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Abstract     Public opinion has the potential to hold leaders 

accountable and shape public policy. To learn of mass 

opinion, citizens and elites rely on news media, their primary 

conduit for information. By representing public opinion in 

news coverage, the media shape public perceptions of their 

fellow citizens’ preferences in politically consequential ways. 

This influence derives from coverage decisions including 

whether and how a story on public opinion makes it to a 

nightly broadcast. Ultimately, understanding the way the 

media cover public opinion is essential to democratic politics. 

This virtual issue of Public Opinion Quarterly reminds us that 

the public may act as jury in the court of public opinion, but 

without the news media, there would be no hearing. 

 

2016: Requiem for the Polls 
 
Following the unexpected outcome of the 2016 presidential election, 

many critics – including many political journalists – eulogized the 

polling industry, citing this perceived failure as evidence the polls were 

flawed. As a matter of correction, many reporters declared renewed 

efforts to move beyond the horse race to focus on people from 

“Trump’s America,” referring to primarily rural and white voters who 

seemed to be missing from electoral standings. Adding to the fire, 

President-elect Donald Trump described “phony” election polls as 

conspiring with “fake news.”  
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     Despite this unfavorable portraiture, Trump’s accusation of 

collusion reflects a longstanding tension in the relationship between the 

press and polling professionals. We can look to a similarly themed 

symposium in this very journal for insights that easily translate to 

today’s media landscape. Media coverage created a demand for polls 

that shored up a profitable survey industry (Gollin 1980). In turn, polls 

allowed journalists – increasingly trained in social scientific approaches 

(Weaver and McCombs 1980) – to cover polls as news (Stovall and 

Solomon 1980). Such poll coverage offered a veneer of precision to 

electoral news and, by focusing on the race rather than the winner, 

ensured coverage continually met the newsworthiness criterion (Broh 

1980; Crespi 1980).  

 

     The authors in this issue warned of the ways in which a reliance on 

polling made media vulnerable to errors both within and beyond their 

control. Presciently, Gollin (1980, 446) warned of an increasingly 

weakened American political party system and an increasingly 

emboldened fourth estate in which “polls can be said to be one of its 

sharpest swords.”  Von Hoffman (1980) castigated poll coverage as 

“checkbook journalism” and asked if such political theatre is good for 

our country. These admonishments feel just as relevant today.    

 

   Though far from offering a solution, a better understanding of how 

the press covers the polls and what that means for our politics can 

inform conversations on how to improve both. This virtual issue of 

Public Opinion Quarterly contributes to this conversation by surveying 

classic and recent studies on polling coverage and in so doing, situates 

the 2016 requiem for polling in a longer tradition of scholarly reflection 

on the relationship between mass media and vox populi.  As these 

studies suggest, the story is not so simple as to blame either pollsters or 

reporters for missing Trump’s victory. Rather, this research agenda 

highlights the need for transparency in both the measurement and 

reporting of polls, as well as continued scholarly attention toward best 

practices for both professions.  
 

A Double-Edged Sword: How the News Media Cover 

Polls 
 
In their case study of elite, public, and media interaction following 

Watergate, Lang and Lang (1980) wrote that Nixon saw the “battle of 

public opinion” as key to avoiding impeachment and as such, oriented 

his actions to the television audience. Taking a sociological approach to 

unpacking a critical news event, the authors conceptualized the 

“bystander public” as the voice of the citizenry reconstituted through 

polls and journalistic interpretation. Moreover, Lang and Lang 

articulated a view of American politics in which the media preside over 
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negotiations between elites and the public, effectively marrying public 

opinion and politics to the study of mass media.  

 

     A few decades later, Patterson’s (2005) work situated the press-poll 

relationship in a new paradigm, anchoring poll coverage within a genre 

of reporting that treats politics as if it were a game. This 

conceptualization was consequential, as it linked a long tradition of 

scholarly attention to poll coverage to the theoretical underpinnings of 

framing and the historical development of the horse race. Adding to the 

early critiques of Lang and Lang and others, Patterson characterized the 

ways in which poll-driven coverage distorts perceptions of candidates, 

with serious repercussions for American elections.    

 

     Focusing on the production side of news, Crespi (1980) highlighted 

the importance of journalism in evaluating the strengths and 

weaknesses of polling. Predating much political-communication 

institutionalism, Crespi noted the role of organizational norms in 

shaping poll coverage, as well as the influence of institutional ties 

between polling firms and newsrooms. By recounting the system of 

constraints and incentives that structure the interactions of pollsters and 

reporters, he added to our understanding of why news outlets report the 

polls as they do, and how these decisions both weaken and strengthen 

polling. Rosenstiel (2005) updated this work, outlining an increased 

reliance on polls amidst a media environment characterized by choice. 

Echoing Crespi’s concerns a quarter-century earlier, Rosenstiel 

described a world in which polls are covered because they are a return 

on investment – not merely for their news value, but also for their 

marketing value. As news outlets increasingly house polling operations 

or lend their name to branded polls, it is perhaps no surprise that public 

trust in both polls and news media has suffered. In an observation that 

holds up today, Rosenstiel (2005, 712) remarked:  

 

The journalist is no longer the gatekeeper over 

information. And the pollster is no longer a social 

scientist with special accumulated insight into public 

attitude. Pollsters are, at least to a growing part of the 

public, operators of ‘public attitudes snapshot’ 

methodology. And their integrity may depend on how 

that snapshot comes out.  

 

     Drawing on one of the earliest applications of content analysis to 

media data, Paletz and co-authors (1980) characterized poll coverage 

using news content from NBC, CBS, and the New York Times. The 

authors note differences in coverage by medium, as well as variability 

in format and inclusion of methodological detail. In a footnote they 

acknowledge their approach would be improved if all poll results could 
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be compared against poll coverage, an innovation taken up by Searles 

and co-authors (2016) in the same journal more than 30 years later. 

Using a novel dataset that included all prime-time presidential election 

poll coverage on major television networks during the 2008 election, 

the authors compared the universe of polls released each day to the 

polls reported on by each news network. They found that in line with 

news values that would predict a preference for exciting results, news 

outlets were more likely to report polls that showed a close race or 

significant change in the race, resulting in distortion. Confirming 

Rosenstiel’s (2005) concerns regarding news-outlet-branded polling 

more than a decade earlier, the authors also found that CNN was more 

likely to cover their in-house polling firm and as a result, their coverage 

depicted a much closer race relative to other outlets.  
 

Public-Opinion News Effects 
 
Characterizing media coverage of polls helps us understand the 

institutions at work in both industries. However, as the media are still 

the primary way through which the public learns of politics, it also is 

important to understand how poll coverage influences people. In an 

early use of experiments to understand poll effects, Navazio (1977) 

showed that exposure to national poll results changed some people’s 

response to subsequent opinion questions. Use of a simple treatment 

suggested that news media could wield influence by merely including 

poll results in their coverage. A few years later Ceci and Kain (1982) 

expanded this approach by exposing people to presidential tracking 

polls at two different points in time, varying the candidate in the lead. 

In so doing, the authors showed that it was the nature of poll result, not 

merely the provision of information, that affected people’s attitudes.  

 

     But why does public opinion coverage shape the very opinions it 

conveys? Building on early work linking social-psychological theories 

with mass-media effects (Noelle-Neumann 1974), Price (1989) drew a 

link between media reports on public opinion and social identities, 

positing that the conflict polls suggest renders social groups more 

salient, thereby leading to more extreme attitudes. Beyond the blunt 

tool that describes public opinion news in early work, he depicts 

opinion formation as the result of media communicating social cues 

through poll coverage. This early experimental work laid the 

foundation for later efforts to explain poll-coverage influence. Varying 

both news outlet source, poll result, and methodological detail 

presented, Kuru, Pasek, and Traugott (2017) drew on motivated 

reasoning to explain why people discount polls that contradict their 

issue positions.  
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     Polls can also influence how people characterize candidates. Using 

observational data from the 2004 presidential campaign, Hardy and 

Jamieson (2005) found that voters linked the trait “stubborn” with 

President Bush. They argued this public perception can be linked to 

media coverage and subsequent poll evidence for the trait, offering 

support for poll attribute agenda-setting effects. Recalling Lang and 

Lang’s (1980) discussion of impeachment polling, Watergate news, and 

public attitudes, the authors articulated a process by which inputs from 

media coverage shape pollster outputs, ultimately affecting public 

perceptions of candidates.  
 

Don’t Call it a Comeback: Polling and Press Relations 

in the Future 
 
In a 1980 Public Opinion Quarterly special issue on poll and press 

relations, the authors wrote of potential solutions for improving polling 

coverage, including better training of reporters in matters of polling, 

increased educational efforts by groups like AAPOR, and increased 

partnerships between scholars and practitioners. Today much of that 

work has been realized. However, part of our understanding of press 

and poll relations must include an acknowledgement of institutional 

characteristics that continue to challenge this relationship. In the same 

volume, Crespi noted the various ways in which high quality poll 

reporting and journalistic practice may be at odds. Beyond a low level 

of interest in polling details from their audience, journalists face daily 

time and space constraints and often work in newsrooms without 

sufficient investment in polling operations and expertise. On the other 

hand, reporters blaming the polling industry for election coverage that 

missed the mark is counterproductive.  

 

     So what can be done? Kuru and co-authors (2017) found some 

evidence that methodological disclosure can have positive effects. Still, 

other work suggests that discrepancies in provision of even basic 

details persist. In 1980, Paletz et al. noted much news coverage lacked 

mention of the sponsoring firm. Searles, Ginn, and Nickens (2016) 

found a similar pattern in 2008 presidential poll coverage. While space 

and time will always constrain reporting, explicitly noting the polling 

firm in news coverage may be one rule all outlets can adopt.  

 

     Focusing on the nature of horse race coverage rather than reporting 

criterion, the Associated Press updated the 2018 stylebook with the 

suggestion that journalists use polls to scaffold rather than drive a story. 

While an inclusion of more methodological detail and a deemphasis on 

polls as stories may help improve public opinion reporting, increased 

reliance on polling aggregator websites in 2016 presents new 

challenges (Toff 2017). Westwood, Messing, and Lelkes (2018) found 
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that exposure to results from such aggregate forecasts made people 

more confident in the leading candidate’s victory. While aggregated 

polls are preferable to single-poll coverage (Searles et al. 2016), this 

overconfidence may lead the public to blame the messenger following 

unexpected electoral outcomes as in 2016. If true, sacrificing time and 

space to provide methodological details like poll sponsor, mode, and 

margin of error seems a small price to pay for additional transparency 

and context.   
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