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phrases we pollsters hear is,

“there are three types of liars:
liars, damn liars and statistictans.” While I
obviously believe that to be an unfair char-
acterization, it is €asy to understand why
many Americans are skeptical of survey re-
search and often disregard the resuls.
There are clear distinctions between the
way different pollsters measure public
opinion. For instance, media pollsters
{Gallup, Harris, Yankelovich) use very dif-
ferent methods and approaches than do
most political pollsters. There are several
theories for why this is —and I certainly
have my own — but that is a subject for a
different article.

An area with widespread variation, es-
pecially between media and political poll-
sters, is the ability te accurately ascertain
1} joby performance or job approval and 2)
favorability ratings. A key element is sim-
ply understanding the difference between
those above terms, what they mean to vot-
erg in general, and then comprehending
the techniques available to accurately mea-
sure each of them.

While performance and approval are
relatively similar, favorability must be mea-
sured differently to establish true strengths
and weaknesses, not just overall — but in
the levels of intensity as well — which is
even more important than the aggregate
rating,

Tirst, the best way to measure job per-
formance is to forgo terms such as ap-
prove/disapprove or positive/ negative for
a more descriptive scale ranging from ex-
cellent to poor. One of my own pet peeves
is using the word “fair” to determine job
performance. Webster defines fair as “suf-
ficient but not ample.” I’m sure most
evervone else has his or her own personal
definition and it is a safc assumption that
cach one is different.

It is reasonable to surmise that there is
a range in which people view the word
“fair” — from status quo to Webster to sim-
ply sub-par. You have to look at any survey
result using such nebulous terms very crit-
ically. Therefore, the job performance scale
in my surveys uses “not so good” rather
than “fair” or “only fair” as the third of the
four categories (the others being “excel-
lent,” “good” and “poor”). This alterna-
tive wording, using “not so good,” does
have the effect of elevating overall job per-
formance ratings somewhat.

However, extensive research has shown
that the typical wording severely underes-
timates the level of satisfaction with an in-
cumbent’s performance, as a substantial
proportion of those who say an incum-
bent’s performance is “fair” remain will-
ing to support his or her re-election.

For instance, in a recent congressional
survey — just to itllustrate this distinction
for a client — the incumbents’ job perfor-
mance was asked both ways (excellent,
good, fair, poor vs. excellent, good, not so
good, poor), The incumbent was receiving
more than one in three votes (35 percent)
from those who rated him “fair” or “poor™
while he was receiving fewer than one in

five votes (19 percent) from those who
rated him “not so geod” or “poor” - a sig-
nificant and important difference.

Next, in looking at a candidate’s or in-
dividual’s favorability rating, there is little
variance in the way most pollsters ask the
initial question. The differences come from
the way intensity is determined. The three
main terms used are “strongly,” “highly” and
“very” on the high end and “mostly” vs.
“somewhat” on the low end.

I have found the descriptive terms
“strongly” and “highly” tend to underes-
timate intensity of favorability. Similarly
“mostly” tends to overestimate the defi-
ciency in intensity of favorability. Again,
the difference is in the gradatiens, not the
aggregate. But for correlation to vote per-
formance and other important factors, the
level of intensity is far more important
than the overall percentage of favorability.

For instance, 1n asking favorability ona
recent survey, I used a split sample with the
term “strongly” for one-half of respon-
dents and “very” for the other half. For the
sarne individual (being tested) the intensity
ratings were a tull 10 points higher among
those choosing “strongly”™ (48 percent)
than they were with those choosing “very”
{38 percent). Furthermore, the candidatc
was 15 points more likely to be the vote
choice of those who were “very” (85 per-
cent) favorable than he was with those who
were “strongly” (70 percent) favorable.
Once more, an important and significant
distinction.

Finally, I have found that “mostly”
tends to underrate that same intensity pro-
portion and, again, miscalculate the indi-
vidual’s dependable strength in relation to
voter support. Therefore, I use the term
“somewhat™ as a counterbalance to “very”
to ascertain a candidate’s overall favorabil-
ity rating.

Pollsters — political and media analo-
gously — are likely to have their own opin-
ions rcgarding these issues. My conclu-
sions are arrived at through the pre-
dominant and overriding goal of utilizing
both job performance and favorability to
determine a candidate’s strength with the
electorate. If survey questions, and there-
fore numbers or findings, don’t give you a
basis from which to form an overall cam-
paign strategy, in my view, they are worth-
less. Therefore, every question — whether
it deals with job ratings, favorability or any

other presumably important point — must
pass one very important test: Does it help
the poll consumer/ client accomplish his or
her everall goal? (which in my case is usu-
ally winning an election). If the answer is
no, the question cither needs to be re-
worded or it doesn’t need to be asked.



