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Pre-Election
By Christopher Wlezien

The evolution of voter preferences

The growth of pre-election poll-
ing is well known.  In 1968,
there were some 22 published

“trial-heat” polls pitting the two ma-
jor-party candidates against each other.
By 1980, the number of presidential
polls exceeded 100.  For 2000, results
for more than 500 polls of the Bush-
Gore “vote” are listed on the well-
known website, PollingReport.com.

All of this ado can’t be about nothing,
and, indeed, a close analysis of pre-

election polls reveals patterns in the
evolution of voter preference in presi-
dential elections since 1944.  These
patterns hold important implications
for the stagers of both presidential and
congressional campaigns.

Tracking the movement of opinion in
sample surveys is not a simple task,
however, as trial-heat results represent
a combination of true preferences and
survey error.

Survey error takes a number of
forms.  The most basic manifes-
tation is sampling error.  Since all

polls contain some degree of sampling
error, we will observe changes from
poll to poll even when the division of
candidate preferences is constant and
unchanging.  This problem is well
known, but not easy to address:  we

cannot separate sampling error from
reported poll preferences.  Sampling
error is random.

Survey results also reflect departures
in practice from simple random sam-
pling, which might include cluster-
ing, stratifying, weighting, and the
like.  For election polls, the major
source of such design effects relates to
the polling universe.  Determining
who will vote on Election Day is not
easy; all we can do is estimate the
voting population.

And so survey organizations typically
use “screens” to identify likely voters.
Some weight their samples by selected
distributions of party identification or
other variables so as to approximate
the likely voting electorate.  How one
screens and weights, of course, has
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Variations on:  If the presidential election were being held today, would you vote for... or...?

Figure 2

Little Movement in 1996

important consequences both for poll
margins at each point in time and for
the variance in results over time.

When dealing with polls from differ-
ent survey organizations, house effects
also are a problem.  Results can differ
depending upon the ways in which
survey houses collect data, train inter-
viewers, and cope with refusals.  As
with design effects, poll results will
vary from day to day because the polls
reported on different days are con-
ducted by different houses.  The ef-
fects can be quite pronounced.

Putting aside survey error, the remain-
ing changes in poll results reflect actual
movement in voters’ preferences.

As part of our ongoing project of
estimating the effects of cam-
paign effects on modern presi-

dential elections, we attempted to locate
all national polls that mentioned the
actual Democratic and Republican nomi-
nees for the 15 elections between 1944
and 2000.  In these polls, respondents
were asked how they would vote if the
election were held today or, less fre-
quently, who they would like to see win.

The bulk of the data were drawn from
the Roper Center’s iPOLL database,

but other sources also were used, in-
cluding The Gallup Report, Public Opin-
ion, and Public Perspective.  For 1996,
the data were drawn primarily from
the now-defunct PoliticsNow website,
supplemented by data from Public Per-
spective and the Roper Center.  For
2000, the data were taken entirely from
PollingReport.com.

Where multiple results reflecting dif-
ferent sampling universes were reported
for the same polling organizations and
dates, we used data for the universe that
in theory best approximated the actual
voting electorate.  For example, where a
survey house reported poll results for
samples of registered and likely voters,
we used the data for the latter.

We also removed all overlap
in polls—typically tracking
polls—conducted by the

same survey houses for the same report-
ing organizations.  For example, where
a survey house operated a tracking poll
and reported 3-day moving averages,
we only used poll results for every third
day.  This weeding process left 1,429
separate national presidential preference
polls between 1944 and 2000.

Since most polls are conducted over
several days, we dated each by the middle

day of the period the survey was in the
field.  For polls that were in the field for
an even number of days, we rounded up
the fractional midpoint; for instance,
for a poll in the field four days, we
centered the poll on the third day.

Using this method, the 1,429 polls
allowed readings (often multiple) for
984 different days from 1944 to 2000.
We then generated a daily poll-of-
polls for the 15 election years.  The
numbers represented the Democratic
share of the two-party vote inten-
tion—ignoring all other candidates—
for all respondents aggregated by the
mid-date of the reported polling pe-
riod.  Wherever possible, respondents
who were undecided but leaned to-
ward one of the candidates were in-
cluded in the tallies.

What did these data tell us
once they had been identi-
fied and so painstakingly

arranged?  To begin with, we observed
that the polls exhibited a lot more vola-
tility in some years than in others.  In
1992, for example, the polls shifted
dramatically during the last 200 days of
the campaign.  This can be seen in
Figure 1.  Conversely, in 1996, the polls
did not move much at all, as is clear in
Figure 2.  As Figure 3 shows, the 2000
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election was somewhere in between.
Put simply, campaign dynamics dif-
fered meaningfully across elections.

Of course, as we already have discussed,
these poll results combined real move-
ment in preferences with survey error.
Although we could not fully disentangle
survey error from reported preferences,
we nevertheless could ask how much of
the observed statistical variance was real.

We provided a basic answer to this
question by comparing the variance
we observed with what we would have
expected to observe, given the sample
sizes and simple random sampling, if

electoral preferences were, in fact, con-
stant over the campaign.  The surplus
indicated the true variance of prefer-
ences, and it was relatively easy to
compute.

These calculations indicated that the
true variance differed significantly from
year to year.  In 1992, sampling error
accounted for only 5% of the variance
in the polls during the 200 days prior
to the election.  In 1996 and 2000, the
same amount of sampling error ac-
counted for more than 30% of the
observed variance.  In some years, up
to half was sampling error.

Nevertheless, most of the variance in
poll results over each long campaign
was “real.”  On average, over the 15
presidential elections from 1944 to
2000, the ratio of true variance to error
variance was about four to one.  We
know this because the variance we ob-
served was about four times what we
would have expected from sampling
error alone, that is, if survey respon-
dents made choices by flipping coins.

Most of the variance in preferences
was concentrated in the period leading
up to the fall general election cam-
paign, however.  After Labor Day, the
unofficial kickoff of the general elec-
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tion campaign, more than half of the
poll variance was due to sampling error
alone; less than half was real.  (And
keep in mind that this estimate is based
only on allowing for sampling error,
without also taking into account house
and design effects.)

Now, let us shift our focus and
consider the pattern over
time, across the 15 elections.

Figure 4 shows selected readings of the
poll of polls over 25-day intervals for

six election years:  1944, 1952, 1968,
1976, 1980, and 1992.  (These were
chosen for expository purposes.  Data
for the full set of elections can be found
on the Nuffield College website at
http://www.nuff.ox.ac.uk/Politics/pa-
pers/2002/w27/wlezien.pdf.)

To provide comparability across years,
we subtracted out the actual Democrat
share of the two-party vote; thus, the
numbers reflect the degree to which
poll results differed from the final vote.
For days after the last poll in particular
election years, we assumed the num-
bers from the last pre-election poll.
For each of the many days without
polls centered on those dates, we inter-
polated from the most recent date with
polls and the next date with polls.

The data in Figure 4 reveal that
election outcomes come into
focus as the election cycle

evolves.  At the beginning of our timeline,
200 days before the election, reported
poll results differ from the final vote
quite a lot—by about 6.4 points on
average for the six elections shown (6.5
points for the full set of elections).

The differences remain remarkably
stable over the next 100 days, and then
diminish dramatically thereafter.  At

the 100-day mark, about the time of
the national party conventions, the
average difference between the polls
and the ultimate vote is 6.1 points.  By
the very end of the campaign, the aver-
age difference is a mere 1.7 points (2.2
points for all 15 elections; and even
this estimate is inflated, because the
final pre-election polls often end well
in advance of the election, and we
simply carried forward the results.)

Clearly, the polls tell us more and more
about the outcome as the campaign
unfolds.  This is not especially surpris-
ing.  What may be surprising, though,
is that much of the improvement in
predictability occurs during the gen-
eral election campaign after Labor Day.
Indeed, the relatively small real move-

ment in preferences during the fall
appears to matter most.

Another interesting pattern in the
polls over time is displayed in
Figure 5.  It shows the poll lead

for the ultimate winner in each election
over the last 200 days of the campaign.
We can see that the early polls tell us
something about the Election Day re-
sult—at 200 days out, the winner had
the poll lead in four of the six elections
shown (10 of the full 15 elections).

Important sorting continued through
the summer, and by 100 days out, the
winner had the lead in all six elections
in the figure and 12 of the 15 elections
since 1944; by Labor Day, this was true
in all but one year, 1948.  (For the
purposes of our analysis, we included
Al Gore among the winners, as he won
the popular vote in 2000.)

Once in the lead, however, the winner’s
margin tended to shrink.  Leads from
the Labor Day period, for instance,
eventually were halved by Election Day.
Even the final pre-election polls tended
to distort the lead, though this partly
reflects the lack of late polls in a num-
ber of years, as noted above.  These
results imply an underdog effect, where
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the projected loser gains support as the
campaign persists.  With such an ef-
fect, the drift of the polls is as if one
candidate emerges as the favorite after
the conventions and then watches the
lead shrink.  (A similar pattern also is
evident in congressional polls.)

The basic patterns of poll move-
ment constitute a puzzle of
sorts.  That the polls increase

in accuracy leading up to Election Day
indicates that something happens to
change voter preferences, and in mean-
ingful ways.  Indeed, it appears that
election campaigns really do matter.

We start with the knowledge that be-
cause the electorate’s preferences do
change, campaign events (broadly de-
fined) must be exerting some sort of
impact.  The question then is whether
these shocks from campaign events
take the form of temporary “bounces”
or permanent “bumps.”  Simply put,
do the effects decay or else last?

If campaign effects are bounces, they
dissipate over time.  Preferences tend
to revert to an “equilibrium” that is set
early in each particular election year.
The final outcome is the simple sum of
this equilibrium plus the effects of very
late events that do not fully dissipate
before Election Day.

If campaign effects are bumps, con-
versely, they last to affect the outcome.
In effect, the equilibrium drifts over
time.  The election outcome is the sum
of all the bumps—often small in size—
that happen during the campaign.

The answer may be that cam-
paign events produce both
bounces and bumps.  It may be

that some effects dissipate and others
last.  It may be that the effects combine
both bounces and bumps.  Statisti-
cally, it is the bumps and not the
bounces that matter in the long run.
They cumulate over time.

We see the evidence of permanent
bumps in the fact that the polls are
increasingly accurate over the fall gen-
eral election campaign.  If this were not
so—if the effects of events dissipated—
the accuracy of polls would vary little
except at the very end of the campaign,
reflecting the effects of late events.
Something clearly happens during the
fall to change voters’ preferences.

Beforehand, at least prior to the con-
ventions, we see a very different pattern.
The polls during this period do not vary
much in their accuracy; indeed, it is as
if they bounce around an equilibrium
that is constant for the particular elec-
tion.  The conventions have important,
often realigning, effects.

The fall campaign then generates
change as the accumulation of seem-
ingly small bumps for one candidate or
the other.  We do not know what
exactly causes preferences to change
during this period.  We also cannot
predict it in advance.

Now, what explains the shrink-
ing margins?  Recall that trial-
heat surveys show consider-

able movement early in the campaign,
often with one candidate surging to a
large lead.  As the campaign progresses,
the electorate’s net vote intention hard-
ens, typically moving in the direction
of a tightening outcome.

This result is as if people make tentative
choices early, based on the political news
of the moment.  In other words, early in
the campaign, survey respondents act in
a relatively nonpartisan or independent
manner.  Responding to the prevailing
news about the candidates, the early
campaign electorate drifts toward the
early favorite, much in the manner of
“independent” voters generally.

As the campaign evolves, much of these
effects dissipate and preferences polar-
ize, with a widening attitudinal gulf
between the supporters of the two ma-

jor-party candidates.  It may be that the
campaign activates voters’ predisposi-
tions, causing them to gravitate toward
their partisan “equilibrium” or some
broader underlying preference, or it just
may be that individuals react differently
to the events of the campaign.

As we have discussed in an article that
appeared in the September 2001 issue
of American Politics Research, the polar-
ization of underlying preferences over
the campaign will produce a predictable
decline in poll margins, regardless of its
particular underpinnings.  This, of
course, is exactly what we observe.

In short, shifting poll results often
represent chance variation due to
survey error.  We nevertheless can

see beneath the surface that the
electorate’s preferences change over the
course of a campaign.  Early on, the
likely winner holds a large initial lead.
As the campaign unfolds, the race typi-
cally tightens and becomes more stable
as preferences harden.

The polls also increase in accuracy lead-
ing up to Election Day.  These patterns
tell us that election campaigns do mat-
ter and that the general election cam-
paign matters most of all.  They do not
tell us how campaigns actually matter.
What events had effects?  Which ones
lasted and which ones decayed?  We
simply do not know. This mystery
remains unsolved.
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