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commentary

from other pens...

Pollsters face growing
obstacles to accuracy

Therapid growth of cell phones, caller-1D technology and answer-
ing machines, combined with the public’sgrowing resistanceto opin-
ion surveys, aremaking it moredifficult for pollstersto do their jobs.

Most agree those forces have not crippled telephone polls. And the
industry isunlikely to abandon phonesurveyswithout somethingmore
reliableto taketheir place.

“1 think pollsface increasing obstacles and barriers,” said Andrew
Kohut, director of thePew Research Center for thePeople& ThePress.

The Pew Research Center has conducted research in the past that
testedwhether pollsconducted over several dayswouldget resultssimi-
lar to exhaustive surveystaken over several months. The study found
no significant differencesin theresults.

Increasing obstaclestopolling arelesslikely toaffect national pollsdone
by top polling firmsthat follow accepted practices of selecting arandom
sampleand doing athorough follow-up to reach everyone possible.

Theimmediate effect ison state pollsdonewith smaller sampleson
asmaller budget, sometimes by polling companies not familiar with
state demographics and voting patterns.

Somepollstakenjust beforethisyear’ smidtermelectionpickedupa
voter surgetoward Republicansin several Senateracesfollowing Presi-
dent Bush'’ sbarnstorming campaign tour, whileothersmissed that surge.

Pollstersand analystsfaced theadditional challengeof acombination
of anxietiesabout terrorism, theeconomy and apossiblewar with Irag.

Thoseinthepolling businessareconstantly researching what’shap-
peningtotheir industry, which playsacritical roleinboththe political
debate and marketing strategies.

Georgia State researcher Charlotte Steeh is working to gauge the
growing impact of cell phones, which pollstersfind are more difficult
to contact and are becoming the main phone some people use.

“1 think we' re missing identifiabl e demographic groupslike young
peoplein urban areaswho just don’'t have landlines anymore,” Steeh
said. “My researchisdesigned to determinetheextent of peoplewe’ re
missing atogether.”

Researchersbelievelessthan 5 percent of householdsuseonly acell
phone, although thenumber i shigher among certaingroupslikeyoung
urban adults. The number using only cell phonesislikely to grow, so
researchersarelooking for waysto copewith the changes.

People are growing reluctant to participatein polls, something thein-
dustry hasbeen noticingfor morethanadecade. Michadl Traugott, apublic
opinionresearcher at theUniversity of Michigan, saysthat reluctancecan
betraced to people being too busy and alack of interest in politics.

Hesaysincreasing activity by telemarketers, who occasionally dis-
guisetheir salescallsaslegitimatepolling, couldincreasepublicresis-
tance. Dozensof statesarelooking at lawsthat would allow peopleto
shieldthemselvesfromtel emarketing, butit’ sunclear what impact that
would have on legitimate public opinion research.

“The biggest issueisnot thelaw asit is, but the public blurring the
differencebetween (legitimatepolling) andtelemarketing,” saidLinda
Piekarski, an executive at Survey Sampling Inc., a Connecticut com-
pany that provides phone samplesto polling companies.

Peopl e underestimate the influence they gain through pollsand the
surveys are “increasingly being viewed as nuisances or invasions of
privacy,” said Peter Tuckel, aresearcher at Hunter CollegeinNew York.

“Americansarelosing sight of thecritical rolethat pollscanplay in
ademocratic, consumer-oriented society such asours,” hesaid.

Thepublicopinionindustry islikely tolook for new methods, possi-
bly used in tandem, such as Web-based surveys along with telephone
polls, some suggest.

Pollsters are trying to figure out whether telephone surveys, currently
themost reliableand affordablemethod, will eventually becomeobsol ete.

“That,” said Tuckel, “isthemillion dollar question.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WII Lester coverspoliticsand polling for The
Associated Press.
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DUE TO THE
BUDGET DEFICIT
WE'RE CONSIDERING

- ELIMINATING
EXEMPTIONS TO THE
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Reading those wonderful e-mails

| don’t know about you, but | get somewonder-
ful thingsby e-mail.

Of course, they haveto beweeded out fromthe
onesthat aren’'t so wonderful.

Here'sonel like by an unknown author.

“Doesanyoneunder theageof 50 know thelyr-
icsto the Star Spangled Banner?

Just look at the seniorswith tearsin their eyes
and prideintheir hearts asthey stand at attention
with their hand over their hearts!

Remember...inside every older personisa
younger person wondering, what happened?’

Isn't that thetruth?

Why don’t people want to claim authorship?
Here'sanother one:

“Yes, | amaSenior Citizen!

I’'mthelife of the party...even if it lasts until 8
p.m.

I’mvery good at opening childproof capswith
ahammer.

I’musually interestedingoinghomebeforel get
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towherel am going.

I’m awake many hours before my body allows
meto get up.

I’'m smiling all the time because | can't hear a
thing you’ re saying.

I’mvery goodat telling stories; over and over and
over.

I’mawarethat other peopl€e' sgrandchildrenare
not ascute asmine.

I’msocaredfor-long-termcare, eyecare, private
care, and dental care.

I’mnotgrouchy. I justdon’tliketraffic, waiting,
crowds, politicians.

I’m sure everything | can’t find isin a secure
place.

I’'mwrinkled, saggy, lumpy, andthat’ sjust my | ft
leg.

I’m having trouble remembering simple words
like....

I’'mrealizing that aging is not for wimps.

I’'m sure they are making adults much younger
these days.

I’mwondering, if you'reonly asold asyou fed,
how could | bealiveat 150?

I’'m awalking storeroom of facts...I’ve just lost
the storeroom.

Yes, I’'maSenior Citizenand | think | amhaving
thetimeof my lifel”

Asmuch as| still hate to admit it, I’ m a Senior
Citizen.

| feel great most of thetime, but | oftenlook back
andwonder how somuch couldbebehindme. Time,
| mean!

Those vet trips make cats nervous

I’m starting to get onthe cats' nerves.

It all started out when Tigger, the office cat, got
anoticethat hewasdueat thevet for hisone-year
or 50,000-nap checkup.

AtthesametimeKublaKhan, our part-Siamese,
received hisnoticefrom UncleVet. Hewastore-
port for shotsand worming at 0800 hoursany day
of theweek.

It seemed reasonable to me to take the two in
together.

It would savetime, save gasand savetrouble.

Well, two out of threewasn’t bad.

Thetroubleis— | only have onecat carrier.

Thecatshad never met. However, they arenow
fast enemies.

Our cat carrier isactually an airline puppy car-
rier we' ve had for more than 20 years. It'sredlly
roomy for most cats.

As anyone who has seen Tigger will tell you,
though, that heisnotanormal cat. Thecarrier holds
him, but it isn't roomy.

Khan isawell proportioned neutered male or
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about 12 pounds.

Tigger isafat cat of about 18.

Put themtogether in onecase, and you' redrag-
ging around a30-pound cat fight.

Actually they were so stuffed together they
couldn’t do much damage. They sort of reminded
me of the scene in Dumbo when the elephants
make the pyramid and complain because they're
stepping on each other.

Thedocgaveeach cat theonceover and popped
some pillsdown their throats.

Khan took hiswith good grace and Tigger spit
them back at the vet — twice.

On the third time, the pills were pushed down

withapair of forceps. They did not come back, but
thevet said that Tigger had to.

Histeeth needed cleaning. Heneeded to bemedi-
cated for aweek prior to the procedure, which was
to be performed under anesthesia.

| can understand that.

Thevet, however, didn’t givemeany gasto slow
him downwhilel medicated him— onedropperful
of antibiotic twiceaday.

Actualy, I’ mfairly goodat druggingmy cats. You
creep up behind them. Fill your dropper. Thenyou
grab and open their mouth and squirt themedicine
down their throatsin one swift move.

This usually works, and when it doesn’t, you
clean upthefloor, your clothesandall surrounding
areasandtry again.

Thishasbeengoing onfor aweek. | sit any won-
derthat Tiggerisstartingtodink away whenhesees
me?

I"'msureTigger will begladwhenthisisall over.
| think I’ m starting to get on hisnerves.

The first Thanksgiving family feud

Historiansall agreethat the Pilgrimsreally did
celebrateafirst Thanksgiving, but they alsoagree
that it wasaone-time event. It wasn't turned into
ayearly celebration until Abraham Lincoln made
itofficial duringthemiddleof theCivil War, some
250yearslater. New documentshavecometolight
that may explain why.

“Never again,” writes John Aldin in aletter
foundinanewly discovered cacheof paperscom-
posed by theoriginal passengersof theMayflower.

“Six long hours we have spent looking at the
hind end of ahorseontheoverly crowded roadto
the house of my parentsand lo, for what? To see
my brother withwhom!| barely speak and hisharpy
wyfewho sodisrespectethmeand mineinaback-
handed way? He starteth acting like awee childe
immediately, from the time we stepped from the
carriage until the time we have departed. He
bringeth up small jeal ousiesand grievancesfrom
our youthlongago. Hisunhappinessislikeacon-
tagion, apustulethat never heals.‘ Lettethitgoand
gettethalife,” hehasmademewishtoscream, and
moretimesthan one. We should be spending less
timetogether, not more, methinks.

“One unpleasantry follows another as | suffer
my uncles and aunts to runneth on and on about
my cousins— how well they aredoing, how much
money they are sending to their parents, what
comely grandchildren they have produced. Yet |
knoweth these same cousins. They are base and
low and would soil themselvesif they were ever
madeto do aday’swork. They wish their parents
dead and spend their daysmaking plansto squan-
der theirinheritanceinawarmer clime. Their chil-
drenknow nottheword‘ no’ and understandeth not
itsmeaning. They runneth around and screameth
all day when peace and quiet is called for. The
spawn of Satan himself would make more pleas-
ant company.

“ And my handsomewyfecaresnot for theway
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my mother prepareththemeal . * Sheusethnot oys-
tersin the fowl’s stuffing,” sherails at me. ‘ She
putteth not thebird in apaper baginthehearth.’ It
maketh me fatigued to hear such words. Yet
Priscilla’'s own stuffing would not winneth any
praise evenintheland of my birthwherethey can
taste not the difference between condiment and
composte. She knoweth not, but secretly | giveth
my portionsof her bounty tothehound beneaththe
table. It teacheth him not to beg.

“My wyfe speaksill of none, yet | cantell from
the bearing of her body that she would rather be
ducking witches on a cold day in December than
beinthecompany of my family andtheir offspring.
Asif her family beabarrel of salted fish. Her sis-
tersmakeitwell knownthat their spousesbuy them
morekitchentoolsthan| doandthat thecornfrom
their labor ishigger and better thanthat of my own.
They maketh my head hurt. Werethey not aboard,
thejourney of theMayflower could havebeenasa
fun ship cruise. With them, it was the Hate Boat.
Had the voyage lasted but one week more, *twas
they who were going over thesideor 'twas|.

“1t occurred to me suddenly that we may have
left the wood stove on at home. Priscilla volun-
teered that it may be true as she had often noticed
my forgetful habits. Happily, we fled the festivi-
ties. On the road home we spoke not to each other
for many hours. ‘ Let ushopewecandothisagain
next year,” at last | spoke. It got a hearty laugh as
Priscillaknew | wasin perfect jest. In truth, you
couldnot makeusdothat againwerefour hundred
yearsto pass. For that we gave thanks.”

Jim Mullen isthe author of “ It Takes A Village
Idiot: AMemoir of Life After the City” (Simon anc
Schuster, 2001). He also contributes regularly to
Entertai nment Weekly, where he can bereached at
jim_mullen@ew.com
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