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Public Opinion Polls: 
Beyond the Margin of Error

Beware: Margin of Error vs Bias
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How Much Bias?

• Polls report 95% confidence intervals (as 
margins of error)

• But in the long run, these capture the correct 
outcome 60% of the time

• For true 95% confidence, margin of error has
to be doubled

Sources of Bias

• Sampling frame problems
• Non-response bias
• Biased question wording
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1. Sampling Frame Difficulties

• Used to be mostly phone:
– RDD, list-assisted
– But: landline vs multiple cellphones per 

household/person

• Non-response kicked in

Public Opinion vs Election Polls

• Types of polls:
– Public opinion polls
– Election polls – voters only

• Benchmark polls
• Tracking polls
• Entrance/exit polls

• Additional sampling challenge for benchmark 
& tracking polls: difficult to predict who will 
actually vote 

• Public opinion polls = more accurate
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Sources of Potential Bias: 
2.Non-response

How Do Polls Deal with Nonresponse?
• Polls can (and do) correct for nonresponse bias 

by using demographic weights
• Compare demographics of the poll to known 

demographics of population
• E.g., if more educated are overrepresented 

count the opinions of less educated  twice
• Beyond that, we cannot know if there is still 

bias in a poll; that is why only the margin of 
error can be reported
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Non-probability Samples

• https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T9dmq6L
wh24

• Internet polls = nonprobability samples 
• Use weights to improve estimates
• Use credibility interval instead of margin of 

error
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Sources of Potential Bias
3. Biased question wording

Types of Biased Wording
• Leading questions: Should concerned dog owners 

vaccinate their pets?
• Loaded questions: Where do you enjoy drinking beer?
• Double-barreled questions: How satisfied are you with 

the options available for core courses and electives?
• Double negative questions: Was the facility not unclean?
• Confusing questions: Do you believe that contrary to 

what the media says, raising taxes does not create jobs?
• Overlapping scales: 0-1 times, 1-2 times, 2-3 times, 3+
• Mismatched scales: How easy was it to register for 

classes? Yes, No.
• Unbalanced scales: How was your experience today? 

Okay, Good, Fantastic, Unforgettable
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More on Question Bias!
• https://surveytown.com/10-examples-of-

biased-survey-questions/

Pollster Ratings

• https://www.natesilver.net/p/pollster-ratings-
silver-bulletin
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Poll Aggregation: 2024 Election

• https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nationwide_opinio
n_polling_for_the_2024_United_States_presiden
tial_election

Polls vs Political Gambling

• https://www.predictit.org/markets/
• https://www.cnn.com/videos/tv/2019/10/05/do-

gambling-odds-forecase-elections-better-than-polls.cnn
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Election as a “Sample” of Citizens
• Election is designed to be a census, not a sample
• Many people don’t vote  non-response bias
• 2024 election = 64% of voter eligible population
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Poll Aggregation:
Do Americans Approve of Trump?

• https://www.natesilver.net/p/trump-approval-
ratings-nate-silver-bulletin

Videos on Polling
• Brief History of Polling
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jpob_WQ3CQQ
• What polls can tell us:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=In9Pqm9YlIo
• What Makes a Good Pollster?
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fzzX9jHDK4k
• What happened to polls in 2016?
https://fivethirtyeight.com/videos/polling-101-what-
happened-to-the-polls-in-2016-and-what-you-should-
know-about-them-in-2020/
• 2024 Election:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2xTbvc7am_c


