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OPINION POLLS AND ELECTION RESULTS

By RICHARD ROSE

)

) DURING each election campaign the media prominently
) feature public opinion poll reports about support for the parties.
) Immediately after the election, critics are ready to declare ‘“The
) polls have got it wrong’; the harshest critics add ‘again’, It is not

considered news (that is, something novel) when the forecasts of

B the polls are highly accurate. Opinion polling has grown greatly

: in Britain since the early 1960s. Moreover, the polls can
B legitimately claim a very high degree of accuracy — as they
188 assess their work. The following article sets out systematically
ell the record of the polls in forecasting general election results
38 since 1945 and concludes that criticisms of the polls result from
ost misunderstandings between pollsters and readers, and are not
ied intrinsic weaknesses of social scientific methods.
vas
it One of the most refreshing things about thelast two
thi general elections was the proof they gave that the

,lz actual process of voting was necessary.
g_al JAMES D. SPENCE
g National Opinion Polls, 1974
jsed
firee
dis-
1§
b ANY judgement about the performance of opinion polls in forecasting

general election results must examine two things: what the polls do, and
what they are expected to do. During the 1960s, the reports of opinion
polls were increasingly accepted as accurate foretokens of election out-
comes. Since the upset victory of the Conservatives in June 1970
opinion poll forecasts of election outcomes have increasingly been
treated with scepticism. Yet the same organisations and the same
techniques have been used for election polls in both periods. The ap-

This article, written specially for the reader, incorporates materials drawn from three
of the author’s studies of polling in individual election campaigns: Richard Rose, The
Polls and the 1970 Election (Glasgow: Occasional Paper no. 7, Survey Research
Centre, University of Strathclyde, 1970; 2nd ed., 1975); ‘The Polls and Election
Forecasting in February 1974’ and ‘The Polls and Public Opinion in October 1974, in
Howard Penniman (ed.) Britain at the Polls, 2nd ed. (Washington, D.C.: American
Enterprise Institute, 1975) pp. 109-30, 223-39.
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322 RICHARD ROSE

voting intentions. This continues to be the practice of the American
Gallup Poll and of the Louis Harris organisation in America.

In so far as opinion polls are not regarded as useful for prediction,
then what other uses can they have? The political strategist, concerned
with influencing voters, may find that polls can help him find ways to
communicate better with those whom he seeks to influence. In so far as
polls help campaigners influence voters, then they will contribute to the
falsification of their previous estimates of party strength. In such cir-
cumstances, one test of the value of opinion surveys is that they should
register, as the campaign proceeds, a continuing and true rise in support
for their client candidate, assuming all other conditions remain equal. In
practice, opinion surveys are only intermittently and indifferently used
by campaigners.1?

Surveys are much used by academic students of politics in two
related ways. Firstly, surveys can give profiles of social characteristics
and attitudes to a much higher degree of accuracy than could ever be
obtained by ‘guesstimate’ or the subjective projection of personal views
onto national populations. Secondly, by collecting information about a
number of characteristics of individuals, it is then possible to study the
interrelationship of characteristics with a far greater degree of accuracy
than would otherwise be possible, answering such questions as: What
kind of middle-class people vote Labour? How many working-class
people have deferential attitudes toward the aristocracy? What do
people of different levels of education think about capital punishment?

Governments too can use survey research to gain information about
the conditions and attitudes of the people being governed. It is ironic
that a general election, while important, is also a blunt instrument. Itcan
only result in a choice between parties: it cannot be a clearly expressed
choice between issues. Whatever the colouration of the party in office, it
will inevitably face questions about the conditions of its subjects which
cannot be answered reliably or validly by the men who sit around the
Cabinet table. These questions are often partly matters of fact and part-
ly matters of opinion: Who are the poor today? Why are deviants and
malcontents different from the majority? What are the things that peo-
ple in need feel they lack? In seeking information about such important
questions concerning ‘the condition of the people’, those who govern
today will find sample survey techniques as relevant as did the early
promoters of the original Welfare State.!! After all, as elections
themselves demonstrate, counting people helps make people count.

19 See Richard Rose, Influencing Voters (London: Faber, 1967).
'l See ‘First: the Facts’, New Society, 12 July 1973.
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