecast what will
happen — the news hole is in explain-
ing why it is happening and how it
could be different.
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