
 

Foundations First #17: Interpreting Political Polling 
Introduction​
Polling does not predict the future. It measures a moment in time and gives you a structured 
view of what people are thinking right now. Headlines often reduce that to a single number, 
but a good poll is really a bundle of decisions. Who should be interviewed? How should they 
be reached? What questions should be asked? How should the answers be adjusted so the 
sample reflects the real world? 

Once you learn to look past the top line, you can tell the difference between a sturdy 
measurement and a shaky one. In this lesson, we walk through a practical way to read any 
poll. You will look at the population being measured, how the sample was built, what margin 
of error really means, how weighting and cross tabs work, and finally how to interpret results 
and use them to make better decisions. 

How Polls Work: Populations, Methods, and Fieldwork​
Every poll starts by answering a basic question. Whose opinions are we trying to measure? 
That group is called the population. In politics, that might be all adults, registered voters, or 
likely voters. 

“All adults” gives you a wide view of public mood. It includes people who are not registered 
and people who may never vote. “Registered voters” narrows the focus to people on the rolls 
and usually gives a better sense of the electorate. “Likely voters” is the tightest lens. It tries to 
focus only on the people who are actually going to cast a ballot. It uses screens based on past 
voting, interest, enthusiasm, and sometimes knowledge of election details. Different 
populations can produce different results, so always ask which one the poll used and why. 

Next comes the method. Pollsters reach people in several ways. Live phone interviews, 
automated phone calls, online panels, and text messages that link to a web survey are some 
of these tactics. Sometimes they are used in combination with one another, with each having 
their own tradeoffs. Live phone calls can reach people who do not spend much time online 
and allow interviewers to explain questions, but they are expensive and many people do not 
answer unknown numbers. Online panels are faster and cheaper, but they depend on how 
the panel was recruited and how carefully it is maintained. Text to web can be efficient but it 
needs good controls to avoid people forwarding links to others. 

Fieldwork details matter too. A serious pollster will tell you the exact dates of the poll, the 
times of day when calls or texts were made, which languages were used, how many call 
backs were attempted, and how phone numbers or email addresses were selected. In 
political polling, many firms draw from the voter file which lets them target registered voters 
directly and build likely voter models. Others still use random digit dialing to reach a broader 
group. For online panels, quality checks include verifying identity, removing speeders who 
rush through surveys, and blocking duplicate responses. When a methodology section is 
specific, that is usually a good sign. When it is vague, be cautious. 

 



 

Sampling, Margin of Error, Weighting, and Cross Tabs​
Because you cannot interview everyone, you take a sample. The goal is a sample that looks 
like the population on important traits such as age, gender, race, ethnicity, education, 
geography, and partisanship. When that sample is drawn in a random and systematic way, 
you can estimate how much of the difference between the sample and the full population is 
just the luck of who you happened to reach. That is where the idea of margin of error comes 
from. 

Margin of error is a statistical way of saying, “Given this sample size and this design, the true 
level of support is probably within a certain range around the number we are reporting.” If a 
poll says a candidate has 48 percent with a margin of error of plus or minus 4 points, that 
means the true support for that candidate is likely between 44 and 52, assuming the 
sampling was done correctly. 

Here is the part that is often misunderstood. The margin of error applies to each number 
separately, not to the gap between candidates. People sometimes see a poll that says 52 to 47 
with a margin of error of 4 and say, “That lead is outside the margin of error.” That is not 
correct. In that example, candidate A at 52 percent really has a range roughly between 48 and 
56. Candidate B at 47 percent really has a range roughly between 43 and 51. Those ranges 
overlap between 48 and 51. Statistically, that is still a close race. The lead looks real, but you 
cannot treat it as a locked result. 

Also remember that margins of error get much larger for small subgroups. If the full poll has 
1,000 interviews, but you are looking at only 120 young voters or 80 rural voters, the margin of 
error for those subgroups is big. Use them as hints about patterns, not as precise figures. 

Weighting is the next piece. Real samples are never perfect. Maybe your poll reached too 
many older voters or too few people without a college degree. Weighting adjusts for that. The 
pollster compares the sample to known population benchmarks, such as census data or voter 
file statistics, and assigns weights so that overrepresented groups count a bit less and 
underrepresented groups count a bit more. Weighting is normal and necessary. It becomes a 
concern only when some people get very heavy weights and others get very light weights. 
That can make results unstable. 

Cross tabs are where the poll becomes interesting. These are the tables that show results by 
subgroup. For example, candidate support by age, by gender, by education level, by party 
identification, or by region. When you read cross tabs, check three things. First, the size of 
each group. Small groups have big margins of error. Second, look for patterns that are 
consistent across related groups, such as a similar tilt among college educated voters in 
several regions. Third, compare the patterns to what you know about past elections. If a cross 
tab shows an extreme shift in a group that has been stable for decades, treat it as a question, 
not a conclusion. 

 

 



 

Questions, Order, and Turnout Screens: Shaping Poll Design​
Poll design is not just about who you talk to. It is also about what you ask and in what order. 
Question wording should be clear, simple, and neutral. For a ballot test, the best practice is to 
use the official candidate names and party labels, such as “If the election for governor were 
held today, for whom would you vote: Jane Smith, the Democrat, or David Lopez, the 
Republican.” 

Question order can change answers. If a poll asks a long series of emotionally charged 
questions about crime or immigration and then asks the ballot, some respondents will 
answer with those topics fresh in mind. That is called priming. To avoid this, many high quality 
polls place the ballot question near the beginning of the interview or at least disclose the 
order so readers can judge the risk. 

Response options matter too. When you see results, ask whether respondents could choose 
undecided, whether leaners were pushed to pick a side, and whether minor party or 
independent candidates were included. Early in an election, an undecided option gives a 
realistic picture of how many people are truly not sure. Closer to Election Day, pollsters might 
report both the initial ballot and a version where they gently push undecided respondents to 
say which way they lean. The initial ballot shows the current state of the race. The pushed 
ballot hints at the direction those undecided voters may go, though it still is not a prediction. 

Turnout screens are another big piece. Not everyone votes. A poll of all adults might tell you 
what the public thinks, but it might not tell you who is going to show up at the polls. To get 
closer to actual voters, pollsters use likely voter screens. They may ask about past voting 
history, interest in the race, certainty about voting this year, and knowledge of practical details 
like how and where to vote. Some firms also use the voter file to see who has a history of 
voting in similar elections. Different screens can move the numbers several points. A serious 
poll will explain how likely voters were defined and, ideally, show results for both registered 
voters and likely voters so you can see the difference. 

Interpreting Results: Single Polls to Trends & Fundamentals​
Once you understand the design, then you can start to interpret the numbers. Begin with the 
basics. How big is the sample? What is the margin of error? Remember that a small lead 
inside the margin of error means the race is close. It does not mean the poll is useless. It tells 
you that, at that moment, either candidate could be ahead within the bounds of normal 
sampling variation. 

Use the margin of error correctly. If one candidate is at 49 and the other is at 46, with a 
margin of error of 4, their true levels of support likely overlap. The race is competitive. If you 
see a lead that is larger than the margin of error, that suggests a more solid advantage, but 
even then it is not a guarantee. There are other possible errors besides pure sampling, such as 
who chose to respond and how honest they were. 

Then look beyond a single poll. One poll is a snapshot. A series of polls is a trend line. 
Compare the result to other recent polls of the same race, especially those with transparent 
methods and similar populations. If three or four recent polls from different firms all show 
one candidate moving up, that is stronger evidence than one isolated poll by itself. 



 

Connect the polling to the fundamentals of the race. Fundamentals include the partisan lean 
of the district or state, the approval ratings of the incumbent, the state of the economy, and 
local issues. If a poll suggests a result that wildly contradicts those fundamentals, that does 
not mean it is automatically wrong, but it should make you curious. You should read the 
methodology more closely and see whether other polls are starting to point in the same 
direction. 

Look at more than the horse race. Favorability ratings, job approval, and intensity of support 
often tell you more about where a race is going. A candidate who is tied in the ballot but has 
a much better favorability rating and higher enthusiasm among supporters may be better 
positioned than the top line suggests. Pay attention to undecided voters as well. Who are 
they? Which groups have the highest undecided percentage? Incumbents under 50 percent 
with a large undecided pool are often more vulnerable than they appear. 

Using Polls Well: Decisions, Ethics, Quality Checks, and Errors​
For campaigns, organizations, and interested citizens, the real value of a poll is not in 
bragging rights, it is in decision making. Polls can help you decide where to focus time and 
money, which messages resonate, which voters are persuadable, and which regions need 
more attention. They can also warn you when things are drifting in the wrong direction. 

Before any poll goes into the field, it helps to be clear about what you want to learn. Write 
down the questions you need answered. For example, seek out insight as to whether a 
particular issue actually matters to voters or whether a proposed line of attack backfires. Set 
thresholds in advance. Decide what level of support among a key group would cause you to 
change your message or shift resources. This prevents overreacting to small and normal 
fluctuations in the numbers. 

Always combine polling with other signals. Field data from canvassing and phone banking, 
early vote reports, small dollar donations, volunteer sign ups, and even crowd sizes at events 
can confirm or challenge what the poll shows. When multiple sources point in the same 
direction, you can act with more confidence. When they do not, it may be time to 
commission another poll with a different mode or a refined turnout screen. 

Ethics matter in polling. Respect respondents’ time and privacy. Obtain consent, be clear 
about who is contacting them, and avoid misleading questions. Do not harass people with 
repeated calls, especially late at night or early in the morning. Treat polling as a tool for 
understanding people, not as a trick to manipulate them. Ethical practices protect your 
reputation and improve response quality over time. 

When you read a poll, run a simple quality check list in your head. Who was polled and when? 
How were they contacted? How many people were interviewed? What was the margin of 
error and how does it apply? How were the results weighted? What are the exact questions 
and in what order were they asked? Who paid for the poll? What do the cross tabs say about 
intensity, undecided voters, and turnout differences? How does this poll compare to other 
recent high quality measurements? 

 



 

Avoid common mistakes. Do not confuse extra decimal places with extra accuracy. A number 
like 47.3 is not more meaningful than 47. Do not cherry pick your favorite subgroup and 
ignore everyone else. Do not treat the margin of error as a magic shield that covers every kind 
of mistake. It only addresses random sampling errors. And do not mix polls of different 
populations and different time periods into one pile and call it a trend. Align like with like 
before you draw conclusions. 

Closing: A Practical Reader’s Habit​
When you encounter a new poll, take a breath and walk through a simple routine in your 
mind. Ask who was measured. Ask how they were reached. Look at the dates. Look at the 
sample size and the margin of error and remember that it applies to each number, not just 
the gap. Peek at the weighting targets and the cross tabs. Compare the result to other recent 
polls and to what you know about the district. 

Polling is not magic and it is not meaningless. It is measurement with limits. When you 
understand those limits, you can use polls to see through the noise, spot real movement, and 
make smarter decisions about how to communicate and where to focus your political energy. 

Additional Reading 

Learn about Gallup polling methodology here. 

Capture more of the basics on polling from the Pew Research Center here. 

Visit the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) here for further insight 
on polling accuracy. 

 

https://news.gallup.com/opinion/methodology/608690/gallup-poll-methodology.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/course/public-opinion-polling-basics/
https://aapor.org/polling-accuracy/

