
 

Not long ago, ABC’s Prime Time Live aired a compelling story 
about a reporter who hitchhiked across America.  Shots of 
breathtaking scenery contributed to a lovely video experience.  
As he journeyed across the country, the reporter made it a point 
to get close to the people who offered him rides, and he asked 
them all the same series of questions: Is America a better place 
or a worse place than when you were going up?  Is America more 
dangerous now than then? 
On the night the show aired, anchor Diane Sawyer announced 
that 90 percent of the people the reporter interviewed had said 
yes, the country has gone downhill.  That would be scary except 
for one thing:  The reporter’s information and the opinions of 
those he interviewed are worthless except as anecdotes. They 
showed nothing of any real value. Why? 
For Starters, the reporter’s sample—the number of people 
interviewed—was far too small to provide any clue about how 
the population as a whole might feel.  He interviewed 31 people!  
You don’t have to interview a million people to make a good 
generalization in this situation, but 31 is just not enough. 
Furthermore, the reporter’s sample was biased. It systematically 
excluded huge numbers of Americans: those too young or too 
old to drive, those who do not own motor vehicles, shut-ins, 
people in hospitals, people in class or at work.  It also excluded 
all Americans who weren’t driving the roads upon which he was 
hitching. 
It’s OK to report what 31 people said about America.  It’s bad 
journalism and bad science to suggested that the opinions of 
those 31 people have broad meaning. 

Information From Polls 



Getting a Fair Sample 
• Unless done right, can spread as much misinformation as good information 

• Random Sample:  EVERY member of the group to be surveyed must have an 
EQUAL possibility of being included in the sample 

• Results will be at the 95% confidence level 

• Availability Sample:  Asking the first 10 people in the hall 



Sample Sizes 

• How many? 
• Everyone in the “universe” should have the opportunity to be surveyed. 
• How do we survey all of the seniors? 
• Bias – process and personal 
• The different percentages represented in your population should be reflected in your sample. 
• The minimum is 50 or 10% of your universe, whichever is more. 



Formulating Survey Questions 

• Short, simple and 
concentrate on only 
one item. 

• Not ambiguous. 

• Yes/No used as filter 
questions only 

 

Asking the right question 
• Interviewer Bias:  

• Make sure you ask the right people the right 
questions 

• Don’t stack the deck 
• Answer bias 


