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ERTAIN innocence in media re-

porting of electoral surveys, both

pre-poll and exit polls, deserves o
be understood better now that they have
come to stay and have become part of our
electoral process. An exit poll is expected
to be more reliable than a pre-poll survey,
* An exit poll result is not expected to be in
the “reverse direction™ of the actual re-
sult, as happened in the case of Madhya
Fradesh last month, and or Maharastra
and Tamil Nadu earlier. And, when it
does, itmakesnews. Infact, anexit pollbe-
comes news for the media only when'it
goes off the mark, not wheg it is right.

A pre-poll survey which is'expected to
indicate the direction of likely outcome,
ends up closest to the election results; it
\ﬂlakm news. Even more sowhen the prc-

set of the poll process that is, h{',\ft..rﬂl
weeks prior to the poll date.

For an exit poll the one and only crite-
rion for evaluation is its aceuracy. In thé

be multiple, including : {a) how well ahead
of the poll was the likely overall outcome
indicated, (b) howclose are its predictions
to the final outcome, () what was sample
size of the constituencies and of voters for
conducting the pre-poll survey and, (d)
more importantly, how well the issues in-
volved in the context of the polls were
brought out and how detailed and deseg-
regatedthevoting preferences were given.
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If an exit poll does not go bevond the

. level of pre-poll survey in precision, obvi-

oll survey was condugted at the very out- -

case of pre-poll surveys, the criteria would

ously the very idea of an exit pall and the
methodology followed deserve critical
consideration,

Accuracy of a s#mple survey is ex-
pressed and measured in two different
ways. Onk is in terms of “marginof error”
and the other is in terms of “level of con-
fidence”. A “90 ptreent confidence” does

notmean thatasurveypredictiontouldbe *

plus or minus 10 percent of the projected
figure asone chiefofanewsservice had in-
terpreted the results of an exit poll on the
night of the counting day, November 25,
Rather, it implies that such a survey, with
given methodology, would yield the same
result 90 timesifthe surveyisrepeated 100
times. In an electoral context, however,

such statistical confidence level is irrele-
vant, since such criteriaapply more incon-
trolled experiments/situations. In an elec-
toral context what is more pertinent is the
“margin of error” in the projections.

To be worthy, the margin of error ex-
pected and allowed insuch surveys should
bewithin four percent plus or minus. That
is, if the projected number of seats of a
party by an exit pollis 100, “it is ok™ even if
the final result is between 96 and 104.
Here again, the larger the spread and
more the régional distinctions, as in the
case of MP, the margin of error could be
within plus or minus five percent.

However, whenanexitpollispreceded
by pre-poll surveys, it is expected to have
even smaller margin of error. Similarly, in
the case of sequential pre-poll surveys,

they are futile and misleading if they do
not bring out the changing phenomena
and the undercurrents over time during
the campaign period.

Relevance of an exit pollis only when
there is a time gap between the poll date
and the counting date. Exit pollsbytheir
very nature add or intensify and even
prolong certain speculation and guess-
ing about a poll outcome. Anxiety of
voters and parties would of course be
there to know the outcome the same day
of the poll.

All this apart, an exit poll has the po-
tential of vitiating the voting pattern of
*re-pall” in certain booths/constiniency,

particularly when the number of booths | -

involved in the “re-poll” the next day or
the following day are many. The “band-
wagon effect” in such cases could be detri-

. mental for the final outeome when the

contests are too keen as in some con-
stituencies of Delhi last month. Whereas
pre-pollsurveys, onthe other, arerelevant
both to the parties and the voler equally.
The parties could get the pulse of the voter
and help select the right kind of candi-
dates and take up the issues bothering the

« voter for the campaign. The voter too will

feel comfortable that he or she had been
enlightened about the dynamics of what
others were feeling about.

The writer is chairman of Centre for Media
Stueclies, New Delhi
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