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Polling & Public Opinion

Topics that will be covered 

● What is it? 

● How is it used in politics? 

● How is it collected? 

● What does it mean? 

● Is it reliable?
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Evaluating Polls and Their Limit on Public Opinion

Evaluating Polls 

● On balance, most national and 
regional polls are fairly reliable. 
Still, they are far from perfect. 

● Potential problems with polls 
include their inability to measure 
the intensity, stability, and 
relevance of the opinions they 
report. 

● Another potential problem is that 
polls and pollsters are 
sometimes said to shape the 
opinions they are supposed to 
measure.

 Limits on the Impact of Public 
Opinion 

● Public opinion is the major, but 
by no means the only, influence 
on public policy in this country. 

● Much of the American political 
system is designed to protect 
minority interests against the 
excesses of majority views and 
actions. 

● Finally, polls are not elections, 
nor are they substitutes for 
elections. 
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Polls—The Best Measure

Straw Votes 
● A straw vote is a method of 

polling that seeks to read the 
public’s mind simply by asking the 
same question of a large number of 
people. 

● The straw-vote technique is highly 
unreliable, however.

Public opinion is best measured by public opinion polls, devices that 
attempt to collect information by asking people questions.

Scientific Polling 

• Serious efforts to take the public’s 
pulse on a scientific basis date 
from the 1930s. 

• There are now more than 1,000 
national and regional polling 
organizations in this country, with 
at least 200 of these polling 
political preferences.



•

•

• •

•

•

How To Read a Poll

Handout - Assessing Public Opinion 
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How To Evaluate Public Opinion Polls

Public opinion polls are reported on every day, it seems, in newspapers 
and magazines. A well-done poll can provide valuable information about 
the public's priorities and viewpoints. A poorly constructed poll may 
mislead readers. Becoming an informed consumer of public opinion 
research can help you assess the value and validity of the data you 
encounter.

• Who Was Interviewed? 
•  Under What Conditions Were The Interviews Conducted? 

• When Was the Poll Conducted? 

• Who Conducted the Poll? 

• What was the Percentage of Error? 

Handout - Assessing Public Opinion 
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The Polling Process

Defining the Universe 
• The universe is a term that means the whole population that the poll aims to 

measure.   
Constructing a Sample 

• A sample is a representative slice of the total universe. Most professional 
pollsters draw a random sample, also called a probability sample. A quota 
sample is one that is deliberately constructed to reflect several of the major 
characteristics of a given universe. 

Preparing Valid Questions 
• The way in which questions are worded is very important. Wording can affect 

the reliability of any poll. 
Interviewing 

• Pollsters communicate with the sample respondents using various methods 
including person-to-person interviews, telephone calls, and mail surveys. 

Reporting 
• Pollsters use computers to store and manipulate data, which helps them 

analyze and report the results of the poll.
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How To Read The Polls
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Pres. Obama Historical Poll Numbers
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Pres. Obama Historical Poll Numbers
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Past Presidents 
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Exit Polls

Handout - Polling Checklist  
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When The Polls Get It Wrong
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2000 Election Gore v Bush
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2016 Election - Clinton vs. Trump
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Why 2016 election polls missed their mark
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2016 Election Results

Handout - Polling Checklist  
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2016 Election Results

Handout - Polling Checklist  
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2016 Election Results

Handout - Polling Checklist  
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2016 Election Results

Handout - Polling Checklist  
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The Media and Politics

The Public Agenda 
● The media play a very large role 

in shaping the public agenda, the 
societal problems that political 
leaders and citizens agree need 
government attention. 

● It is not correct that the media tell 
the people what to think; but it is 
clear that they tell the people what 
to think about. 

Electoral Politics 
● Today, television allows 

candidates to appeal directly to 
the people, without the help of a 
party organization. 

● Candidates regularly try to use 
media coverage to their 
advantage. 

● Newscasts featuring candidates 
are usually short, sharply focused 
sound bites—snappy reports that 
can be aired in 30 to 45 seconds.
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The Mass Media

Television
Politics and television have gone hand in
hand since the technology first
appeared. Today television is the
principle source of political information
for a majority of Americans.

Newspapers
The first newspapers carried mostly
political news. Even with the total
number of newspapers declining, they
are still the second leading source of
political information for most Americans.

Radio
On average, Americans hear 20 hours of
radio each week. Radio has been a
source of news and entertainment since
1920.

Magazines
Some 12,000 magazines are published
in the United States today. Several
magazines are devoted to American
news and politics.

A medium is a means of communication; it transmits some kind of 
information. Four major mass media are particularly important in 

American politics:
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Roles of the Media 

•Entertainment – TV, Radio, Newspapers, Magazines, books – this 
entertainment may have a political function in raising issues or presenting 
one point of view. 
•Reporting the News – Any News coverage can take different forms  

1)  Informing – (who- what- when- where- and how-)  
2)  Analyzing or Interpreting – what does it mean   

(a) The Pundits and the Punditocracy – High paid journalists who 
get together for chats about issues and tell viewers what it all 
means.  
(b) The competing experts – focus on conflict not consensus, black 
and white rather than gray areas of complexity.  
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Roles of the Media 

•Identifying Problems – Setting the Agenda – This is the most important 
role for politics and government 

1) What the media covers becomes what is important and vice versa 
2) An elected official cannot ignore the agenda set by the media 

•Political Socialization – media is strong socializing agent both news and 
entertainment.  
•Providing a political forum – people in government must use the media 
to their advantage if they are to get coverage that will help them succeed. 
•Making Profits – with a few exceptions (NPR, PBS, BBC, CSPAN) Media 
outlets are businesses and must make profits by selling advertising or they 
cannot survive. They must not only make viewers/readers happy, they 
must make stockholders and advertisers happy. This can lead to media 
bias.
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Public View on Media Bias

March 9, 2017 
Six in 10 in US See Partisan Bias in News Media 
WASHINGTON, D.C. -- In a contentious political landscape, Americans increasingly believe the news 
media generally favors one political party over the other. Sixty-two percent of U.S. adults say the media has 
a favorite, up from about 50% in past years. Just 27% now say the media favors neither major party.
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Americans Believe News Media Favors Democrats

March 9, 2017 
Six in 10 in US See Partisan Bias in News Media 
Gallup asked those who perceive political bias in the news media to say which party the news media favors. Almost two-
thirds (64%) of those who believe the media favors a political party say it is the Democratic Party. Only about a third as many 
(22%) believe the media favors Republicans. 
This is not new. Americans who perceive media bias have always said the direction of that bias leaned in favor of the 
Democrats, although the percentage holding that view has varied. The gap was smaller in 2003 and 1995, but was more 
similar to today's attitudes in 2000.
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How to Detect Bias in the News 

    At one time or another we all complain about "bias in the news." The fact 
is, despite the journalistic ideal of "objectivity," every news story is 
influenced by the attitudes and background of its interviewers, writers, 
photographers and editors. Not all bias is deliberate. But we can become 
more aware news readers or viewers by watching for the following 
journalistic techniques that allow bias to "creep in" to the news:

Bias through selection and omission 
Bias through placement 

Bias by headline 
Bias by photos, captions and camera angles 

Bias through use of names and titles 
Bias through statistics and crowd counts 

Bias by source control 
Word choice and tone

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias Through Selection and Omission

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias Through Selection and Omission

Ann Romney and Michelle Obama at Hofstra University 
October 16, 2012 in Hempstead, New York before the 
presidential town hall style debate. 

Us Weekly has learned new details of Ann Romney and 
Michelle Obama's hot pink dresses from Tuesday night's 
presidential debate at Long Island's Hofstra University.  

Romney, 63, selected a short-sleeved crimped cotton silk 
dress by Oscar de la Renta. The Spring 2013 design is not yet 
available in stores, but retails for $1,690.  

Obama, 48, styled a shift dress and cropped jacket from 
Michael Kors' 2013 resort collection. The dress retails for 
$1,795 and the jacket is $1,495.  

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias Through Selection and Omission

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias Through Selection and Omission

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias By Headline

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias By Headline

• ‘Your world is on fire’: Ted Cruz scares the hell out of a terrified little girl in New Hampshire 
• rawstory.com 

• Ted Cruz Scares Little Girl: ‘Your World Is on Fire’ 
• Medialite.com

Iran's 'Happy' dancers sentenced to 91 lashes, jail 
FOX News – 9/19/14 • January 22, 2010 

• U.S. gets 'F' on bio-terror response 
• Source: CNN

• Obama Gets 'F' on Stopping Spread of 
Weapons of Mass Destruction 

• Source: FOXNEWS

•Amid criticism, Obama to unveil bio-terror plan 
• Report gives administration failing grade on 

prep for biological attacks 
• Source: MSNBC

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias By Photos, Captions and Camera Angles

When interviewed about the incident by HLN 
Wednesday, Eckel chose to wear a “Trump for 
President 2016” shirt as he told his story about how 
he rescued the baby. His bright blue shirt could be 
seen on the first airing on HLN 

However, as flagged by The Daily Caller, when the 
interview was re-aired later in the day, HLN chose 
to blur out the logo, as one might blur out an 
obscenity. 

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 

http://dailycaller.com/2016/08/31/good-samaritan-saves-infant-hln-censors-his-trump-shirt-video/
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Bias By Photos, Captions and Camera Angles

The White House excluded former president George W. 
Bush from the official photo of last Saturday's march 
through Selma to commemorate Bloody Sunday. 

The original photo is a wide shot of crowds walking on 
Edmund Pettus Bridge led by Barack, Michelle, Malia and 
Sasha Obama, as well as Georgia Rep. John Lewis, Al 
Sharpton, Bush and his wife, former First Lady Laura. 

However, in a move that incensed Republicans, the 
administration's blog post documenting the historic occasion 
omitted the former President, with a sharper, close up 
picture that showed only the Obamas and the crowds 
behind. 

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias Through Statistics and Crowd Counts

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias Through Statistics and Crowd Counts

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Bias By Source Control

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Word Choice and Tone

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Word Choice and Tone

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Social Media and Politics

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 
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Sources

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 

https://mediabiasfactcheck.com/
http://www.factcheck.org/
https://www.mrc.org/
https://www.mediamatters.org/
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Class Assignment

Handout - How to Detect Bias in the News 

Visit: www.studentnewsdaily.com 

Read one of the articles on the front page and answer all 
the questions at the bottom of the article.  All answers 
must be TYPED and turned in. No digital files will be 
accepted.

https://www.studentnewsdaily.com/
http://www.studentnewsdaily.com

