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Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed "blended format," a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The University aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking ed-
ucational journey. The MA programme in Political Science offers an ad-
vanced study of governmental structures and processes. It combines theo-
retical frameworks with practical applications, emphasising policy analysis 
and implementation. The curriculum covers organizational theory, public 
policy, administrative law, governance ethics, etc. Through the courses, 
learners gain expertise in public sector management. This programme pre-
pares graduates for leadership roles in government agencies, non-profits, 
and international organizations, as well as for further academic pursuits.
The Self-Learning Material has been meticulously crafted, incorporating 
relevant examples to facilitate better comprehension.

Rest assured, the university's student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr. Jagathy Raj V.P.						      01-10-2025
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2 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

After the Completion of this unit, the learner will be able to:

          Definition and Characteristics 
of Public Opinion

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

Background 

•	 understand the meaning, definitions, and key features of public opinion in political 

discourse

•	 analyse the historical evolution of public opinion

•	 evaluate the influence of various agents and institutions in shaping public opinion

•	 explore the mechanisms through which public opinion is formed and expressed in 

democratic societies

Public opinion has emerged as a cornerstone of modern democratic societies, reflecting 
the collective judgments and sentiments of citizens on matters of public importance. 
From ancient Greek civic debates to contemporary mass polling and digital discourse, 
the concept has undergone significant transformation. In democratic contexts, public 
opinion is not only a mirror of societal values but also a determinant of policy-making and 
governance. Thinkers like Rousseau, Lippmann, and Dewey have engaged in foundational 
debates over whether public opinion truly represents rational collective will or distorted 
perceptions shaped by media and elites. In India, public opinion has historically played 
a crucial role in nation-building and social movements. The agents shaping public 
opinion—including the media, political parties, civil society, and education—interact 
in dynamic ways to influence how people perceive issues. Understanding the origins, 
characteristics, and formation of public opinion is essential for analysing its role in 
sustaining democratic processes and shaping public policy.
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3SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

Discussion

Keywords

Public Opinion, Collective Judgment, Media Influence, Political Socialisation, 
Democratic Participation, Agenda-Setting, Civic Engagement

1.1.1 Meaning and Definitions of Public Opinion

Public opinion refers to the collective views held by a segment 
of the population on issues of general concern. It plays a central 
role in modern political systems, especially in democratic 
societies where the legitimacy of governance is closely linked 
to the will of the people. According to Walter Lippmann, public 
opinion is the image people carry in their minds about the larger 
world and the matters they do not directly experience. James 
Bryce, another key figure in the field, described public opinion as 
the aggregate of views that people hold about matters affecting 
the community. Modern definitions emphasise public opinion 
as the outcome of interaction among individuals, influenced by 
communication, discussion, and shared experiences. It is not 
merely the sum of private thoughts, but a reflection of ideas 
that have gained some degree of visibility and acceptance in the 
public domain. 

In democratic systems, public opinion plays a significant 
role in influencing policymaking, guiding political leaders, and 
shaping electoral outcomes. Governments often monitor public 
opinion to ensure that their actions align with the sentiments of 
the people, while political parties and interest groups use it to 
plan strategies and mobilise support.Public opinion is different 
from mass opinion in scope and depth. Mass opinion refers to 
the views held by a large number of individuals at a particular 
time, often measured through opinion polls or media trends. It 
can emerge quickly in response to events, news coverage, or 
political campaigns. Mass opinion tends to be more immediate 
and sometimes less informed, shaped by popular narratives and 
short-term emotions. While public opinion usually involves 
more stable and considered attitudes that develop over time, 
mass opinion can shift rapidly and may not reflect a sustained 
or reasoned position. For instance, public opinion on climate 
change may represent a long-term consensus based on scientific 
understanding, whereas mass opinion on a sudden political 
controversy might change within days.

	� Essence of Public 
Opinion

	� Public Opinion 
vs. Mass Opinion

          Definition and Characteristics 
of Public Opinion
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4 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

On the other hand, elite opinion refers to the views and 
positions of a relatively small, influential segment of society—
such as political leaders, bureaucrats, academics, journalists, 
and business leaders. These elites often have greater access 
to information, policy discussions, and decision-making 
processes. Elite opinion can shape public opinion through their 
ability to influence media narratives, set political agendas, and 
frame issues in particular ways. However, elite opinion may not 
always align with the majority view. For example, while elite 
opinion might strongly support trade liberalisation based on 
economic benefits, segments of the general public may oppose 
it due to concerns over job security or inequality.

The relationship between public opinion, mass opinion, and 
elite opinion is complex. In some cases, elite opinion guides 
public opinion by providing information and framing debates. 
In other cases, strong public opinion can pressure elites to adjust 
their positions or policies. Mass opinion can act as a bridge or 
a disruption between the two—amplifying public sentiment or 
creating sudden shifts that compel political action. The media 
often plays a central role in linking these forms of opinion, 
serving both as a channel for elite viewpoints and as a mirror of 
public and mass attitudes.

1.1.2 Historical Evolution of the Concept

The roots of public opinion can be traced back to ancient 
Greece, where public debate and discussion formed a part 
of civic life. However, the modern understanding of public 
opinion developed much later, particularly in the 18th and 
19th centuries. During the Enlightenment, thinkers began 
to speak of the "public" as a rational body capable of critical 
thought. Thinkers of this era placed reason, critical inquiry, and 
individual judgment at the centre of social and political life. 
They argued that authority should not rest solely on tradition, 
divine right, or inherited privilege, but should be subject to the 
scrutiny of rational individuals. In this intellectual climate, the 
idea emerged that the collective views of informed citizens 
could and should influence governance.

One of the earliest contributions came from philosophers 
such as John Locke, who stressed that political authority derives 
from the consent of the governed. Locke’s theory of government 
implied that citizens must be able to express and communicate 
their views freely if consent is to be genuine. His defence of 

	� Elite Opinion and 
Its Influence

	� Interconnection 
Among Forms of 
Opinion

	� Enlightenment 
Origins of Public 
Opinion
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freedom of thought and expression created a foundation for 
considering public opinion as a legitimate force in politics. 
Similarly, Montesquieu’s writings on the separation of powers 
suggested that the balance between branches of government 
would only be effective in a society where public discussion 
could hold rulers accountable.

Voltaire added another dimension by championing freedom of 
the press and criticism of authority. For him, the ability to debate 
ideas openly was essential to progress and justice. Through satire 
and commentary, Voltaire demonstrated how public discussion 
could challenge injustice and promote reform. His insistence 
that governments should tolerate dissent reinforced the idea that 
public opinion was not merely a background sentiment but an 
active participant in political life.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau advanced the concept by linking 
public opinion to the “general will.” In The Social Contract 
(1762), Rousseau argued that legitimate laws arise from the 
collective will of the people, not from the dictates of a ruler. 
Although he distinguished between transient opinion and the 
deeper general will, Rousseau’s work reinforced the notion that 
the moral and political authority of the state must rest on the 
collective judgment of its citizens.

The growth of print culture during the Enlightenment 
further strengthened these philosophical ideas. Newspapers, 
pamphlets, salons, and coffeehouses became spaces where 
citizens could exchange views, debate policies, and question 
authority. Thinkers such as Denis Diderot, through projects like 
the Encyclopédie, sought to spread knowledge widely, believing 
that an informed public would be capable of reasoned judgment. 
The circulation of printed material not only broadened literacy 
but also created a shared space for public reasoning, where 
opinion could be shaped and articulated.

Enlightenment thinkers did not view public opinion as 
infallible, but they recognised its role as a check on arbitrary 
power. They emphasised that for public opinion to be 
meaningful, it needed to be grounded in education, open debate, 
and access to information. These ideas laid the groundwork for 
later democratic theory, where free expression, representative 
institutions, and a critical press became central features of 
political systems.Walter Lippmann argued that the average 
citizen relies on simplified images or stereotypes to understand 
complex issues and thus, public opinion may be based more on 

	� Philosophical 
Foundations of 
Consent and 
Accountability

	�Voltaire and the 
Power of Free 
Expression

	�Rousseau and the 
General Will

	� Print Culture and 
the Rise of Public 
Debate

	� Public Opinion as 
a Check on Power
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perception than fact. Contrastingly, John Dewey maintained that 
communication and education could improve public discourse 
and enable meaningful participation. 

Historical evolution of public opinion in India 

The evolution of public opinion in India has been shaped by 
the country’s diverse social fabric, long history, and the gradual 
spread of political consciousness. Although the formal study of 
public opinion is a modern development, the idea of collective 
views influencing governance can be traced to ancient times. 
In the early periods, assemblies like the Sabha and Samiti in 
the Vedic age acted as platforms where elders and community 
leaders discussed matters of common interest. These gatherings 
reflected an early form of public consultation, though 
participation was limited to certain social groups. Similarly, in 
later periods, village councils and guilds in towns played a role 
in expressing the concerns of their members to the rulers.

During the medieval period, particularly under the Delhi 
Sultanate and the Mughal Empire, public opinion was not 
institutionalised but could be seen in the interaction between 
the ruling class and different communities. Religious leaders, 
merchants, and local chieftains often acted as intermediaries, 
voicing the sentiments of their followers to the state. Chronicles, 
petitions, and oral traditions preserved in court records and 
literature also reveal how popular concerns were communicated, 
though the scope was narrow and largely confined to influential 
groups.

A significant transformation began with the arrival of the 
British. Colonial rule introduced modern education, the printing 
press, and new communication networks. These developments 
expanded the space for public discussion beyond the local 
community. The 19th century saw the emergence of newspapers 
and periodicals in English and regional languages, which became 
important vehicles for shaping and expressing public opinion. 
Publications like The Hindu, Amrita Bazar Patrika, and Kesari 
raised awareness about political issues, economic policies, and 
social reform. Reform movements led by Raja Ram Mohan Roy, 
Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar, Jyotirao Phule, and others used the 
press and public meetings to challenge practices like sati, caste 
discrimination, and gender inequality.

The formation of political associations such as the Indian 
National Congress in 1885 marked a decisive stage in the 

	� Early Traditions 
of Collective 
Consultation in 
India

	� Public Expression 
through 
Intermediaries in 
the Medieval Era

	� Expansion of 
Public Discourse 
under Colonial 
Rule
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institutionalisation of public opinion. The Congress sessions, 
petitions to the British Parliament, and political campaigns 
channelled the aspirations of educated Indians into a collective 
demand for self-government. Leaders like Bal Gangadhar Tilak 
popularised nationalist ideas through newspapers and public 
speeches, while Mahatma Gandhi expanded the base of public 
opinion through mass movements. Campaigns like the Non-
Cooperation Movement, Civil Disobedience Movement, and 
Quit India Movement mobilised millions, making public opinion 
a powerful political force that challenged colonial authority.

In the post-independence period, the Constitution of India 
guaranteed freedoms that provided a legal foundation for the free 
expression of public opinion. The spread of radio, television, 
and later digital media has further widened participation. Public 
opinion today is expressed through elections, social movements, 
pressure groups, and debates in both traditional and social 
media. While it has become more diverse and accessible, it also 
faces challenges such as misinformation and polarisation. Thus, 
the historical development of public opinion in India reflects a 
journey from limited, community-based expressions to a broad, 
organised, and mass-based phenomenon. It has been shaped by 
social reform, political struggle, technological progress, and 
democratic institutions, making it an essential part of India’s 
political life today.

1.1.3 Walter Lippmann and John Dewey on Public 
Opinion 

Walter Lippmann and John Dewey, two influential thinkers 
of the early 20th century, offered contrasting perspectives on the 
nature of public opinion and the role of citizens in a democratic 
society. Their debate reflected deeper concerns about how 
democracy could function in an increasingly complex and 
media-driven world. Lippmann, in his works Public Opinion 
(1922) and The Phantom Public (1925), argued that ordinary 
citizens could not realistically form sound judgments on public 
affairs. He believed the modern world was too vast, technical, 
and distant from everyday life for people to understand it 
directly. Instead, citizens relied on simplified mental images—
what he called pictures in our heads—created largely by the 
media. Lippmann saw these mediated images as incomplete or 
distorted, lea ding to shallow and often misguided opinions. 
Because of this, he doubted the traditional democratic ideal that 
the public could directly steer policy. For Lippmann, the role of 

	�Rise of 
Nationalist Public 
Opinion

	�Democratic 
Expansion and 
Contemporary 
Challenges

	� Lippmann’s 
Scepticism about 
the Public’s 
Capacity
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citizens was limited to selecting leaders periodically, while the 
actual work of governance should rest with a specialized class 
of experts who had the knowledge and access to relevant facts.

John Dewey, in contrast, offered a more optimistic vision in 
his response, particularly in The Public and Its Problems (1927). 
While Dewey acknowledged many of Lippmann’s concerns 
about misinformation and the challenges of complexity, he 
rejected the idea that the public was incapable of meaningful 
participation. For Dewey, the public was not a fixed and passive 
body but a dynamic and educable community. He believed 
that democratic life was not just about voting but about 
active engagement, discussion, and cooperation in solving 
shared problems. Dewey argued that the main problem was 
not the public’s inability, but the poor quality of the channels 
through which information flowed. If communication could be 
improved—through better education, transparent institutions, 
and a press committed to informing rather than manipulating—
citizens could develop the understanding necessary to participate 
in policy discussions. He stressed that democracy was a way of 
life grounded in communication and shared inquiry, not merely 
a set of institutions. For him, the solution lay in strengthening the 
public sphere so that individuals could connect their experiences 
to wider social issues.

The Lippmann–Dewey debate, therefore, was not simply a 
disagreement over the intelligence of the average citizen but 
over the potential and conditions for democratic participation. 
Lippmann focused on the structural limits of public opinion, 
emphasizing the gap between complex realities and the public’s 
simplified perceptions. Dewey, on the other hand, focused on 
the possibilities of education, communication, and community 
action to bridge that gap. Both thinkers recognized the dangers 
of propaganda, the influence of mass media, and the challenges 
posed by modern society’s scale and complexity. However, 
Lippmann leaned toward a model where experts and elites 
managed decision-making, while Dewey remained committed 
to a participatory vision of democracy. The tension between 
these two views continues to shape contemporary debates about 
media, expertise, and the role of citizens in governance.

1.1.4 Characteristics of Public Opinion

Public opinion refers to the collective views held by a 
significant section of society on matters of public interest. It 
plays a central role in shaping political decisions, influencing 

	�Dewey’s Faith in 
Communication 
and Democratic 
Participation

	� Enduring 
Relevance of 
the Lippmann–
Dewey Debate
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governance, and guiding social change. While public opinion can 
vary across societies and over time, certain key characteristics 
help define its nature and scope. First, it is collective in nature. 
It represents a shared understanding or judgment that emerges 
from a group, not isolated individuals. This collectivity lends 
public opinion its political relevance. Second, public opinion is 
shaped through communication and is often influenced by events, 
leadership, and information. It is dynamic, changing over time 
in response to social, economic, and political developments. For 
example, public opinion on issues like climate change or same-
sex marriage has evolved considerably in many countries over 
the past few decades.

Third, public opinion is issue-specific. People may have 
strong opinions on certain topics, like employment or national 
security, while being indifferent to others. This variation makes 
public opinion uneven and selective. Fourth, public opinion 
relates to issues of public concern. It is not formed on private 
or purely personal matters but on questions that affect the 
community at large, such as governance, economic policy, 
social reforms, or foreign relations. Issues must have relevance 
to public life for opinions on them to be considered part of 
public opinion. Fifth, public opinion can be latent or expressed. 
It becomes visible through protests, elections, opinion polls, 
petitions, public debates, and the media. but it may also remain 
unspoken due to fear or social pressure. In democratic systems, 
these channels allow the public to communicate its views 
formally and informally to decision-makers. Sixth, public 
opinion has the potential to influence government policies and 
political decisions, especially in democracies. Governments 
often monitor public sentiment through surveys or feedback 
mechanisms to assess support or resistance to policies.

Seventh, public opinion often reflects diversity and plurality. 
In democratic societies especially, there is rarely a single unified 
opinion on all matters. Different groups may hold competing 
views, and public opinion emerges as the balance of these 
perspectives. This diversity ensures that public opinion is not 
monolithic but represents the spectrum of thought within a 
society. Finally, public opinion has a normative and guiding 
function. It sets standards for acceptable behaviour and policy 
directions. Governments, political parties, and public institutions 
take public opinion into account because it can legitimise or 
challenge their actions. When public opinion strongly supports 
or opposes a policy, it can directly affect political outcomes.

	�Collective and 
Dynamic Nature 
of Public Opinion

	� Scope, 
Expression, and 
Influence of 
Public Opinion

	� Plurality and 
Guiding Role of 
Public Opinion
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1.1.5 Agents Influencing Public Opinion

Several institutions and actors contribute to shaping public 
opinion. One of the most influential agents is the media. 
Newspapers, television, radio, and digital platforms play a 
significant role in providing information and framing public 
discourse. Media can highlight certain issues while ignoring 
others, thereby shaping what people think about and how they 
interpret events.

Political parties and their leaders also influence public 
opinion by articulating positions, setting agendas, and mobilising 
support. They use campaigns, manifestos, and public speeches 
to connect with voters and shape perceptions. Interest groups, 
including trade unions, business associations, and advocacy 
organisations, contribute by representing specific causes or 
interests. Their campaigns, petitions, and lobbying efforts aim 
to draw public and governmental attention to particular issues.

Civil society organisations such as NGOs and community 
groups work at the grassroots level to educate people, raise 
awareness, and foster dialogue. In India, movements like the 
Right to Information campaign or the anti-corruption movement 
led by Anna Hazare have shown the power of organised civil 
society in influencing public opinion. Educational institutions 
also play a long-term role by fostering critical thinking and 
civic awareness. Schools and universities encourage students to 
engage with social and political issues, thereby shaping their 
future attitudes.

1.1.6 Formation of Public Opinion

The formation of public opinion is a complex process 
involving psychological, social, and communicative factors. 
At the psychological level, individual attitudes are shaped by 
personal experiences, values, and emotions. Social influences 
such as family, peers, religion, and cultural norms play an 
important role in shaping early beliefs.  The formation of public 
opinion is not a spontaneous process; it develops through 
communication, exposure to information, and participation in 
social and political life. Three major influences in this process are 
the media, educational institutions, and political socialisation.

Educational institutions are vital in shaping the political 
awareness and civic attitudes that influence public opinion. 
Schools, colleges, and universities transmit knowledge about 
history, governance, rights, and responsibilities. By teaching 

	�Media as a 
primary agent in 
Shaping Public 
Opinion

	� Political and 
Organisational 
Influence on 
Public Opinion

	�Role of Civil 
Society and 
Education in 
Shaping Public 
Opinion

	� Process and 
Factors in the 
Formation of 
Public Opinion
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students to analyse information, weigh evidence, and engage 
in reasoned discussion, education fosters critical thinking—a 
key skill for forming independent opinions. Beyond formal 
curriculum, the ethos of an educational institution—its values, 
rules, and traditions—also shapes how students perceive 
authority, diversity, and social justice. Exposure to debates, 
seminars, student organisations, and community projects 
encourages students to examine different viewpoints and 
participate in public life. Higher education, in particular, 
provides opportunities to study political theory, public policy, 
and global issues, which expand the scope of opinion formation 
beyond immediate local concerns. Education can also counter 
misinformation by equipping citizens with the ability to 
question unreliable sources and resist manipulation. Thus, 
educational institutions prepare individuals not only to take 
positions on specific issues but also to participate meaningfully 
in the democratic process.

The media is one of the most powerful instruments in shaping 
public opinion. It functions both as a source of information and 
as a space for debate and discussion. Newspapers, television, 
radio, and online platforms transmit news and perspectives 
that help individuals form judgments about current issues. By 
selecting which events to cover and how to present them, media 
outlets set the public agenda. Issues given prominent coverage 
are perceived as more important, while those neglected receive 
less attention from the public. The framing of news stories also 
shapes perceptions. For example, the choice of words, images, 
and expert opinions included in a report can influence how 
the audience interprets an event or policy. Editorials, opinion 
columns, and talk shows provide direct interpretations that can 
strengthen or challenge existing attitudes. Social media has 
amplified this effect by enabling instant sharing of opinions 
and by creating networks where people reinforce one another’s 
views. However, media influence is not uniform; audiences filter 
information through their own values, experiences, and trust in 
the source. Still, in an environment where most people rely on 
mediated information rather than direct experience, the media 
plays a central role in guiding the direction of public opinion.

Political socialisation is the lifelong process through which 
individuals acquire political values, beliefs, and patterns of 
behaviour. It begins in early childhood and continues throughout 
life, influenced by family, peer groups, religion, community, work 
environment, and political institutions. The family is usually 

	�Role of 
Educational 
Institutions in 
the Formation of 
Public Opinion

	�Role of Media in 
the Formation of 
Public Opinion SG

O
U



12 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

the first agent of political socialisation, shaping a child’s basic 
attitudes towards authority, participation, and political loyalty. 
As individuals grow, peer groups become significant, especially 
during adolescence and early adulthood. Shared experiences with 
friends and colleagues often reinforce or modify earlier attitudes. 
The workplace and community associations also contribute to 
political learning by exposing individuals to practical concerns 
and collective action. Political parties and leaders influence 
citizens by articulating ideas, framing issues, and mobilising 
support. Elections, political campaigns, and civic movements 
provide occasions for direct political engagement, deepening 
political awareness. The process of political socialisation has a 
lasting impact on public opinion. People’s fundamental political 
orientations—such as their trust in government, preference for 
certain policies, and views on rights and freedoms—are largely 
shaped by early experiences, though they can change in response 
to major events like wars, economic crises, or social reforms. 
Political socialisation ensures continuity in a political culture, 
but it also allows adaptation to new challenges as individuals 
encounter fresh ideas and information.

	�Role of Political 
Socialisation in 
the Formation of 
Public Opinion

Summarised Overview

Public opinion refers to the shared views of a significant section of society on matters 
of public concern, distinct from mass opinion, which is immediate and often transient, 
and elite opinion, which reflects the perspectives of influential groups. Historically, 
its roots lie in ancient civic assemblies, evolving through Enlightenment thought 
that stressed reason, free expression, and accountability, and later shaped in India by 
reform movements, nationalist struggles, and democratic institutions. Thinkers like 
Walter Lippmann viewed public opinion as shaped by mediated perceptions, while 
John Dewey emphasised education and communication to enable active participation. 
Key characteristics include its collective nature, issue-specific focus, dynamic change, 
and capacity to influence governance. It forms through education, media, and political 
socialisation, with agents such as political parties, civil society, and interest groups 
playing central roles. In modern democracies, public opinion guides policy, legitimises 
authority, and reflects the diversity of perspectives within society.
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Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is public opinion, and how is it different from mass opinion or elite opinion?

2.	 How did Enlightenment thinkers contribute to the idea of public opinion?

3.	 Discuss Walter Lippmann’s and John Dewey’s differing views on public opinion.

4.	 What are the main characteristics that define public opinion?

5.	 Explain the historical development of public opinion in India.

6.	 How does media influence the formation of public opinion?

7.	 What role do educational institutions play in shaping public opinion?

8.	 Describe the process of political socialisation and its impact on public opinion.

9.	 How does public opinion manifest itself in democratic societies?

10.	Why is it important to study public opinion in the context of political science?

Assignment 

1.	 Trace the historical evolution of public opinion, with a special focus on the En-
lightenment and the rise of the public sphere.

2.	 Critically evaluate the role of media in shaping public opinion in contemporary 
democracies.

3.	 Compare and contrast the views of Lippmann and Dewey on the function of public 
opinion in a democracy.

4.	 Discuss the formation of public opinion through political socialisation and com-
munication theories.

5.	 Examine the significance of public opinion in influencing public policy in India.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After the completion of this unit, learner will be able to:

Debates about Its Role in a 
Democratic Political  

System

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

•	 understand the normative and practical significance of public opinion in democratic 

theory and political processes

•	 analyse the contrasting roles of public opinion in policymaking and its implications 

for democratic governance

•	 evaluate the Lippman-Dewey debate  in public opinion formation

•	 explore the diverse roles of media and elections in shaping, expressing, and  

transforming public opinion

Background 

Public opinion plays a pivotal role in the functioning of democratic systems, acting as 
both a foundation for legitimacy and a mechanism for accountability. Rooted in the ideal 
of the “will of the people,” public opinion reflects the collective values, expectations, 
and judgments of the populace. Classical democratic theory upholds this as essential 
to maintaining responsive governance and ensuring that authority remains grounded 
in citizen consent. However, public opinion is neither uniform nor always rational, 
prompting debates about its reliability and influence. Scholars such as Walter Lippmann 
and John Dewey have long contested the public’s competence to guide policy, raising 
important questions about education, misinformation, and elite control. In the modern 
era, mass media and digital platforms have further complicated the terrain, shaping 
public sentiment in powerful and sometimes misleading ways. This unit examines 
these complex debates to offer a deeper understanding of public opinion's place in 
contemporary democratic practice.
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Keywords

Democratic Theory, Public Opinion, Will of the People, Policy Making, Media Framing, 
Misinformation

Discussion

1.2.1 Public Opinion and Democratic Theory

In democratic theory, public opinion holds a central place. 
It is often described as the foundation upon which democratic 
legitimacy rests. The concept of the will of the people is seen 
as guiding government actions and policy decisions. According 
to classical democratic thinkers like Rousseau, the general will 
represents the collective interest of the community. Democratic 
systems are expected to reflect this will through elections, 
representation, and participatory institutions. In democratic 
theory, public opinion is seen not only as a reflection of citizens’ 
views but also as a guiding force that shapes the functioning of 
government. 

The normative role of public opinion refers to the standard 
or ideal way in which it should influence the political process 
to ensure that democracy remains responsive, accountable, and 
representative. At its core, democracy rests on the principle that 
political authority comes from the consent of the governed. 
Public opinion is the mechanism through which this consent is 
expressed. One major role of public opinion is to act as a check 
on political power. In a democracy, elected representatives are 
accountable to the people. When citizens express their views 
through opinion polls, elections, protests, or other forms of 
participation, they signal their approval or disapproval of 
government policies and actions. This ongoing feedback helps 
prevent arbitrary decision-making and reminds leaders that their 
legitimacy depends on public support.

Public opinion also plays a key role in shaping policy 
priorities. A responsive democratic system takes note of the 
issues that citizens consider important and adjusts its agenda 
accordingly. While not every public demand can be met, 
sustained opinion on matters such as healthcare, education, or 
environmental protection can influence legislation and policy 
design. This ensures that governance reflects the needs and 

	� Public Opinion 
and Democratic 
Legitimacy

	� Public Opinion 
as a Democratic 
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aspirations of the population, rather than being driven solely by 
elite interests. Another important normative function is fostering 
political legitimacy. Policies that align with broadly held public 
views are more likely to be accepted and followed. In this way, 
public opinion strengthens the bond between citizens and their 
government, reducing the gap between rulers and the ruled. It 
also reinforces the belief that political decisions emerge from 
collective will rather than imposed authority.

However, the normative role of public opinion assumes 
certain conditions. Citizens must have access to reliable 
information, opportunities for open debate, and protection of 
free speech. A well-informed public is better able to express 
reasoned opinions that contribute to sound policy. Without these 
safeguards, public opinion can be distorted by misinformation, 
manipulation, or short-term emotions, leading to decisions that 
undermine democratic stability. Finally, public opinion is not 
meant to dictate every decision but to serve as a compass that 
guides political action. Elected leaders are expected to balance 
popular preferences with constitutional principles, minority 
rights, and long-term interests. In this sense, the ideal role of 
public opinion in democratic theory is to act as both a source of 
direction and a standard for accountability, while leaving room 
for informed leadership and institutional checks.

1.2.2 Public Opinion and Policy Making

Public opinion can shape policy decisions in democratic 
systems. Elected representatives and governments often 
consider popular sentiment before introducing or implementing 
major policies. Surveys, opinion polls, and public consultations 
help leaders gauge citizen preferences. There are two contrasting 
ways in which public opinion influences policy. They are the 
responsive use and the manipulative use of public opinion.

Responsive use of public opinion occurs when policymakers 
genuinely listen to the views, needs, and concerns of the public 
and incorporate them into decision-making. In this approach, 
leaders treat public opinion as a valuable guide for framing 
policies that reflect the will of the people. Public consultations, 
opinion surveys, debates, and engagement through media 
platforms are conducted to understand what citizens expect 
from the government. The objective is to maintain a healthy link 
between the people and the state, ensuring that policies are in 
line with democratic values and the principle of representation. 
Responsive use promotes transparency, accountability, and trust 
between the government and the governed.
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A good example of this approach can be seen in the Right 
to Information Act (RTI), 2005 in India. For several years, 
citizens, civil society groups, and activists demanded greater 
transparency in governance. Public campaigns, such as those 
organised by the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan (MKSS) 
in Rajasthan, raised awareness about the people’s right to 
know how public funds were being used. The government, 
acknowledging these widespread public concerns, held 
discussions and consultations before passing the RTI Act. 
This law reflected the collective voice of the citizens and their 
demand for openness in administration. It strengthened the 
bond between the government and the people, making public 
institutions more accountable and transparent. 

In contrast, manipulative use of public opinion happens 
when leaders shape, distort, or control public opinion to serve 
their own political or policy goals. Instead of reflecting the 
genuine views of the people, manipulative strategies attempt to 
manufacture consent or create favourable perceptions through 
selective information, propaganda, or emotional appeals. This 
may involve framing issues in a way that hides important 
facts, exaggerates certain threats, or promotes an agenda that 
benefits the ruling group rather than the wider public. Political 
campaigns, media control, and targeted messaging are often 
used to influence public attitudes without allowing space for 
genuine debate or dissent.

A clear example of this can be seen during the Emergency 
period in India (1975–1977), when the government imposed 
strict press censorship and controlled the flow of information. 
Newspapers and broadcasters were prevented from publishing 
material critical of government actions. State-run media 
projected the government’s decisions as necessary for national 
stability and progress, while opposing voices were silenced. 
Slogans such as “Discipline makes the nation great” were widely 
promoted to justify restrictions on freedom and to shape public 
perception in favour of the ruling leadership. By managing 
information and suppressing dissent, the government created 
an artificial sense of approval among citizens. This example 
shows how manipulation of public opinion through censorship 
and propaganda can distort the democratic process and weaken 
the people’s ability to hold power accountable.

While responsive use respects the autonomy and judgement 
of citizens, manipulative use assumes that public opinion can 
be engineered to secure compliance or support. Responsive 
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use strengthens democratic processes, whereas manipulative 
use can weaken them by promoting passive acceptance instead 
of active participation. The difference between the two lies 
in the intent and method. In the responsive approach, the aim 
is to align policies with public needs as they exist in reality. 
Leaders see citizens as partners in governance and seek to make 
informed choices based on reliable feedback. In the manipulative 
approach, the aim is to influence citizens so that their views 
match the leader’s pre-set agenda. Here, public opinion is not 
a guide but a tool to legitimise decisions that may have already 
been taken.

In a functioning democracy, responsive use of public 
opinion is essential for ensuring legitimacy and stability, 
while manipulative use risks eroding public trust and fostering 
cynicism towards political institutions. For this reason, a 
vigilant public, an independent media, and strong institutional 
safeguards are necessary to ensure that public opinion is 
respected as an authentic voice in policymaking rather than a 
resource to be exploited for political advantage.

1.2.3 Critiques of Public Opinion’s Role

The role of public opinion in democracy has been critically 
examined by scholars like Walter Lippmann and John Dewey. 
Lippmann argued that the average citizen lacks the knowledge 
and interest to participate meaningfully in public affairs. Walter 
Lippmann, in his influential works such as Public Opinion 
(1922) and The Phantom Public (1925), offered a strong critique 
of the functioning and limitations of public opinion in modern 
democracies. He questioned the common belief that the general 
public is capable of forming informed and rational opinions on 
complex political matters. 

According to Lippmann, citizens in large societies do not 
have direct access to most political events. Instead, they form 
their views through indirect sources such as newspapers, radio, 
and other media. These sources often present selective or 
simplified accounts of reality, shaping what Lippmann called 
a “pseudo-environment”—a mental picture of the world that 
people construct based on mediated information rather than 
direct experience. This pseudo-environment becomes the basis 
on which individuals interpret events and make judgments about 
politics and society. As a result, public opinion often reflects 
these constructed images or stereotypes rather than an accurate 
understanding of facts.

	�Responsive vs. 
Manipulative Use 
of Public Opinion

	� Importance of 
Safeguarding 
Public Opinion

	� Lippmann’s 
Critique of Public 
Competence

	� Lippmann’s 
Concept 
of Pseudo-
Environment

SG
O

U



21SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

Lippmann argued that the modern world is too vast and 
complicated for ordinary citizens to understand all its details. 
People are occupied with their private lives and cannot devote 
the time or effort needed to study public issues in depth. As a 
result, they rely on simplified narratives, symbols, and emotional 
appeals, which makes their opinions vulnerable to manipulation 
by politicians, interest groups, and the media. He stressed that 
the average citizen does not act as an independent analyst 
of facts but rather responds to pre-packaged interpretations 
provided by opinion leaders. He also pointed out that the idea 
of a single, unified public is misleading. In reality, society 
consists of multiple groups with different interests and levels 
of political awareness. The public often becomes active only 
in moments of crisis, and even then, its response is guided by 
limited understanding of the situation. For Lippmann, this meant 
that public opinion was more reactive than proactive and often 
shaped by short-term emotions rather than consistent principles.

Lippmann did not dismiss the role of the public altogether, 
but he believed that it could not serve as the central decision-
maker in complex policy matters. He argued that decision-
making should be left largely to experts who possess the 
necessary knowledge, training, and access to information. 
The role of the public, in his view, was to choose leaders and 
hold them accountable, rather than to participate directly in 
policy formulation. This perspective challenged the traditional 
democratic ideal that ordinary citizens could and should play a 
decisive role in shaping government policy. Hence, Lippmann’s 
critique of public opinion rested on three main points: first, 
that citizens’ views are shaped by indirect and often distorted 
information; second, that most people lack the time and expertise 
to understand complex issues; and third, that public opinion is 
fragmented, emotional, and easily influenced. His work raised 
important questions about the limits of mass participation in 
democracy and the need for expert guidance in governance. 

John Dewey responded to Walter Lippmann’s concerns 
about the public’s abilities by acknowledging some of 
Lippmann’s observations but offering a more optimistic vision 
of democracy. In his work The Public and Its Problems (1927), 
Dewey agreed that the modern world is complex and that 
ordinary citizens often lack direct knowledge of public affairs. 
He accepted that the public can be uninformed or distracted 
and that communication systems can distort reality. However, 
unlike Lippmann, he did not conclude that democracy should 
rely mainly on experts. Instead, he argued that the solution was 
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to improve the conditions under which citizens form opinions, 
rather than to limit their role in governance.

Dewey believed that the public is not a fixed entity but a 
potential that can be strengthened through education and 
effective communication. He saw the main problem as one of 
communication between citizens, experts, and decision-makers. 
For him, democracy was not merely a system of government 
but a way of life that depends on active participation and 
shared discussion. If the channels of communication were 
expanded and made more transparent, the public could develop 
the knowledge needed to influence policy meaningfully. He 
placed a strong emphasis on education as the foundation of 
an informed and capable public. Dewey argued that schools 
and other learning spaces should prepare individuals not only 
with technical knowledge but also with the habits of critical 
thinking, cooperation, and problem-solving. He saw education 
as a lifelong process that enables citizens to engage with public 
issues and adapt to social changes. By cultivating these habits, 
the public could overcome the passivity and dependence on 
stereotypes that concerned Lippmann.

Dewey also rejected the idea that public opinion is inherently 
fragmented and ineffective. He acknowledged that modern 
society consists of many groups with different interests, but 
he viewed this diversity as a strength if managed through open 
dialogue. He believed that when people communicate freely, 
share experiences, and work together on local problems, they 
can form a more informed and coherent public. In his view, 
democracy works best when it is rooted in local communities, 
where direct participation is possible and relationships are based 
on trust. Furthermore, Dewey argued that experts should not 
replace the public but should serve it by providing accessible 
and relevant information. He recognized the value of specialized 
knowledge but insisted that experts must communicate in ways 
that help citizens understand issues and make informed choices. 
In this model, experts are partners in democratic decision-
making rather than the primary decision-makers.

Hence Dewey responded to Lippmann by accepting that the 
public faces real challenges in understanding complex issues 
but rejecting the idea that these challenges justify side-lining 
democratic participation. He argued that with better education, 
improved communication, and stronger community life, the 
public can play a central role in shaping policy. Dewey’s vision 
maintained faith in democracy as a participatory process, 
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grounded in the belief that citizens, given the right tools and 
opportunities, are capable of responsible self-government.

1.2.4 Media and Public Opinion in Democracy

The media plays a central role in shaping public opinion by 
acting as the primary channel through which citizens receive 
information about political, social, and economic issues. In a 
democracy, most people cannot directly observe events or policy 
decisions, so they depend on newspapers, television, radio, 
and digital platforms to learn about them. The way the media 
selects, presents, and interprets information strongly influences 
how the public understands events and forms opinions. By 
choosing which stories to highlight and which to ignore, the 
media performs a gatekeeping function that determines the 
range of issues that enter public discussion.

One important way the media shape’s public opinion is 
through agenda-setting. This refers to the media’s ability to 
focus public attention on certain issues by giving them more 
coverage. When the media repeatedly reports on a topic, such 
as economic inflation or environmental concerns, the public is 
more likely to see it as urgent or important. While the media 
does not tell people what to think, it powerfully influences what 
people think about. Closely related to this is framing—the way 
the media presents an issue. The choice of language, images, 
and context can lead audiences to view an event or policy in a 
particular light. For example, describing a protest as a public 
demonstration rather than a riot frames it differently and may 
lead to different public reactions.

The media also plays an interpretive role by providing 
analysis, commentary, and expert opinions. This helps people 
make sense of complex topics, but it also opens the door to bias. 
Political leanings of media outlets, ownership interests, and 
editorial policies can influence how stories are presented. As a 
result, different sections of the public may receive contrasting 
narratives about the same event, leading to polarization. The 
rise of social media has intensified this effect, as algorithms 
tend to show users content that aligns with their existing beliefs, 
reinforcing opinion echo chambers. This phenomenon, often 
described as filter bubbles, limits individuals’ exposure to diverse 
perspectives and strengthens pre-existing viewpoints, making 
public opinion more fragmented and less open to dialogue.
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At the same time, the media serves as a watchdog over 
those in power. Investigative journalism exposes corruption, 
policy failures, and abuses of authority, enabling citizens to 
hold leaders accountable. This watchdog function supports 
democratic transparency and strengthens the ability of the public 
to make informed choices. However, commercial pressures can 
sometimes push media organizations to prioritize sensational 
or entertainment-driven content over in-depth reporting, which 
can weaken this role. The media also has a mobilizing function. 
It can encourage public participation by providing information 
about elections, protests, policy debates, and opportunities for 
civic engagement. Campaign coverage, political advertising, 
and candidate interviews influence voter perceptions and can 
shape electoral outcomes. In times of crisis, the media can rally 
public support for collective action, as seen in natural disasters 
or national security emergencies.

In short, the media shapes public opinion by determining 
which issues receive attention, framing how they are understood, 
offering interpretations, acting as a watchdog, and mobilizing 
citizens for action. While it can empower the public by providing 
timely and accurate information, it can also mislead or fragment 
opinion when influenced by bias, commercial interests, or 
technological algorithms. In a democratic society, the media’s 
impact on public opinion makes its independence, credibility, 
and responsibility essential to the health of the political process.

1.2.5 Public Opinion and Elections

In democratic societies, elections are the most direct and 
institutionalised means for citizens to express public opinion. 
Through voting, individuals communicate their preferences 
regarding political leaders, parties, and policies. Elections 
transform scattered and diverse opinions in society into 
measurable outcomes that guide the formation of governments 
and the direction of public policy. By choosing representatives, 
citizens indicate their approval or disapproval of the performance 
of incumbents, as well as their support for specific policy 
proposals. This process ensures that those in power remain 
accountable to the people, as they must seek renewed mandates 
at regular intervals.

Elections also act as a collective mechanism for translating 
individual opinions into a structured political will. Political parties 
present manifestos outlining their positions on economic, social, 
and foreign policy issues. Voters, in turn, evaluate these platforms 
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along with the past records of candidates. The aggregation of 
votes in an election reflects the balance of support for competing 
visions of governance. In this way, elections provide a peaceful 
and orderly means of settling political disputes and determining 
the legitimate authority to govern. Campaigns play a key role 
in linking public opinion and elections. During the campaign 
period, parties and candidates actively seek to influence voter 
attitudes through speeches, debates, advertisements, and direct 
engagement. Voters are exposed to alternative perspectives 
and policy choices, which helps them form more informed 
opinions. At the same time, campaigns give political actors an 
opportunity to gauge public mood through opinion polls, rallies, 
and feedback from grassroots activities. This interaction ensures 
that electoral outcomes are shaped not only by long-standing 
loyalties but also by current public concerns.

Elections also function as a form of feedback in a democratic 
system. A victory for the ruling party can signal public approval 
of its policies, while a defeat may indicate dissatisfaction and 
a demand for change. This feedback influences future policy-
making, as elected leaders adjust their priorities to align 
more closely with voter expectations. In systems with regular 
elections, this cyclical process reinforces the responsiveness 
of governments to public opinion, even between election 
periods. Beyond the choice of leaders, elections often serve as 
indirect referenda on specific issues. For example, when a party 
campaigns strongly on a particular policy, a decisive electoral 
result in its favour can be interpreted as public endorsement of 
that policy. In some democracies, direct referenda and initiatives 
are also used alongside regular elections, allowing citizens to 
vote directly on laws or constitutional amendments. This further 
strengthens the connection between public opinion and policy 
outcomes.

Elections are a central institution through which public 
opinion is expressed, aggregated, and translated into political 
authority in democratic societies. They provide a structured 
process for citizens to evaluate leaders, endorse policies, and 
influence the direction of governance. By ensuring that political 
power depends on the consent of the governed, elections not 
only reflect public opinion but also help shape it, making 
them essential to the functioning and legitimacy of democratic 
systems.
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1.2.6 Public Opinion in Authoritarian vs.  
Democratic Systems

Public opinion operates under very different conditions in 
authoritarian and democratic systems because of the contrasting 
political environments, institutional frameworks, and degrees 
of freedom in each. In democratic systems, public opinion is 
considered a central force in governance. Citizens have the 
right to freely express their views, access diverse sources 
of information, and participate in competitive elections. 
Governments depend on public support to maintain legitimacy 
and remain in power, which creates a strong incentive to respond 
to the needs and preferences of the population. Public opinion 
here functions as both a guide for policy-making and a check 
on political authority, reinforced by a free press, independent 
institutions, and active civil society.

In authoritarian systems, the relationship between public 
opinion and governance is far more controlled and limited. 
These regimes do not rely on competitive elections for 
legitimacy, and power is concentrated in the hands of a ruling 
elite or leader. Public opinion is often managed rather than 
openly solicited, with the state controlling media and restricting 
political freedoms. The flow of information is tightly regulated 
to present a favourable image of the regime, while dissenting 
voices are censored or punished. As a result, public opinion in 
such systems is shaped heavily by state propaganda and is less 
likely to reflect independent or critical viewpoints.

A key distinction lies in the openness of expression. In 
democracies, citizens can openly criticise leaders and policies 
without fear of reprisal, and such criticism can lead to changes in 
governance through elections or public pressure. In authoritarian 
regimes, however, expressing dissent may carry significant 
risks, leading to self-censorship and silence among those who 
hold minority or opposing views. This tendency is explained 
by Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann’s Spiral of Silence theory, which 
suggests that individuals are less likely to voice opinions they 
perceive as unpopular for fear of social isolation or punishment. 
As a result, a visible consensus may emerge that does not truly 
reflect the diversity of views within society. This creates a gap 
between actual opinion and what is publicly visible, making it 
difficult to measure genuine public sentiment in non-democratic 
contexts.
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The mechanisms for translating public opinion into policy 
also differ. In democracies, elected representatives, parties, 
and public institutions actively seek and respond to voter 
preferences through legislation, public consultations, and open 
debates. Media outlets compete to inform and influence public 
attitudes, and opinion polls are conducted openly to gauge 
trends. In authoritarian systems, public opinion is rarely a direct 
driver of policy. Instead, it may be monitored secretly through 
controlled surveys or surveillance, mainly to prevent unrest or to 
adjust propaganda strategies. Policies are determined primarily 
by the leadership’s priorities, with limited consideration for 
independent public demands.

Symbolic participation further distinguishes the two 
systems. Democratic participation—through voting, protests, 
petitions, and civic engagement—has genuine consequences 
for governance. In authoritarian systems, participation is 
often staged through controlled elections, rallies, or state-
led organisations to create the appearance of public support. 
Such activities serve the regime’s image rather than enabling 
meaningful influence over decision-making. Hence, public 
opinion in democratic systems functions as an active and 
influential element of governance, supported by freedoms 
of expression, association, and information. In authoritarian 
systems, it is shaped, restricted, and often manufactured to 
sustain regime stability. While democracies treat public opinion 
as a source of legitimacy and a basis for policy-making, 
authoritarian regimes view it as something to be managed to 
prevent challenges to their authority.

	�Mechanisms of 
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Summarised Overview

Public opinion is the collective view of a significant segment of society on matters of 
common concern. It differs from mass opinion, which is often immediate and short-lived, 
and from elite opinion, which reflects the views of influential groups. Historically, its 
roots lie in ancient civic assemblies, later shaped by Enlightenment ideals of reason, free 
expression, and accountability. In India, it evolved through social reform movements, 
the freedom struggle, and democratic institutions. Thinkers interpret it differently: 
Walter Lippmann saw it as perceptions shaped by indirect experiences, largely mediated 
by the press; John Dewey stressed the need for education and communication to make 
citizens active participants. Public opinion is collective, issue-specific, dynamic, and 
shaped through political socialisation, education, and media. In democracies, it guides 
policymaking, legitimises authority, and reflects social diversity, making it central to 
participatory governance.
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Self-Assessment Questions
1.	 What is the normative role of public opinion in democratic theory?

2.	 How does the concept of the “will of the people” relate to representative democra-
cy?

3.	 In what ways can public opinion influence policymaking?

4.	 What is the difference between responsive and manipulative use of public opinion?

5.	 What are the main arguments presented by Walter Lippmann in his critique of pub-
lic opinion?

6.	 How did John Dewey respond to Lippmann’s concerns about the public’s capabil-
ities?

7.	 How do misinformation and ignorance affect the formation of public opinion?

8.	 What role does the media play in shaping public opinion?

9.	 How do elections serve as a medium for expressing public opinion in democratic 
societies?

10.	How does public opinion function differently in authoritarian political systems 
compared to democratic systems?

Assignment 

1.	 Critically evaluate the role of public opinion in policymaking with examples from 
recent democratic contexts.

2.	 Compare and contrast Lippmann’s and Dewey’s views on the competence of the 
public in democratic decision-making.

3.	 Analyse the influence of media framing on public opinion and its consequences for 
democratic accountability.

4.	 Discuss the ethical implications of manipulating public opinion in democratic gov-
ernance.

5.	 Explore the differences in the expression and control of public opinion in democratic 
and authoritarian regimes.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After the completion of this unit, learner will be able to:

Uses of Opinion Polls in 
Democratic Process

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

•	 understand the concept, historical development, and methodological foundations of 

opinion polls in democratic political systems.

•	 analyse the benefits and limitations of opinion polls in influencing governance,  

public policy, and electoral behaviour.

•	 evaluate the legal and ethical dimensions governing the conduct and publication of 

opinion and exit polls in India.

•	 explore the psychological and behavioural effects of opinion polls on voter  

decision-making, including the bandwagon and underdog effects.

Background 

Opinion polls have emerged as an indispensable tool in modern democracies, offering 
a structured method to capture and analyze public sentiment on political, social, and 
economic issues. The origins of scientific polling can be traced to the early 20th century, 
with a major turning point occurring during the 1936 U.S. presidential election. The 
Literary Digest magazine, which had successfully predicted several earlier elections, 
conducted a massive poll based on millions of mailed questionnaires. However, its 
reliance on telephone directories and automobile registrations led to a biased sample that 
overrepresented wealthier Americans, resulting in a famously incorrect prediction of Alf 
Landon’s victory over Franklin D. Roosevelt. In contrast, George Gallup, using a smaller 
but scientifically selected sample, accurately forecast Roosevelt’s win. This success 
demonstrated the reliability of representative sampling and established the foundation 
for modern opinion polling.

In India, organizations such as the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) 
have institutionalized this practice, applying similar scientific methods to understand 
political behaviour and electoral trends. Opinion polls serve dual purposes: they inform 
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policymakers about citizens’ preferences and provide voters with comparative insights 
that can shape their choices. However, their role extends beyond representation—they 
actively influence public discourse, campaign strategies, and even voter expectations. 
Despite their growing importance, polls are frequently criticized for methodological 
errors, manipulation risks, and ethical concerns, particularly in polarized political 
climates. Legal frameworks, such as those enforced by the Election Commission of 
India, seek to ensure fairness by regulating the timing and dissemination of poll data 
during elections. Therefore, understanding how opinion polls developed, function, 
and influence democratic systems remains essential for students, researchers, and 
practitioners in political science and governance.

Keywords

Opinion Polls, Democratic Process, Sampling Techniques, Exit Polls, Electoral 
Behaviour, Bandwagon Effect, Ethical Standards

Discussion

1.3.1 Introduction to Opinion Polls

Opinion polls are systematic methods of collecting 
information about the attitudes, preferences, and expectations 
of a defined population, usually on political, social, or economic 
issues. They involve selecting a sample that represents the 
larger population and asking structured questions to gather data 
that can be analysed to understand public sentiment. Opinion 
polls are widely used in democratic societies to measure support 
for political parties, candidates, and policies, and they also play 
a role in marketing, social research, and policy planning. By 
providing a snapshot of public opinion at a given time, they 
help decision-makers, media, and the public gauge trends and 
anticipate electoral or policy outcomes.

The origins of opinion polling can be traced back to the early 
forms of public sentiment measurement in the 19th century. 
Before scientific polling methods were developed, newspapers 
and magazines often conducted informal “straw polls” in 
which readers or small groups of people were asked their 
views, especially during election periods. These early efforts 
lacked methodological rigour because they relied on self-
selected participants and unrepresentative samples, but they 
demonstrated the growing interest in systematically gauging 
public opinion.

	�Definition and 
Purpose of 
Opinion Polls

	�Historical Origins 
of Opinion 
Polling
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A major step toward modern opinion polling came in 
the 1930s with the work of pioneers such as George Gallup, 
Elmo Roper, and Archibald Crossley in the United States. 
Gallup’s development of scientific sampling methods marked 
a significant advance. He introduced the concept of selecting 
a small but representative sample of the population, enabling 
more accurate predictions. Gallup’s approach gained credibility 
when his polls successfully predicted the outcome of the 1936 
U.S. presidential election, in contrast to the Literary Digest poll, 
which failed badly due to its flawed sampling techniques. This 
event demonstrated the importance of using carefully designed 
methods rather than large but biased samples.

From the mid-20th century onwards, opinion polling 
expanded in scope and sophistication. Advances in survey 
techniques, question design, and statistical analysis improved 
accuracy and reliability. The post-war period saw the rise of 
polling agencies around the world, making public opinion 
research a regular feature of democratic politics. Governments, 
political parties, and media organisations increasingly relied 
on polls to track public attitudes on a range of issues. The late 
20th and early 21st centuries brought technological changes that 
reshaped opinion polling. Telephone surveys became common 
in the 1970s and 1980s, enabling faster data collection. More 
recently, the growth of the internet and mobile technology has 
led to the widespread use of online polls, which can reach large 
numbers of respondents quickly and at lower cost. 

The Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) 

In India, institutions like the Centre for the Study of 
Developing Societies (CSDS) have played a central role in 
conducting political opinion polls. The Centre for the Study 
of Developing Societies (CSDS) has played a leading role in 
the growth and professionalisation of opinion polling in India. 
Established in 1963 in New Delhi as an independent research 
institute, CSDS was initially focused on political theory, 
democratic processes, and development issues. Over time, it 
became a pioneer in the field of empirical political research 
in India, combining academic rigour with systematic data 
collection on public attitudes. Through its Lokniti Programme 
for Comparative Democracy, CSDS has built one of the most 
respected networks for conducting opinion polls and election 
studies in the country.

	� Emergence of 
Scientific Polling

	� Expansion and 
Technological 
Advances in 
Opinion Polling

	�Opinion Polling 
in India: The Role 
of CSDS
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CSDS’s involvement in Indian polling began with the aim 
of going beyond mere election forecasting to study deeper 
patterns in political behaviour. Its surveys are designed not 
only to measure voter preferences but also to explore the social, 
economic, and cultural factors shaping political attitudes. This 
approach has distinguished CSDS from commercial polling 
agencies, as its research emphasises long-term trends and the 
democratic implications of public opinion, rather than short-term 
predictions alone. One of CSDS’s most significant contributions 
is the National Election Study (NES), conducted regularly since 
1967 in collaboration with various universities and research 
organisations. The NES is one of the largest post-election 
surveys in the world, covering a representative sample of voters 
across India. It collects detailed data on voting behaviour, issue 
priorities, party loyalties, and perceptions of governance. By 
maintaining continuity in its survey design, CSDS has created 
a valuable database that allows researchers to track changes in 
Indian politics over decades. CSDS also conducts pre-election 
and post-election polls in partnership with media organisations, 
particularly during parliamentary and state assembly elections. 
These surveys have brought greater visibility to polling in India 
and have helped establish higher standards for fieldwork and 
sampling. The organisation places strong emphasis on face-to-
face interviews, which are often necessary in a country with 
significant linguistic, cultural, and technological diversity. 
This approach allows for more reliable data in rural and less 
connected regions, where telephone or online surveys may not 
be effective.

Beyond elections, CSDS has carried out issue-based opinion 
polls on topics such as governance, social justice, economic 
reforms, and foreign policy. These studies provide policymakers, 
academics, and the public with insights into how citizens view 
major national and local issues. The Lokniti network has also 
trained a generation of political scientists and field researchers 
in survey methodology, data analysis, and interpretation, 
contributing to the development of political research capacity 
in India.

1.3.2 Methodology of Opinion Polls

The reliability of an opinion poll depends heavily on its 
methodology. Key components include:

	f Sampling techniques: Pollsters use random sampling or 

	�CSDS and the 
National Election 
Study (NES)

	� Issue-Based 
Polling and 
Capacity Building 
by CSDS
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stratified sampling to ensure that different sections of the 

population are adequately represented. A good sample mir-

rors the age, gender, caste, region, and other social divisions 

of the larger population.

	f Questionnaires: The design of the questionnaire is crucial. 

Questions must be clear, unbiased, and relevant to the issue 

being studied.

	f Data collection and analysis: Data is collected through var-

ious modes—face-to-face interviews, phone calls, or online 

surveys. The results are then statistically analyzed to esti-

mate broader public opinion.

	f Exit polls and pre-election polls: Pre-election polls gauge 

voter intentions before elections, while exit polls are con-

ducted on voting day to understand how people actually 

voted.

1.3.3 Benefits of Opinion Polls

Opinion polls serve several important functions in a 
democratic political system. One of their primary benefits is 
that they provide direct feedback to policymakers. By gauging 
public sentiment on key issues, political leaders and government 
officials can understand what people expect from governance 
and policy implementation. This feedback mechanism enhances 
democratic responsiveness, allowing for course corrections or 
modifications in public policy based on citizens' preferences. 
For example, if a large proportion of the population disapproves 
of a particular law or government initiative, this information can 
prompt a re-evaluation of the measure.

Additionally, opinion polls help inform the electorate. By 
publishing data on public attitudes toward political parties, 
candidates, and policies, polls contribute to a more informed 
citizenry. Voters can use this information to reflect on the broader 
political climate, compare their views with those of others, and 
make more conscious choices during elections. Furthermore, 
academic researchers and media organizations extensively use 
opinion poll data to analyze political trends, voter behavior, and 
democratic engagement. These insights contribute to political 
studies and enhance the general understanding of electoral 
politics and governance.

	�Methodological 
Factors Ensuring 
Poll Reliability

	� Feedback 
Mechanism in 
Democracy

	� Informing the 
Electorate and 
Research

SG
O

U



36 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

1.3.4 Criticisms and Limitations of Opinion Polls

Opinion polls have become a regular feature of modern 
political and social life. They are often used to measure public 
attitudes on elections, policies, and social issues. However, 
their reliability and influence have been questioned on 
several grounds. Critics point out that while polls can provide 
useful snapshots of public opinion, they are not free from 
methodological weaknesses, biases, and unintended effects on 
democratic processes. One of the major criticisms is related to 
sampling errors. Opinion polls are based on the responses of a 
selected group of people, and this group is expected to represent 
the wider population. If the sample is too small, unbalanced, 
or unrepresentative, the results may be misleading. Even with 
scientific sampling methods, there is always a margin of error, 
which refers to the range within which the true value of public 
opinion may differ from the poll’s reported result. For example, 
a poll showing that a political party has 45% support with a 
margin of error of ±3% means that actual support could lie 
anywhere between 42% and 48%. The margin of error reflects 
the natural uncertainty that arises from using a sample instead 
of surveying the entire population. When this range is ignored 
or misinterpreted, it can lead to exaggerated claims about the 
accuracy or significance of poll findings.

A second concern is question framing and wording. The way 
a question is phrased can strongly influence the kind of answers 
people give. Leading questions, complex wording, or emotionally 
loaded terms can shape responses in a particular direction. This 
problem is particularly serious in politically sensitive topics, 
where subtle changes in wording can alter the perceived level of 
support or opposition. Another criticism involves non-response 
bias. Many people choose not to participate in opinion polls, and 
their views may differ significantly from those who do respond. 
This can distort the overall results, especially if certain groups 
in society are consistently underrepresented, such as the elderly, 
the poor, or those living in rural areas.

Polls are also criticised for their timing. Opinions can change 
rapidly in response to events, campaigns, or news reports. A poll 
conducted weeks before an election may not reflect the views 
of voters on polling day. Similarly, a single-day poll might 
capture temporary reactions rather than long-term opinions. 
The influence of opinion polls on public behaviour is another 
point of criticism. Poll results can shape how people think about 
issues and candidates, sometimes creating a bandwagon effect, 

	� Limitations of 
Opinion Polls

	�Question Design 
and Response 
Bias

	� Timing and 
Influence on 
Public Behaviour
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where voters support the candidate perceived to be winning, or 
an underdog effect, where sympathy is directed towards those 
trailing in the polls. In either case, polls can influence outcomes 
rather than merely reflect them.

Commercial and political interests can also affect the 
neutrality of polls. In some cases, polls may be commissioned 
with the intention of promoting a particular narrative, and the 
results may be selectively released or interpreted to serve that 
purpose. This undermines public trust in polling as an objective 
measure of opinion. Finally, there is the broader argument that 
over-reliance on opinion polls can distort democratic priorities. 
Elected representatives may focus excessively on short-term 
shifts in public mood rather than on long-term policy needs, 
reducing the scope for informed and principled decision-making.

1.3.5 Legal and Ethical Issues

The conduct and publication of opinion polls are subject to 
legal and ethical scrutiny, especially during sensitive periods 
such as elections. In India, the Election Commission of India 
(ECI) has established guidelines to regulate the timing and 
dissemination of opinion and exit polls. The Election Commission 
of India (ECI) recognises that opinion polls can influence voter 
perceptions during the election process. While opinion polls are 
not entirely prohibited in India, their conduct and publication 
are subject to certain legal and procedural restrictions aimed at 
ensuring a free and fair electoral environment. The regulation 
of opinion polls falls within the broader framework of the 
Representation of the People Act, 1951, and the powers of the 
ECI under Article 324 of the Constitution to supervise elections.

The primary legal measure relating to opinion polls is Section 
126A of the Representation of the People Act, 1951. This 
provision, inserted through an amendment in 2008, prohibits the 
conduct and publication of exit polls from the start of polling 
in the first phase until the conclusion of voting in the last phase 
of the election. The term exit poll is defined broadly to include 
any survey, public opinion, or forecast about the results of an 
election based on information collected from voters after they 
have cast their vote. Violation of this provision attracts penalties, 
including fines and imprisonment.

While Section 126A specifically addresses exit polls, the ECI 
also issues guidelines to regulate the conduct and dissemination 
of pre-election opinion polls. The Commission, using its 

	�Biases and Impact 
on Democratic 
Decision-Making

	� Legal and Ethical 
Regulation of 
Opinion Polls

	� Legal Regulation 
of Exit Polls
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constitutional powers, requires that the results of opinion polls 
not be published during the 48 hours preceding the conclusion of 
polling in any constituency. This restriction aligns with Section 
126(1 )(b) of the Representation of the People Act, which 
prohibits election campaign activities, including the display or 
broadcast of election-related content, during the silence period 
before the close of polling.

The ECI has also issued advisory guidelines to media 
organisations, political parties, and poll agencies regarding 
opinion polls. These guidelines emphasise transparency in 
methodology, disclosure of sample size, geographical coverage, 
margin of error, and details of the organisation conducting the 
poll. The objective is to prevent misleading or fabricated data 
from influencing voters. While these guidelines do not have the 
same legal force as statutory provisions, the ECI can take action 
against violators by invoking its authority to ensure the integrity 
of the electoral process.

In addition to statutory and procedural controls, the Press 
Council of India and the News Broadcasters and Digital 
Association have adopted self-regulatory codes that require 
adherence to professional standards in reporting opinion polls. 
The ECI often reminds media houses of these codes during 
election periods. Ethical concerns in opinion polling include the 
need for transparency in methodology, protection of respondent 
anonymity, and the responsibility to avoid misleading 
interpretations. Media outlets have a crucial role in upholding 
these standards. Journalistic codes of conduct emphasize the 
importance of reporting poll results with appropriate caveats, 
such as sample size, margin of error, and methodology used. 
Misrepresentation or selective reporting of poll findings can 
misguide the public and distort democratic discourse. Thus, 
maintaining ethical standards in both the conduct and reporting 
of opinion polls is essential to preserve public trust.

1.3.6 Impact of Opinion Polls on Voter Behaviour

Opinion polls can significantly influence voter behaviour, 
sometimes creating psychological effects that alter the dynamics 
of an election. Two important patterns observed in this regard 
are the bandwagon effect and the underdog effect. Both describe 
how voters respond to perceived popularity or unpopularity of 
candidates during an election campaign, but in opposite ways. 

The bandwagon effect occurs when voters tend to support 

	� ECI Guidelines 
on Pre-Election 
Opinion Polls

	� ECI Advisory 
Guidelines

	� Ethical Standards 
and Media 
Responsibility
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Impact of 
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the party or candidate who appears to be leading in opinion 
polls. This effect rests on the idea that people prefer to side 
with a winner, either because they want their vote to be part 
of a winning outcome or because they believe the popular 
choice reflects the most acceptable or capable option. In this 
sense, opinion polls can create a momentum where a leading 
candidate attracts more undecided voters, further strengthening 
their position. Media coverage can intensify this by repeatedly 
projecting the lead, making it seem more decisive than it 
might actually be. For instance, if surveys consistently show a 
particular party ahead, some voters may change their preference 
in favour of that party, believing it to be the likely winner. 
However, some scholars suggest an alternative interpretation 
called cue-taking behaviour, where voters use polls not to follow 
the majority blindly, but as a social cue to gather information 
about the popularity or credibility of candidates before making 
an independent decision.

In contrast, the underdog effect describes a situation where 
voters rally behind the candidate or party that appears to be 
trailing in opinion polls. This may happen because voters 
sympathise with those seen as disadvantaged or because 
they perceive the polls as unfair or inaccurate. The underdog 
effect can also be fuelled by the belief that a trailing candidate 
offers fresh ideas or represents the interests of groups that feel 
marginalised. When voters think a weaker candidate still has 
a chance to upset the odds, they may be motivated to support 
them as a form of protest against dominant political forces.

The extent to which these effects operate depends on several 
factors, including the political culture, the level of trust in 
opinion polls, the competitiveness of the election, and the 
media environment. In societies where polls are trusted and 
widely publicised, the bandwagon effect may be more common, 
as voters rely heavily on poll results to guide their decisions. 
Conversely, in settings where polls are viewed with suspicion, or 
where there is a strong tradition of anti-establishment sentiment, 
the underdog effect may have greater influence. Both effects 
can have significant implications for democratic processes. 
The bandwagon effect may distort the genuine preferences of 
voters, as some people abandon their original choice in favour 
of the likely winner. This can reduce the diversity of political 
representation and make elections more about perceived 
momentum than policy debate. The underdog effect, on the other 
hand, may energise political competition by giving struggling 
candidates unexpected support, but it can also lead to outcomes 
that do not reflect earlier trends in public opinion.

	� The Bandwagon 
Effect

	� The Underdog 
Effect
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Summarised Overview

Opinion polls systematically gather information on public attitudes through 
representative sampling and structured questioning, widely used in politics, policy, and 
research. Modern polling emerged in the 1930s with George Gallup’s scientific sampling 
methods, replacing earlier unrepresentative “straw polls.” In India, the Centre for the 
Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) has led in professionalising polling, notably 
through its National Election Study, which examines voting patterns and socio-political 
factors. Reliable polls require sound sampling, clear questions, and accurate analysis. 
They inform policymakers, educate voters, and support academic study but face criticisms 
over sampling errors, biased wording, non-response, timing issues, and potential influence 
on voter behaviour. Polls can create a bandwagon effect, favouring perceived leaders, 
or an underdog effect, boosting trailing candidates. In India, the Election Commission 
regulates opinion and exit polls under the Representation of the People Act to ensure 
fairness, with emphasis on transparency, ethical conduct, and responsible reporting to 
maintain public trust.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What are opinion polls, and how did they develop historically?

2.	 How do sampling techniques influence the reliability of opinion polls?

3.	 What is the role of the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) in 
Indian polling?

4.	 What are the main differences between pre-election polls and exit polls?

5.	 In what ways can opinion polls inform public policy?

6.	 Discuss the primary criticisms associated with opinion polling.

7.	 How do bandwagon and underdog effects impact voter behaviour?

8.	 What legal measures has the Election Commission of India implemented to regu-
late opinion polls?

9.	 How can question framing lead to biased poll results?

10.	What ethical responsibilities do media outlets have when reporting opinion poll 
findings?

SG
O

U



41SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

Assignment 

1.	 Critically analyse the methodological strengths and weaknesses of opinion polls in 
Indian electoral politics.

2.	 Evaluate the impact of opinion polls on democratic participation and voter auton-
omy.

3.	 Explore the ethical dilemmas in conducting and publishing opinion polls with ex-
amples from recent elections.

4.	 Assess the role of the Election Commission of India in regulating exit and opinion 
polls.

5.	 Discuss the implications of opinion polling on political campaigns and electoral 
outcomes in contemporary India.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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BLOCK 2BLOCK 2
Measuring Public Opinion: Measuring Public Opinion: 
Tools And TechniquesTools And Techniques
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Upon  completion of  this unit, learner will be able to:

Measuring Public Opinion: 
Sampling Method for  

Measuring Public Opinion

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
1

•	 evaluate the theoretical foundations and historical evolution of sampling  

methodology.

•	 distinguish between probability and non-probability sampling methods.

•	 apply probability sampling techniques to public opinion research scenarios, 

demonstrating the ability to select appropriate sampling frames, and design  

representative samples.

•	 critically analyse the strengths and limitations of various sampling methods.

•	 design methodologically sound sampling strategies that balance practical  

constraints (cost, time, accessibility) with research objectives.

Background 

In 1895, when Anders Kiaer proposed that a small, carefully selected sample could 
represent an entire population, the statistical establishment responded with dismissive 
incredulity. The prevailing wisdom held that only complete enumerations—counting 
every single person—could provide reliable information. The notion that examining a 
fraction could reveal truths about the whole seemed not just impractical but theoretically 
unsound. Yet over the following decades, as mathematical theory evolved and practical 
applications proved successful, sampling methodology transformed from a controversial 
proposal into an essential instrument of social science. Today, when a news anchor 
announces that "according to a survey of 1,000 voters," audiences generally accept 
that this small number can meaningfully represent millions. This acceptance, however, 
rests on a sophisticated foundation of probability theory, careful design, and rigorous 
implementation. Understanding how researchers navigate the tension between practical 
constraints and theoretical ideals—how they transform abstract populations into 
concrete samples, how they balance cost against precision, and how they ensure that 
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their miniature truly mirrors the whole—is fundamental to appreciating both the power 
and the limitations of public opinion measurement in contemporary democracies.

Keywords

Probability sampling, Non-probability sampling, Representativeness, Selection 
bias, Sampling frame, Stratification, Clustering, Random selection, Sampling error, 
Generalizability, Purposive sampling

Discussion

Public opinion is defined as the collective perspectives, 
preferences, and attitudes of individuals on issues, policies, 
political candidates and so on. It acts as a vital feedback 
mechanism in democracies, guiding leaders, informing laws, 
and shaping public policy. Effective measurement of public 
opinion ensures that governance aligns with the needs and 
preferences of the populace, providing legitimacy to democratic 
processes. At its core, public opinion measurement relies on 
scientific approaches for collecting, analyzing, and interpreting 
data that reflects the attitudes, beliefs, and preferences of a 
population. 

The measurement of public opinion presents researchers 
with a fundamental challenge: how can we understand what 
millions of people think by examining the views of only a small 
fraction of that population? This apparent impossibility becomes 
achievable through the theory and practice of sampling, an 
important tool of research that has evolved over more than a 
century to become the cornerstone of credible opinion research. 
Understanding sampling methods is not merely a technical 
exercise but rather a crucial foundation for anyone seeking 
to interpret or conduct public opinion research in democratic 
societies.

Sampling that is the process of selecting a representative 
subset of individuals from the whole—is central to ensuring 
that these measurements are accurate, reliable, and actionable. 
Sampling forms the backbone for most public opinion polls, 
surveys, market research efforts, and academic studies focused 
on population attitudes. Sampling methods are designed to 
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provide reliable insights about an entire population using 
information collected from a manageable, representative subset. 
It is impractical—both logistically and financially—to survey 
every member of a public, especially in large populations; 
hence, scientifically chosen samples are necessary. Good 
sampling methods give every member of the target group an 
equal or known chance of being selected, ensuring that the 
sample mirrors the diversity and composition of the broader 
population.​

2.1.1 The Foundation of Modern Sampling

The journey of sampling as a scientific tool began in 1895 
when Anders Kiaer, director of the Norwegian Central Bureau of 
Statistics, presented a revolutionary proposal to the International 
Statistical Institute in Berne. At that time, the prevailing 
wisdom among statisticians favoured complete enumerations 
of populations through censuses or administrative records. The 
notion that a miniature version of a population could accurately 
mirror the characteristics of the whole seemed implausible, if 
not impossible. This skepticism was captured in von Mayr's 
dismissive declaration that there should be no calculation 
where direct observation is possible. Yet Kiaer's vision laid the 
groundwork for what would become an indispensable tool in 
understanding public sentiment.

What makes sampling particularly relevant to public opinion 
research is its applied nature. Contrary to common perception, 
survey sampling is not primarily a branch of mathematical 
statistics requiring advanced theoretical knowledge to appreciate 
its principles. Rather, it is a practical discipline that demands 
deep understanding of populations, their characteristics, and 
the objectives of inquiry. The reasoning underlying sample 
design, while often expressed in mathematical notation, does 
not inherently require mathematics to grasp its fundamental 
logic. This accessibility makes it possible for researchers, 
policymakers, and informed citizens to engage meaningfully 
with how public opinion is measured.

2.1.2 The Quest for Representative Samples

At the heart of sampling methodology lies a tension between 
two approaches that emerged in the early twentieth century. 
One branch emphasised representativeness through purposive 
selection, where investigators used their judgment to choose 
units representing important aspects of the population. This 
approach evolved into what became known in market research 
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as quota sampling, where interviewers were assigned targets 
for completing interviews with people meeting pre-specified 
characteristics. The appeal of this method lay in its intuitive 
logic: if we ensure our sample mirrors known population 
characteristics, surely it will accurately reflect population 
opinion.

The alternative approach favoured mechanical neutrality 
over human judgment, selecting units through probability 
mechanisms such as random numbers. This method of random 
selection found favour among statisticians and became more 
common in official statistics. However, it initially faced 
resistance from practitioners who felt that simple random 
sampling restricted their flexibility to incorporate knowledge 
about population structure. The breakthrough came in 1934 
when Polish mathematician Jerzy Neyman demonstrated that 
sample designs should be evaluated not by individual outcomes 
but by the distribution of all possible outcomes they might 
produce. This concept of the sampling distribution provided 
the theoretical foundation for comparing different sampling 
approaches.

The crucial distinction between probability and non-
probability sampling centres on selection bias. Freedom from 
selection bias represents the most important reason for employing 
probability sampling methods in public opinion research. 
When samples are selected through probability mechanisms, 
every element in the population has a known, non-zero chance 
of selection. This characteristic enables researchers to make 
valid statistical inferences about the population, complete 
with measures of precision and uncertainty. In contrast, non-
probability methods, no matter how carefully executed, cannot 
provide such assurances because the selection process introduces 
unknown biases that cannot be quantified or corrected through 
statistical means.

2.1.3 The Architecture of Sample Design

Understanding sample design requires recognizing that it 
involves manipulating the probabilities of different sample 
outcomes. Using simple random sampling as a benchmark, 
where every possible combination of elements has equal 
probability of selection, other designs strategically increase 
or decrease the probabilities of particular combinations. This 
manipulation allows researchers to improve precision, reduce 
costs, or achieve specific analytical objectives.
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Stratification exemplifies how thoughtful design improves 
sample quality. By dividing the population into subgroups 
based on characteristics related to the variables of interest 
and sampling from each subgroup, researchers increase the 
likelihood of obtaining samples that better represent population 
diversity. For measuring public opinion about contentious 
issues, this might involve ensuring representation from 
different political affiliations, geographic regions, age groups, 
or educational backgrounds. Stratification typically increases 
precision without additional cost, making it a nearly universal 
feature of well-designed opinion surveys.

Clustering represents another fundamental design element, 
though with different implications. For practical and economic 
reasons, national opinion surveys cannot feasibly select 
individuals directly as sampling units. Instead, they first select 
aggregations such as counties, towns, or neighbourhoods, then 
sample individuals within selected clusters. This approach 
dramatically reduces costs, particularly for face-to-face surveys 
requiring interviewers to travel to respondents' locations. 
However, clustering typically reduces precision because 
people within clusters tend to be more similar to each other 
than to people in other clusters. This homogeneity means 
cluster samples are generally less representative than samples 
distributing respondents more widely.

The practical implementation of sampling depends critically 
on the availability and quality of sampling frames: lists or 
procedures that provide access to population elements. The 
evolution of sampling methods has been shaped fundamentally 
by the nature of available frames in different contexts. In 
Scandinavia and the Netherlands, comprehensive population 
registers maintained by the state provide excellent frames for 
selecting probability samples of individuals. These register-
based systems enable fresh sample selection for each survey, 
with efficient updating to reflect population changes.

2.1.4 The Mode of Conducting Sampling

The telephone revolutionised opinion polling by providing 
access to respondents at dramatically lower cost than face-to-
face interviewing. The development of random digit dialing in 
the 1970s enabled probability sampling of telephone numbers, 
overcoming the limitation of telephone directories that excluded 
unlisted numbers. Sophisticated methods evolved to improve 
efficiency, with list-assisted random digit dialing becoming the 
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dominant approach by identifying working blocks of telephone 
numbers and sampling within them. This methodology enabled 
academic and social research organizations to achieve response 
rates around seventy percent in favourable conditions.

However, the telephone survey landscape has transformed 
dramatically in recent decades. Response rates have declined 
precipitously, with rates above fifty percent now rare except 
for high-cost surveys with extensive follow-up efforts. The 
proliferation of privacy protection systems, caller identification, 
and mobile phones has created increasingly formidable barriers. 
Legal restrictions on calling mobile phones, combined with the 
personal nature of mobile devices, complicate sampling mobile 
users. These challenges suggest that telephone surveys may 
face an uncertain future.

Pre-election polling illustrates both the power and limitations 
of sampling methods for measuring public opinion. The 
frames generally available for selection do not identify either 
registered voters or those who will actually vote. This creates an 
unusual situation where over-coverage represents a significant 
problem, as sampling frames include many people who will not 
participate in the election. Traditional approaches attempt to 
address this through likely voter models that screen respondents 
based on their stated intentions and past behaviour. However, 
these models introduce subjective elements that can undermine 
the objectivity probability sampling seeks to achieve.

Exit polls represent a different approach, employing 
probability samples of a city followed by systematic selection 
of voters as they leave polling places. These polls aim to provide 
both early assessment of voting trends and data enabling analysis 
of why different voter groups made their choices. Exit polls 
face distinctive challenges, including highly variable response 
rates across precincts and the difficulty of accommodating early 
voting, which has increased dramatically in recent years. The 
mixed-mode designs now employed in states with substantial 
early voting, combining telephone samples of early voters with 
traditional precinct-based sampling, illustrate how sampling 
methodology must adapt to changing social and political 
practices.

2.1.5 The importance and Implications of  
Sampling

The importance of rigorous sampling methods extends 
beyond technical considerations to the health of democratic 
societies. Public opinion polls influence political campaigns, 
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policy decisions, media coverage, and public discourse. When 
polls employ sound probability sampling with transparent 
methodologies, they provide credible information about citizen 
views that can inform democratic deliberation. When polls rely 
on convenience samples, volunteer panels, or opaque selection 
methods, they may mislead more than inform, distorting 
understanding of public sentiment.

The rise of internet surveys presents both opportunities and 
challenges in this context. Online panels and surveys offer 
speed and low cost, making frequent measurement of public 
opinion feasible. However, most internet surveys employ 
non-probability sampling, relying on volunteers who may 
differ systematically from the broader population in ways 
that affect their opinions. While statistical adjustments can 
partially compensate for known differences between sample 
and population, they cannot eliminate bias from unknown 
differences or address the fundamental problem that selection 
mechanisms are not probability-based.

The measurement of public opinion through sampling 
represents a remarkable achievement in applied social science. 
From Kiaer's initial proposal to contemporary sophisticated 
designs, sampling methodology has demonstrated that carefully 
selected small samples can indeed provide reliable information 
about large populations. The key lies in probability selection 
mechanisms that eliminate selection bias and enable valid 
statistical inference. As societies navigate complex policy 
challenges and political divisions, credible measurement 
of public opinion becomes increasingly important. Sound 
sampling methodology provides the foundation for such 
measurement, enabling democratic deliberation grounded in 
accurate understanding of citizen views. The importance of 
sampling methods for measuring public opinion thus extends 
from technical survey design to the fundamental workings of 
democratic governance.

2.1.6 Types of Sampling Methods

Sampling methods used in measuring public opinion 
generally fall into two categories: probability sampling and non-
probability sampling. The choice between these two types is not 
a matter of one being universally "better," but depends on the 
research question, goals, and the type of data being collected. 

Recent methodological advances, particularly in qualitative 
research, have challenged the strict dichotomy between 
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probability and non-probability sampling. Scholars now often 
use mixed-methods sampling, which combines elements of 
both. For example, a researcher might use a quantitative survey 
with probability sampling to identify broad trends and then use 
a qualitative, non-probability sample (e.g., purposive sampling) 
to select a few key individuals for in-depth interviews to 
understand the motivations behind those trends. This approach 
acknowledges that different research questions require different 
sampling strategies and that the goal is not always statistical 
generalization but sometimes deep, contextual understanding.

2.1.7 Probability Samples (Random Sampling)

The fundamental goal in probability sampling is to create a 
sample that is as identical to the population as possible in all 
characteristics, differing only in size. Any difference between 
a population and a sample is defined as bias, which can lead to 
inaccurate conclusions about the population.

In probability samples, each element in the population has a 
known probability of being included in the sample. This means 
the sample is selected in such a way that every element in the 
population has an equal chance of being included, making the 
sample a miniature representation of its population. When 
feasible, probability samples are generally preferred over 
non-probability samples because they are more likely to be 
representative and unbiased, thus supporting stronger statistical 
generalization.

Once a population (e.g., students, migrants) has been named, 
the challenge remains how to actually gather the sample. When 
the goal of sampling is to accurately describe a population, there 
should be no systematic differences between the individuals 
selected for the sample and those who are not. How does one 
select a group of people most comparable to the unselected 
remainder? This leads us to various available sampling 
strategies, which are broadly divided into random (probability) 
and non-random (non-probability) methods.
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As Zina O'Leary comments, there is not a universally "better" 
type of sampling strategy. The most appropriate strategy depends 
on the nature of your research question and the type of data you 
aim to collect. Here are common probability sampling methods:

2.1.7.1 Simple Random Sampling

This is the simplest type of random sampling, where every 
member of the population in question has an equal and known 
probability of being selected every time a unit is drawn for 
inclusion in the sample. This ensures that within a designated 
population, all elements have an equal chance of inclusion. 
Selection can be driven by various random mechanisms, such 
as a lottery system, using a random number generator, or any 
other method that guarantees an equal chance of selection for 
each unit. For a study on voting intentions in a city of 500,000 
registered voters, a researcher wants to survey a simple random 
sample of 1,000 people. They obtain an official list of all 
registered voters (the sampling frame). Using a random number 
generator, they select 1,000 unique names from the list. Each of 
the 500,000 voters has a 1 in 500 chance of being selected, and 
the selection is based purely on chance, ensuring no systematic 
bias.
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In India, the Lokniti Programme for Comparative Democracy 
at the Centre for the Study of Developing Societies (CSDS) uses 
a form of multi-stage probability sampling to conduct its national 
election surveys. They don't use simple random sampling on 
the entire country's population, which would be impractical. 
Instead, they first randomly select a sample of parliamentary 
constituencies, then a random sample of polling booths within 
those constituencies, and finally, a random sample of voters 
from the electoral rolls of the selected booths. This rigorous, 
multi-stage probability design allows them to make confident, 
statistically valid inferences about the voting behavior of the 
entire Indian electorate.

Even with the most rigorous random sampling, potential 
biases can arise. For example, some selected individuals may 
refuse to participate (non-response bias), or the official sampling 
frame might be incomplete or outdated. Researchers must 
account for these potential biases when drawing conclusions.

Illustration of Simple Random Sampling

Imagine you have a deck of 52 playing cards, representing 
your entire population. You shuffle the deck many times to 
make sure the cards are completely mixed. You then deal out 5 
cards from the top of the shuffled deck. These 5 cards are your 
sample. Each card had an equal chance of being dealt, and the 
selection was purely random.

Example: Surveying First-Year University Students

Let us use the example mentioned in the document. A 
researcher wants to understand the prevalence of alcohol 
consumption among the 2,000 first-year students at her 
university. She decides to survey a simple random sample of 
200 of them. We will look at how she would apply Simple 
Random Sampling.

(example)

The sociologist gets a complete and accurate list of all 2,000 
first-year students at the university. This list is her sampling 
frame. She assigns a unique number (from 1 to 2000) to each 
student on the list. She could write each student's number on 
a small slip of paper, put all 2,000 slips into a large, opaque 
container (like a drum), mix them thoroughly, and then 
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randomly draw 200 slips. The students whose numbers are 
drawn constitute her sample. More practically, she would use a 
computer program or an online random number generator. She 
inputs the range (1 to 2000) and asks the generator to produce 
200 unique random numbers. The 200 students corresponding 
to the randomly generated or drawn numbers are then selected 
to participate in the survey.

Why this is Simple Random Sampling

Every single one of the 2,000 first-year students has an exactly 
equal chance (200/2000 = 1/10 or 10%) of being selected for the 
sample. The selection is determined purely by chance; there's 
no human bias or systematic pattern in who gets picked. The 
selection of one student does not influence the probability of 
any other student being selected.

Simple Random Sampling
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2.1.7..2 Systematic Sampling

This method involves selecting every predetermined element 
from a list of the population at a fixed interval. For example, 
a researcher might decide to select every 50th element on a 
list. More broadly, systematic sampling entails selecting every 
'nth' case within a defined population, which could mean 
visiting every 10th house in a neighborhood or selecting every 
20th person from a compiled list. For this method to yield a 
representative sample, the starting point for selection must 
be chosen randomly, or the entire list must be randomized 
beforehand. Failure to do so can introduce systematic bias, 
compromising the representativeness of the sample. Systematic 
sampling is often more practical than simple random sampling 
when dealing with large lists, as it simplifies the selection 
process while still maintaining a degree of randomness.

Illustration Systematic Sampling

Imagine a long, ordered list of 1,000 names, perhaps on a 
scroll or a digital spreadsheet. Each name has a number next to 
it, from 1 to 1,000. To illustrate systematic sampling, a starting 
point is randomly chosen (e.g., the 7th name on the list). Then, 
a "skip interval" is shown (e.g., every 10th name). Arrows or 
highlights then jump down the list, selecting the 7th, 17th, 27th, 
37th name, and so on, until the desired sample size is reached. 
The key visual emphasizes the ordered list and the consistent, 
predetermined jumps between selected elements.

(Illustration)

Example: Surveying Customers from a Purchase List
Let us say a retail company wants to survey 100 customers 

from a list of their last 1,000 online purchases to get feedback 
on their shopping experience. They decide to use Systematic 
Sampling. Let us look at how they would apply it:

1.	 Obtain a Sampling Frame: The company gets a complete 
list of the 1,000 online purchases, ordered by purchase ID. 
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This is their sampling frame.

2.	 Determine the Sampling Interval (k):
	f Population size (N) = 1,000

	f Desired sample size (n) = 100

	f Sampling interval (k) = N / n = 1,000 / 100 = 10

	f This means they will select every 10th customer.

3.	 Choose a Random Starting Point: They randomly select 
a number between 1 and the sampling interval (k), which is 
10. Let's say they randomly pick the number 7.

4.	 Select the Sample:

	f The first customer selected is the 7th customer on the list.

	f The next customer is 7 + 10 = 17th on the list.

	f The next is 17 + 10 = 27th on the list.

	f This process continues (37th, 47th, 57th, and so on) until 

100 customers have been selected from the list.
(Customer survey example)

Why this is Systematic Sampling

It relies on an existing ordered list of the population. 
Participants are selected at a constant, predetermined interval 
(every 10th customer in this case). The crucial element of 
randomness comes from the initial random selection of the 
starting point. This prevents bias that might arise if the starting 
point was always the first element, for example. Systematic 
sampling is often simpler to implement than simple random 
sampling, especially for large populations, while still providing 
a highly representative sample if the list is not ordered in a way 
that introduces bias.
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Systematic Sampling

2.1.7.3 Stratified Random Sampling

This method involves dividing the population into various 
subgroups, or "strata," based on one or more relevant 
characteristics. These characteristics could include age, gender, 
income level, educational background, or any other attribute 
that is believed to be important for the research question. Once 
the population is subdivided into these homogeneous strata, a 
simple random sample is then drawn independently from each 
stratum. The primary purpose of stratified random sampling is to 
ensure that key subgroups of the population are proportionately 
represented in the final sample. This proportional representation 
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is crucial because it can significantly increase the precision 
of estimates, especially when there are substantial differences 
in the variable of interest across the strata. For example, if a 
researcher wanted to sample nurses and ensure representation of 
both male and female nurses, they would divide the population 
into male and female strata and then randomly select from each.

Illustration of Stratified Random Sampling

Imagine a school with students. First, you divide all the 
students into two separate groups: boys and girls. These are your 
"strata." You now have two separate pools of students: one for 
boys and one for girls. From the boys' pool, you randomly pick 
some boys. From the girls' pool, you randomly pick some girls. 
You then put the picked boys and girls together to form your 
final sample. This shows that you first separate the population 
into important groups, and then you pick randomly from each 
group.

Example: Surveying Students at a University by Year 
Level

Let us say a university wants to survey 200 students to 
understand their opinions on campus facilities. They know that 
opinions might differ significantly between students in different 
year levels (first-year, second-year, third-year, fourth-year). Let 
us look at how they would use Stratified Random Sampling.

1.	 Identify Strata: The university divides its entire student 
population into four groups (strata) based on their year  
level:

	f First-Year Students

	f Second-Year Students

	f Third-Year Students

	f Fourth-Year Students

2.	 Determine Proportions: They find out how many students 
are in each year level. For example, if 30% are first-year, 
25% second-year, 25% third-year, and 20% fourth-year.

3.	 Calculate Sample Size for Each Stratum: For their 
200-student sample:

	f First-Year: 30% of 200 = 60 students

	� School illustration
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	f Second-Year: 25% of 200 = 50 students

	f Third-Year: 25% of 200 = 50 students

	f Fourth-Year: 20% of 200 = 40 students

4.	 Randomly Select from Each Stratum:

	f From the list of all first-year students, they randomly pick 

60 students.

	f From the list of all second-year students, they randomly 

pick 50 students.

	f From the list of all third-year students, they randomly 

pick 50 students.

	f From the list of all fourth-year students, they randomly 

pick 40 students.

5.	 Combine Samples: All these randomly picked students 
(60+50+50+40 = 200) form the final sample.

Why this is Stratified Random Sampling

The population is clearly divided into distinct groups (year 
levels). The sample ensures that each year level is represented 
in the same proportion as it is in the total student population. 
Students are still picked randomly, but only within their specific 
year-level group. This method helps ensure that the sample 
accurately reflects the diversity of the student body across 
different year levels, leading to more precise and representative 
results.

Stratified Random SamplingSG
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2.1.7.4 Disproportionate Stratified Sample

In some cases, researchers might opt for a disproportionate 
stratified sample. Here, elements are drawn from the strata not 
in proportion to their representation in the entire population, 
but rather based on specific research needs. This might be 
done to ensure sufficient sample size for analysis of smaller 
subgroups, or to oversample certain groups that are particularly 
important to the research question but are rare in the overall 
population. While it deviates from strict proportionality, it is 
still a probability sampling method because the selection within 
each stratum remains random, and the probability of inclusion 
for each element is known.

Illustration of Disproportionate Stratified Sample

Imagine a large box of colourful candies. Most candies are 
red, but only a very few are blue. You separate them into two 
bowls: one big bowl of red candies and one small bowl of blue 
candies. Focus on the Small Group. You want to study the blue 
candies very closely, even though there are not many of them. 
You decide to pick many blue candies from the small bowl, 
more than their actual share. You pick fewer red candies from 
the big bowl than their actual share. The important part is that 
you still pick the candies randomly from within each bowl. All 
the picked candies together form your sample.
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This shows that you intentionally pick more from a smaller 
group to make sure you have enough to study them well, even 
if it doesn't match their exact numbers in the whole population.

Example: Surveying Rare Disease Patients

Let us say a health researcher wants to study the experiences 
of patients with a very rare disease (Disease X) compared to 
patients with a common disease (Disease Y). A hospital has 
1,000 patients in which 950 patients have Disease Y (common) 
and 50 patients have Disease X (rare).

(Example)

The researcher wants a total sample of 100 patients. If they 
used proportionate stratified sampling, they would only get 5 
patients with Disease X (5% of 100), which might not be enough 
to learn much about their unique experiences. We will look at 
how they would use Disproportionate Stratified Sampling.

The researcher divides the patient population into two groups 
(strata): patients with Disease X and patients with Disease Y. 
Instead of picking proportionally, they decide to: Randomly 
pick 40 patients from the 50 patients with Disease X. (This is a 
large portion of the rare group) and randomly pick 60 patients 
from the 950 patients with Disease Y. (This is a smaller portion 
of the common group). These 40 patients with Disease X and 60 
patients with Disease Y form the final sample of 100.

Why is this Disproportionate Stratified Sampling

In this case, firstly the patients are separated into disease 
groups. Secondly, the number of patients picked from each 
group (40 from 50, 60 from 950) does not match their actual 
sizes in the hospital's total patient population. The researcher 
intentionally picked more from the rare Disease X group to 
make sure they have enough data to analyse that specific group 
in detail. Patients are still picked randomly within their specific 
disease group.

This method is used when a researcher needs to ensure 
enough data from a smaller or more important subgroup, even if 
it means over-representing them in the overall sample.
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2.1.7.5 Cluster Sampling

This is a probability sampling strategy where researchers 
first divide the target population into naturally occurring groups 
or "clusters." These clusters might be geographical areas (e.g., 
districts, neighborhoods), institutions (e.g., schools, churches, 
hospitals), or other predefined groupings. The primary reason 
for using cluster sampling is often practical: if the total area 
of interest is very large or if it's impractical or too expensive 
to create a complete list of all individuals in the population. 
Instead of sampling individuals directly, a random sample of 
these clusters is first selected. Then, all individuals within the 
chosen clusters are included in the sample, or a further random 
sample of individuals is taken from within the selected clusters 
(multistage cluster sampling). This method is particularly 
efficient for large-scale surveys as it reduces travel costs and 
logistical complexities.

Illustration Cluster Sampling

Imagine a city divided into many small neighbourhoods. 
First, you draw lines on a map to divide the whole city into 
many separate blocks or neighbourhoods. Each block is a 
"cluster." You then randomly choose only a few of these blocks. 
You don't pick individual houses yet. Once you have picked the 
blocks, you go to every house in those chosen blocks and survey 
everyone there. All the people you surveyed from the chosen 
blocks make up your sample. This shows that you first pick 
groups (clusters) randomly, and then you study everyone within 
those selected groups.
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Example: Surveying High School Students in a Large 
City

Let us say a research team wants to survey 500 high school 
students in a very large city to understand their study habits. It 
is too hard to get a list of every single high school student. Now 
we will look at how they would use Cluster Sampling.

The research team gets a list of all the high schools in the 
city. Each high school is considered a "cluster." They randomly 
pick 10 high schools from the list of all high schools in the 
city. For the 10 high schools they picked, they then go to every 
student within those 10 schools and ask them to complete the 
survey. All the students who complete the survey from these 10 
randomly chosen high schools form their final sample.

(Example)

Why this is Cluster Sampling

The schools (clusters) are picked randomly, not individual 
students. Once a school is picked, all students within that school 
are included in the survey. This method is very practical when a 
population is spread out, like students across many schools in a 
big city. It saves time and money compared to trying to get a list 
of every single student.
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2.1.8 Non-Probability Samples (Non-Random 
Sampling)

Traditional social scientists have often viewed non-random 
samples as inferior precisely because their representativeness 
cannot be statistically assessed. In non-probability samples, 
each element in the population has an unknown probability of 
being included in the sample. Unlike probability samples, the 
selection of participants in non-probability methods is not based 
on random chance. These sampling techniques, while generally 
less representative and not allowing for statistical generalization 
to the same extent as probability samples, are frequently used 
when probability samples are not feasible due to practical 
constraints, when the research aims are exploratory, or when 
researchers are specifically interested in particular cases rather 
than broad generalizations.

The term "non-random" often implies that samples are 
gathered through strategies seen as "second best" or a "last 
resort," particularly when random sampling is unavailable or 
difficult to implement. However, it's important to note that 
researchers using non-random samples may not be working 
towards representativeness or generalizability in the traditional 
statistical sense. Instead, they may be selecting their sample 
for other defined purposes, leading these non-random samples 
to be broadly labeled as purposive samples. This means the 
selection is intentional and driven by the research objectives, 
even if it doesn't involve random selection. Here are common 
non-probability sampling methods:

	�Unknown 
inclusion 
probabilities 
with purposive 
selection 
strategies

Type Description When to Use Advantages Disadvantages

Convenience

Select easily 
accessible 
participants

Exploratory 
research, pilot 
studies

• Quick and 
inexpensive

• Easy to implement

• High risk of bias

• Poor 
representativeness

Purposive/
Judgmental

Researcher 
selects specific 
participants based 
on criteria

When expertise 
or specific 
characteristics 
needed

• Targets relevant 
participants

• Efficient for 
qualitative research

• Researcher bias
• Not representative

Snowball

Participants 
recruit other 
participants

Hard-to-reach 
populations

• Access to hidden 
populations

• Builds on social 
networks

• Potential for bias

• May miss 
isolated 
individuals
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Quota

Select participants 
to match 
population 
proportions

When stratified 
sampling not 
feasible

• Ensures subgroup 
representation

• Less expensive 
than stratified

• Selection within 
quotas may be 
biased

• No random 
selection

2.1.8.1 Convenience Sampling

In convenience sampling, the sample consists of individuals 
who are most readily accessible or willing to participate in the 
study. This means the researcher selects a sample in a manner 
that is simply convenient for them. Examples include surveying 
students in a specific classroom, interviewing people encountered 
at a particular public location, or using volunteers who respond 
to an advertisement. While convenience sampling is undeniably 
easy and inexpensive to implement, it is highly susceptible to 
bias. The sample obtained may not be representative of the 
broader population, as those who are "convenient" may differ 
systematically from those who are not. Zina O'Leary strongly 
argues that convenience sampling has "no place in credible 
research" if the goal is generalizability, emphasizing that a 
sampling strategy needs more rigor than mere convenience. 
She attributes the preference for convenience sampling largely 
to practical factors such as limited time and money, which 
often constrain researchers. Regardless of the specific type, all 
sampling strategies ultimately need to contribute to the ultimate 
goal of research credibility, which convenience sampling often 
struggles to achieve when broad inferences are desired.

Illustration of Cluster Sampling

Imagine you are trying to gather different types of fruit for a 
fruit salad. There are many different fruits in a large basket, some 
at the top, some at the bottom, and some hidden. You only pick 
the fruits that are right at the very top of the basket, because they 
are the easiest to grab quickly. The fruits you picked are your 
sample. This shows you only took what was easiest to reach, not 
bothering to look for other fruits that might be hidden.

Example

Let us say a local newspaper wants to quickly find out what 
people in their town think about a new park being built. We will 
examine how they might use Convenience Sampling: a reporter 
have a research question and he asks what do local residents 
think about the new park? Then the reporter decides to stand 
outside the busiest coffee shop in town during their lunch break. 

	�A non-random 
method based on 
ease of access, 
highlighting its 
susceptibility to 
bias

	� Illustrates the 
concept of 
convenience 
sampling

	� Example of 
convenience 
sampling
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The reporter simply asks the first 50 people who walk out of 
the coffee shop and are willing to talk to them. These 50 people 
become their sample.

The reporter chose the coffee shop because it was a 
convenient place to find people quickly. There was no plan to 
ensure different types of people from across the whole town 
were included. They just asked whoever was easily available. 
The opinions gathered might only represent coffee shop visitors, 
not everyone in town. This method is chosen purely for its ease 
and speed, but it means the sample might not truly represent the 
views of the entire town.

2.1.8.2 Quota Sampling

Quota sampling is a non-probability method where elements 
are sampled in proportion to their representation in the population 
based on specific characteristics (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity). In 
this respect, it bears a superficial resemblance to proportionate 
stratified sampling. However, the crucial difference lies in the 
selection process: in quota sampling, the elements within each 
subgroup are not chosen in a probabilistic (random) manner. 
Instead, they are chosen in a purposive or convenient fashion 
until the appropriate number of each type of element (the 
"quota") has been found. For example, a researcher might aim 
to interview 50 men and 50 women in a particular age group. 
They would then simply find the first 50 men and 50 women 
who fit the criteria and are willing to participate, without any 
random selection. While it attempts to ensure representation of 

	�A non-random 
method 
that selects 
participants to 
match population 
proportions, 
noting its lack of 
random selection 
within groups
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key characteristics, the non-random selection process means 
that the sample's generalizability is limited, and it remains 
susceptible to researcher bias in the selection of individuals to 
fill the quotas.

2.1.8.3 Snowball Sampling

Snowball sampling is a non-probability method often 
employed when working with populations that are difficult 
to identify or access. This is a common method for choosing 
a sample for in-depth interviews, particularly for studies 
involving sensitive topics or marginalized groups. The process 
begins with the researcher identifying someone from their 
target research population who is willing to participate in the 
study. This initial participant is then asked to identify other 
individuals who meet the study criteria and might be willing to 
participate. Each of those newly identified individuals is then 
asked for further recommendations, creating a "snowball" effect 
as the sample grows through referrals. In essence, this method 
involves starting with one respondent who meets the researcher's 
requirements and is connected to the research question, and then 
asking them to recommend another person to contact who also 
meets the researcher's criteria. This method is highly effective 
for reaching hidden or specialized populations where a complete 
sampling frame does not exist, but it can lead to samples that 
are highly homogeneous and not representative of the broader 
population, as participants are likely to be connected to each 
other.

2.1.8.4 Purposive Sample (Judgmental Sampling)

While not listed as a separate bullet point in your initial outline, 
the text implies this broader category. Purposive sampling, also 
known as judgmental sampling, is a non-probability technique 
where the researcher uses their expert judgment to select 
participants who are most likely to provide relevant information 
for the study. The selection is deliberate and based on the 
specific purpose of the research. This method is often used in 
qualitative research where the goal is to gain deep insights into 
a particular phenomenon rather than to generalize findings to 
a larger population. Researchers might select "typical" cases, 
"extreme" cases, or "critical" cases depending on their research 
objectives.

It is important to look at how this type of sampling is 
used in political science studies. A political scientist wants 
to understand the grassroots effect of a new welfare scheme 

	�A method 
for reaching 
hard-to-access 
populations

	�Where 
researchers use 
their expert 
judgment to select 
participants for a 
specific research 
purpose
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introduced by the central government. Instead of a random 
survey, they decide to interview a small group of Anganwadi 
workers in a specific district. The researcher's judgment is that 
these frontline workers, by the very nature of their job, are in 
the best position to provide rich, first-hand accounts of how the 
policy is being implemented, its challenges, and its reception 
among beneficiaries.

	�Offers a example 
of purposive 
sampling

Aspect Probability Samples Non-Probability Samples

Selection Method Random selection using 
statistical methods

Non-random, purposive selection

Representativeness High potential for 
representativeness

Limited representativeness

Generalizability Results can be generalized to 
population

Limited generalization capability

Statistical Inference Allows for statistical inference 
and significance testing

Statistical inference is limited or not 
appropriate

Sampling Error Can calculate sampling error 
and confidence intervals

Cannot calculate precise sampling 
error

Cost & Time Generally more expensive 
and time-consuming

Usually less expensive and faster

Sample Size 
Requirements

Often requires larger sample    
sizes

Can work with smaller sample sizes

Advantages and Disadvantages of Probability and Non-
Probability Sampling

The key issue differentiating probability and non-probability 
sampling methods is representativeness: how well the sample 
accurately mirrors the population from which it was drawn.

Consider the example of surveying first-year students about 
alcohol consumption. Would a survey of only first-year sociology 
students provide an accurate representation of alcohol drinking 
among all first-year students? Not if sociology students' alcohol 
consumption patterns differ significantly (either more or less) 
from those of other students. In such a non-probability scenario, 
we cannot be sure that their behavior does not differ, which 
would undermine our confidence in the results and limit the 
generalizability of the findings.

A probability sample offers two key advantages over a 
non-probability sample: for instance estimates derived from a 
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probability sample are considered unbiased. This means that, 
on average, if the sampling process were repeated many times, 
the sample estimates would converge on the true population 
parameter. The systematic selection process inherent in 
probability sampling minimizes the risk of systematic error or 
bias in the sample's composition.

Another advantage is that in a probability sample, the only 
difference between the sample estimates and the true population 
parameter is due to chance. This difference is precisely what 
is defined as sampling error. Crucially, when sampling error 
alone is responsible for the discrepancies between sample 
estimates and population parameters, researchers can make 
precise statistical statements about their level of uncertainty. 
This is achieved through statistical techniques that allow for 
the calculation of confidence intervals and margins of error, 
providing a quantitative measure of how much the sample 
estimate is likely to deviate from the true population value. This 
ability to quantify uncertainty is a cornerstone of inferential 
statistics and allows researchers to draw more reliable and 
generalizable conclusions about the population.

In contrast, with non-probability samples, the extent of bias 
is unknown and cannot be statistically measured. This makes it 
impossible to calculate a reliable margin of error or confidence 
interval, severely limiting the ability to generalize findings 
beyond the specific sample studied.

The choice between probability and non-probability sampling 
methods, and the selection of a specific technique within each 
category, is a critical decision in social research design. This 
decision must be meticulously aligned with the overarching 
research question, the available resources (time, budget, 
access to population), and, most importantly, the desired level 
of generalizability for the study's findings. While probability 
sampling offers the most robust foundation for making statistical 
inferences about a larger population, non-probability methods 
serve valuable purposes in exploratory research, studies of hard-
to-reach populations, or when specific insights from particular 
cases are prioritized over broad statistical generalization. 
A thorough understanding of each method's strengths and 
limitations is essential for conducting credible and impactful 
social research.

	�Advantage of 
probability 
sampling

	�Advantage of 
probability 
sampling

	�Disadvantage of 
non-probability 
sampling: the 
inability to 
measure bias 
or generalize 
findings
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Summarised Overview

This unit explores how researchers measure public opinion through sampling methods, 
which involve selecting a small group of people to represent the views of a much larger 
population. The journey of sampling as a scientific tool began in 1895 when Anders Kiaer 
proposed that a carefully selected sample could accurately reflect an entire population, 
an idea that initially faced skepticism but eventually became fundamental to democratic 
societies. The unit explains that sampling is necessary because it is impractical and too 
expensive to survey every person in a large population. The key to effective sampling lies 
in ensuring that the selected group is representative of the whole population, meaning 
it mirrors the diversity and characteristics of the broader group. The unit emphasizes 
that probability sampling methods, where every person has a known chance of being 
selected, are generally preferred because they minimize bias and allow researchers to 
make reliable statistical inferences about the entire population.

The unit presents two main categories of sampling: probability sampling and non-
probability sampling. Probability methods include simple random sampling (where 
everyone has equal chance of selection), systematic sampling (selecting every nth 
person), stratified sampling (dividing population into subgroups and sampling from each), 
and cluster sampling (selecting groups rather than individuals). These methods allow 
researchers to quantify uncertainty and generalize findings to larger populations. Non-
probability methods like convenience sampling, quota sampling, and snowball sampling 
are easier and cheaper to implement but cannot guarantee representativeness and do not 
allow for statistical generalization. The unit concludes that choosing the right sampling 
method depends on the research question, available resources, and whether the goal is 
broad statistical generalization or deep understanding of specific cases. Understanding 
these methods is essential for conducting credible research and for critically evaluating 
public opinion polls that influence democratic processes and policy decisions.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is the primary purpose of sampling in public opinion research?

2.	 Who presented the revolutionary proposal for sampling methodology in 1895, and 
where was it presented?

3.	 What is the key difference between probability and non-probability sampling 
methods?

4.	 In simple random sampling, what characteristic must every member of the popula-
tion possess regarding selection?

5.	 How do you calculate the sampling interval (k) in systematic sampling?

6.	 What is the main purpose of using stratified random sampling?

7.	 Why is cluster sampling particularly useful for large-scale surveys?
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8.	 What is the major limitation of convenience sampling according to the unit?

9.	 What are the two key advantages that probability samples offer over non-probability 
samples?

10.	What method is commonly used to reach hard-to-access or hidden populations?

Assignment 

1.	 Critically analyze the historical evolution of sampling methodology from Anders 
Kiaer's 1895 proposal to contemporary applications. How did the shift from skep-
ticism to acceptance reflect broader changes in statistical thinking and democratic 
governance?

2.	 Compare and contrast probability and non-probability sampling methods. Under 
what circumstances would a researcher be justified in choosing non-probability 
sampling despite its limitations in generalizability?

3.	 Design a comprehensive sampling strategy for conducting a national pre-election 
poll in India, addressing challenges such as linguistic diversity, urban-rural divides, 
and varying levels of literacy. Justify your choice of sampling method(s) and discuss 
potential sources of bias.

4.	 Evaluate the statement: "Convenience sampling has no place in credible research." 
Do you agree or disagree? Support your position with examples from political sci-
ence or public opinion research where convenience sampling might or might not be 
appropriate.

5.	 Explain the concept of stratified random sampling using an original example from 
your local context (city, state, or community). Calculate sample sizes for each stra-
tum and explain how this method would improve the precision of your estimates.

6.	 Discuss the challenges that modern technology (mobile phones, internet, caller ID, 
privacy protection systems) poses for traditional telephone-based probability sam-
pling. What adaptations might researchers need to make to maintain sample quality?

7.	 Analyze the role of sampling frames in probability sampling. Using examples, ex-
plain how the quality and comprehensiveness of sampling frames affect the validity 
of public opinion research. What happens when adequate sampling frames are un-
available?

8.	 Examine the implications of sampling methodology for democratic discourse and 
policymaking. How do rigorous sampling methods contribute to the health of demo-
cratic societies, and what risks arise when polls employ flawed sampling techniques?
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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       Tools and Techniques:  
Interviewing and Questionnaire 
for Measuring Public Opinion

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
2

Upon completion this unit, learners will be able to:

•	 distinguish between different interview types (structured, semi-structured, and 

unstructured)

•	 design and construct effective questionnaires that avoid common pitfalls (dou-

ble-barreled questions, ambiguous wording, leading questions)

•	 apply ethical principles and ground rules in conducting field research interviews.

•	 analyze the comparative advantages and limitations of interviews versus question-

naires for measuring public opinion

•	 implement strategic approaches for gaining access to interview participants, 

including navigating gatekeepers, utilizing institutional credentials, leveraging 

personal networks, and employing snowball sampling techniques while remaining 

aware of potential biases

Background 

Imagine a researcher trying to understand why a community opposes a new highway 
project. She could send out a survey with checkboxes asking "Do you support or oppose 
this project?" and quickly tabulate responses from hundreds of residents. But would those 
numbers capture the elderly shopkeeper's concern about losing foot traffic, the parent's 
worry about children's safety near construction, or the environmental activist's passion 
for preserving local wetlands? This scenario illustrates the fundamental challenge in 
public opinion research: how do we systematically measure what people think, feel, and 
believe about complex political and social issues while honoring the richness and nuance 
of human attitudes?

The tools we choose to measure public opinion profoundly shape what we discover. If 
we rely solely on standardized surveys, we gain the ability to make confident statistical 
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comparisons across large populations but may miss the underlying motivations, 
contradictions, and contextual factors that make opinions meaningful. Conversely, if we 
depend exclusively on in-depth conversations, we develop deep understanding of how 
particular individuals experience political life but struggle to determine whether these 
insights represent broader patterns. The art and science of public opinion research lies in 
understanding when and how to deploy different methodological tools—interviews and 
questionnaires—to illuminate different dimensions of what citizens think about their 
political world.

Keywords

Interview, Structured Interview, Semi-structured Interview, Unstructured Interview, 
Ethnographic Interviewing, Informed Consent, Gatekeepers, Questionnaire, Closed-
ended Question, Open-ended Question, Double-barreled Question, Snowball Sampling

Discussion

The study of public opinion requires robust methodological 
tools that can capture the complexities of human attitudes, 
beliefs, and preferences. Among the various techniques 
available to researchers, interviewing and questionnaires stand 
as two foundational pillars of data collection in public opinion 
research. These methods, while sharing common goals, offer 
distinct pathways to understanding what people think, feel, 
and believe about political issues, social phenomena, and 
governance. Understanding when and how to employ these 
tools effectively is crucial for anyone seeking to measure and 
analyze public sentiment in a systematic and rigorous manner.

2.2.1 What is an Interview

In social science research, an interview is defined as a 
conversation between two persons (the researcher/interviewer 
and the interviewee) where a series of questions are asked by 
the interviewer to obtain information from the interviewee. In 
other words, an interview is a data collection method in which 
participants verbally communicate information about their 
behaviour, thoughts, or feelings in response to questions verbally 
posed by an interviewer. Hence, an interview is considered an 
encounter between a researcher and a respondent, where the 
respondent's answers provide the raw data. This represents a 
structured conversation between researcher and participant for 
verbal information exchange.

	� Foundational 
data collection 
methods

	� Interview 
definition and 
purpose
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At its core, an interview transforms a simple exchange 
into a scientific instrument for gathering raw data that can 
illuminate the contours of public opinion. The interview method 
distinguishes itself from other data collection techniques through 
its emphasis on direct interaction, allowing researchers to probe 
deeper, clarify ambiguities, and explore unexpected dimensions 
of responses. When a researcher sits down with a member of 
the public to discuss their views on healthcare policy or their 
attitudes toward government accountability, they engage in a 
form of knowledge production that goes beyond surface-level 
measurement.

The interview method offers certain advantages in collecting 
information from respondents. For instance, in the questionnaire 
method, respondents are typically offered a limited, pre-set 
range of answers to choose from. The communication between 
researcher and respondent is limited to a certain extent due to the 
constraints of the questionnaire method. However, an interview 
offers a direct interaction between the participant and researcher, 
giving the interviewer a chance to probe, clarify, search for 
deeper meanings, explore unanticipated responses, and assess 
intangibles such as opinion intensity. These advantages make 
the interview method one of its novel features, offering benefits 
over questionnaires including probing ability, clarification 
opportunities, and depth of responses.

The value of interviews in public opinion research becomes 
particularly evident when we consider their advantages over 
more constrained methods. This direct interaction creates 
opportunities to search for deeper meanings and explore 
unanticipated responses that emerge naturally in conversation. 
The researcher can assess not just what people think, but the 
intensity with which they hold their opinions, the reasons 
underlying their positions, and the nuances that might otherwise 
remain hidden. When measuring public opinion on contentious 
issues such as immigration policy or economic reform, these 
capabilities prove invaluable for capturing the full spectrum of 
public sentiment.

2.2.2 Why Choose the Interview Method?

As we have discussed, the interview method has several 
advantages and offers a rich avenue for data collection. 
However, it is important to consider when a researcher decides 
that the interview method is necessary for data collection. Do 
all research topics require interviews, and when is an interview 

	� Interview 
as scientific 
instrument

	� Interview method 
advantages

	�Depth and 
intensity 
measurement

	�Method selection 
rationale
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preferred over survey research? These are important concerns 
that require clarity.

The decision to employ interviews rather than surveys 
in public opinion research should be grounded in clear 
methodological reasoning. There are very specific reasons for 
choosing an interview as a data collection method in research. 
There may be different reasons for choosing interviews over 
other methods, and we will address the major ones.

For instance, a researcher may lack sufficient understanding 
of a phenomenon or events to design an effective, structured 
survey instrument or schedule of questions. When exploring 
emerging political movements or newly salient public concerns, 
interviews allow researchers to discover what questions should 
be asked rather than presuming knowledge of the relevant 
dimensions of opinion. Moreover, an interview is particularly 
valuable when a researcher is especially interested in an 
interviewee's own interpretation of issues and events and does 
not want to lose valuable information by constraining responses. 
This approach respects the complexity of public opinion 
formation and recognizes that people's political views are often 
multifaceted and contextually situated.

Furthermore, gathering empirical evidence is an important part 
of any quantitative research, interviews stand out as a powerful 
tool, often complementing or even taking precedence over other 
methods like surveys. While surveys cast a wide net, interviews 
usually involve a (much) smaller sample of participants. 
However, interviews also allow the researcher to gather a much 
deeper set of responses. In the interview method, researchers 
can ask questions that allow for open-ended responses. These 
open-ended responses often generate additional queries, and the 
researcher can ask follow-up questions to elicit more details.

Another compelling reason to choose interviews for public 
opinion research relates to their capacity for generating rich, 
detailed responses. While surveys efficiently cast a wide net 
across large populations, interviews typically involve smaller 
samples but yield substantially deeper insights. The ability to 
ask open-ended questions and pursue follow-up queries based 
on initial responses creates a layered understanding of public 
opinion that quantitative surveys alone cannot achieve. When 
a respondent expresses seemingly contradictory views about 
government intervention, for example, an interviewer can probe 
these tensions to understand the underlying logic or competing 
values that produce such complexity.

	� Exploratory 
research 
applications

	�Depth over 
breadth

	�Contradictory 
views exploration

	� Focus groups 
comparison
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Regarding the advantages of interviews over survey research, 
Layna Mosley observes that "such follow-up questions can be 
particularly enlightening when the respondent appears to hold 
contradictory views, or when the phenomenon of interest is 
multifaceted. Length and cost considerations, as well as problems 
of nonresponse to certain types of questions, usually make such 
actions impossible in the context of a survey." This capability 
for eliciting elaborated responses makes interviews particularly 
valuable for understanding the multifaceted nature of many 
political phenomena that shape public opinion, representing 
specific circumstances favouring interviews over surveys, 
including exploratory research and complex phenomena.

Interviews also differ from focus groups. Focus groups 
typically involve one researcher and multiple participants, 
allowing for a broader set of individual perspectives. However, 
they can pose logistical challenges and may be influenced by 
strong personalities or concerns about peer pressure, potentially 
making participants less forthcoming. For these reasons, one-on-
one interviews are often preferred for in-depth, individualized 
data collection.

Another important point to note is that scholars use a range 
of terms to refer to the individuals considered for an interview. 
Usually, the people selected for an interview are known 
by different terms such as "participants," "interviewees," 
"respondents," "interlocutors," and "informants." These terms 
are often used interchangeably to refer to the people selected 
for the interview, representing different terms used for interview 
participants across research contexts.

2.2.3 Different Types of Interviews

When a political scientist wants to gather data directly from 
people, they use interviews, which vary in structure depending 
on the research goals. The three main types of interviews—
structured, semi-structured, and unstructured—represent a 
spectrum from rigid and quantitative to flexible and qualitative. 
The landscape of interview methods in public opinion research 
encompasses these three primary types, each serving distinct 
research purposes and ranging from structured to unstructured 
approaches based on research goals.

Structured interviews are formal and standardized, using 
a pre-set list of questions to ensure consistency and allow for 

	� Participant 
terminology 
variations

	� Interview 
structure 
spectrum
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statistical analysis, similar to a public opinion poll. In contrast, 
unstructured interviews are more like free-flowing conversations, 
allowing the researcher to explore unexpected themes and gain 
deep, nuanced insights. Semi-structured interviews strike a 
balance between these two approaches, using a general topic 
guide while allowing the interviewer the flexibility to adapt 
questions and explore new areas as the conversation unfolds.

2.2.3.1 Structured Interview

Structured interviews are a means of collecting data. A 
structured interview (also known as a standardized interview 
or a researcher-administered survey) is a quantitative research 
method commonly employed in survey research. It aims to 
ensure that each interview is presented with exactly the same 
questions in the same order. This ensures that answers can be 
reliably aggregated and that comparisons can be made with 
confidence between sample subgroups or between different 
survey periods. This represents a standardized, quantitative 
approach using preset questions for consistency and statistical 
analysis.

In this case, the data is collected by an interviewer rather than 
through a self-administered questionnaire. Interviewers read 
the questions exactly as they appear on the questionnaire. The 
choice of answers to the questions is often fixed (close-ended) 
in advance, though open-ended questions can also be included 
within a structured interview. A structured interview is ideal for 
measuring and comparing opinions across a large population, 
such as finding out what percentage of voters in different states 
support a new law.

In public opinion research, structured interviews prove ideal 
when the goal is measuring and comparing attitudes across large 
populations. This method ensures that answers can be reliably 
aggregated and comparisons can be made with confidence 
across different subgroups or time periods. If researchers 
want to determine what percentage of voters in different 
demographic groups support a new environmental regulation, 
the structured interview provides the consistency necessary for 
such quantitative analysis while maintaining the advantages of 
direct interviewer-respondent interaction.

2.2.3.2 Semi-Structured Interview

A semi-structured interview gives flexibility to the researcher, 
allowing new questions to be brought up during the interview 

	� Standardized 
quantitative 
approach

	� Large population 
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as a result of what the interviewee says. The interviewer in a 
semi-structured interview generally has a framework of themes 
to be explored. However, the specific topic or topics that the 
interviewer wants to explore during the interview should usually 
be thought about well in advance. This represents a flexible 
method balancing structure with adaptability, using topic guides 
for exploration.

It is generally beneficial for interviewers to have an interview 
guide prepared, which is an informal "grouping of topics and 
questions that the interviewer can ask in different ways for 
different participants". Interview guides help researchers to 
focus an interview on the topics at hand without constraining 
them to a particular format. This freedom can help interviewers 
to tailor their questions to the interview context/situation, and to 
the people they are interviewing.

Semi-structured interviews occupy a middle ground that often 
proves optimal for public opinion research on complex issues. 
This approach provides researchers with flexibility, allowing 
new questions to emerge naturally from what respondents 
say while maintaining focus through a framework of themes 
prepared in advance. The interviewer typically works from an 
interview guide, an informal grouping of topics and questions 
that can be posed in different ways for different participants. 
This flexibility enables interviewers to tailor their questions to 
the specific context and to the individuals they are interviewing, 
making the method particularly valuable when researching the 
motivations and reasoning behind public opinions.

A semi-structured interview, however, is better suited for 
understanding the motivations behind those opinions, like 
exploring why a small group of activists are so dedicated to a 
particular political cause. While a structured interview might 
reveal that a certain percentage of activists support environmental 
protection, a semi-structured interview can explore why they 
hold such passionate commitments, what experiences shaped 
their views, and how they reconcile environmental concerns 
with economic considerations.

2.2.3.3 Unstructured Interviews

Unstructured Interviews are a method of interviews where 
questions can be changed or adapted to meet the respondent's 
intelligence, understanding or belief. Unlike a structured 
interview they do not offer a limited, pre-set range of answers 
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for a respondent to choose, but instead advocate listening to 
how each individual person responds to the question. These 
represent open-ended conversations allowing participant-led 
direction, valuable for sensitive topics despite challenges.

Unstructured interviews represent the most open-ended 
approach, where questions can be adapted continuously to 
meet each respondent's understanding and perspective. Rather 
than offering limited response options, this method advocates 
listening carefully to how each individual articulates their 
views. In public opinion research, unstructured interviews serve 
particularly important functions for exploratory studies and for 
addressing sensitive topics where formal questioning might 
inhibit candid responses.

The conversational nature of unstructured interviews allows 
researchers to discover information and perspectives they had 
not anticipated, following the natural flow of how people actually 
think and talk about political issues. When researching public 
opinion on topics like police reform or community safety, where 
experiences and attitudes vary dramatically across different 
populations, the unstructured interview's flexibility can uncover 
insights that predetermined questions might miss entirely.

Unstructured interviews have both advantages and 
disadvantages. Firstly, we will look at major advantages of this 
type of interviews. Researcher can find out important information 
which did not seem relevant before the interview and ask the 
interviewee to go further into the new topic. Unstructured 
interviews are also more suitable for sensitive subjects such as 
"domestic violence" as many people would lie in a more formal 
interview.

The following disadvantages are often listed out by scholars 
with regard to unstructured interviews. Unstructured interviews 
can be very time consuming as the conversation can go on and 
on. The data collected is prone to digression and much of the 
data collected could be worthless. The data is also not reliable as 
it cannot be done again with the same results due to a number of 
factors. Data collection is hard to categorize as there is likely to 
be a variety of different answers. Coding will require more work 
when choosing categories for the respondents.

However, the epistemological value of unstructured 
interviews deserves particular emphasis in public opinion 
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research. Unstructured interviews, while often criticized for 
being time-consuming and yielding data that is difficult to 
replicate or categorize, hold significant epistemological value—
that is, they offer a unique way of generating knowledge that 
structured methods cannot. The very "disadvantages" of 
unstructured interviews, such as their conversational nature and 
potential for digression, are precisely what allow researchers 
to uncover unexpected insights and explore complex social 
realities.

While critics note that such interviews can be time-consuming 
and produce data that resists easy categorization, these apparent 
disadvantages reflect precisely what makes the method valuable 
for understanding public opinion in its full complexity. Rather 
than imposing a pre-defined framework, these interviews give 
participants the freedom to guide the conversation, revealing 
what they consider to be important, relevant, or true. This 
participant-led approach proves crucial for exploratory research 
or for studying how public opinion forms around sensitive 
topics, where preset questions might fail to capture the nuances 
of lived experience.

This approach is particularly crucial for exploratory research 
or for studying sensitive topics, where pre-set questions might 
fail to capture the nuances of human experience. The lack of a 
rigid structure enables the researcher to discover new hypotheses 
and understand the world from the participant's perspective, 
moving beyond surface-level facts to reveal underlying 
beliefs, motivations, and power dynamics. This represents 
the philosophical justification for unstructured approaches in 
discovering unexpected insights and understanding participant 
perspectives.

2.2.4 Formality in Interviews

Interviews also vary in their level of formality. Interviews 
also vary in their degree of formality, a dimension that 
significantly impacts the quality and nature of data collected in 
public opinion research, representing the distinction between 
formal and informal interview settings and their impact on data 
quality. A formal interview is just that, formal. Perhaps the best 
analogy is the classic job interview that includes: the office 
setting; the formal handshake; appropriate attire; order and 
structure; and best professional behaviour. Formal interviews 
maintain professional boundaries with structured settings and 
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conventional protocols, similar to traditional job interviews. 
This formality can be appropriate when interviewing political 
elites or experts whose views contribute to understanding 
broader patterns of public opinion.

An informal interview attempts to ignore the rules and roles 
associated with interviewing in an attempt to establish rapport, 
gain trust, and create a more natural environment conducive 
to open and honest communication. It is a casual and relaxed 
form of interviewing that attempts to close the gap between the 
researcher and the researched. In contrast, informal interviews 
attempt to establish rapport and trust by creating a more natural, 
relaxed environment conducive to open communication. 
This approach seeks to close the gap between researcher and 
researched, recognizing that people often express their genuine 
political views more freely in casual conversation than in 
formal settings. For public opinion researchers studying local 
governance or community-level politics, informal interviews 
conducted in natural settings can yield insights into how 
ordinary citizens actually think about and engage with political 
life, beyond the rehearsed responses they might offer in more 
formal contexts.

2.2.5 Ethnographic Interviewing
In political science, unstructured interviews are central to 

ethnographic interviewing, a research method that involves 
long-term, immersive fieldwork. Unlike a traditional survey, 
which seeks to measure opinions, ethnographic interviewing is 
about building rapport and trust to understand the lived reality 
of politics. For example, a political scientist studying local 
governance in a village wouldn't just ask about voting habits; 
they might spend months living in the community, engaging 
in casual, unscripted conversations with community leaders, 
residents, and activists over daily activities. This represents a 
long-term immersive approach for understanding lived political 
realities beyond formal structures.

The practice of ethnographic interviewing illustrates how 
informal, unstructured approaches can deepen our understanding 
of public opinion. This method involves long-term, immersive 
fieldwork where researchers build rapport and trust over 
extended periods. A political scientist studying public opinion 
about local governance in a rural community might spend 
months engaging in casual conversations with residents during 
their daily activities, rather than conducting one-time formal 
interviews.
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This approach allows the researcher to move beyond formal 
political structures and into the informal, often unspoken, world 
of politics. It helps them understand how policies are actually 
interpreted and implemented on the ground, how power operates 
in a community, and what shapes people's political choices in 
their daily lives. This approach moves beyond measuring stated 
opinions to understanding the lived reality of politics, how 
policies are interpreted and implemented on the ground, how 
power operates within communities, and what actually shapes 
people's political choices in their everyday lives.

The epistemological gain is profound: it moves the study of 
politics from a purely analytical, data-driven exercise to a deep, 
contextual understanding of human behavior. This is essential 
for gaining a holistic view of political phenomena that cannot 
be captured through standardized surveys or official statistics. 
The epistemological gain transforms the study of public 
opinion from a purely data-driven exercise to a deep, contextual 
understanding of how political attitudes emerge from and are 
embedded within social relationships and community dynamics.

2.2.5 Ground Rules

In conducting interviews for field research, it is essential to 
establish clear ground rules to ensure an ethical and productive 
process. Conducting effective interviews for public opinion 
research requires adherence to important ethical ground rules 
that also enhance data quality, establishing clear guidelines 
for informed consent, confidentiality, and participant rights in 
interview research.

Before any interview begins, the researcher must clearly 
state the study's purpose and context, helping the participant 
understand why their contribution is important. This practice 
is central to the principle of informed consent, a fundamental 
ethical guideline in research. Informed consent means that 
participants willingly agree to be part of the study after fully 
understanding what it involves. This practice embodies the 
principle of informed consent, meaning that participants 
willingly agree to participate after fully understanding what their 
involvement entails. Researchers should explicitly discuss key 
issues such as confidentiality, how the data will be used, and who 
will have final say over the use of their interview. Researchers 
should explicitly discuss confidentiality arrangements, how the 
collected data will be used, and who will have authority over 
the interview's final use. By doing so, the researcher respects the 
participant's autonomy and right to privacy.
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These preparatory steps not only serve ethical requirements 
but also directly impact the quality of the data collected. These 
preparatory steps serve not merely as ethical requirements but 
as practical strategies for improving data quality. A participant 
who feels informed and respected is more likely to be open 
and provide candid, valuable insights. Participants who feel 
informed and respected are substantially more likely to provide 
candid, valuable insights about their political views.

For example, by asking if the interviewee would like to review 
the transcript, the researcher acknowledges the participant's 
role as a collaborator and not just a subject. This collaborative 
approach builds trust, which is crucial for in-depth qualitative 
analysis. By treating interviewees as collaborators rather than 
merely as subjects, researchers build the trust necessary for 
accessing genuine rather than performative expressions of 
public opinion. The final agreement on the use of the interview 
transcript is particularly important, as it protects the participant's 
narrative and ensures that their voice is accurately represented 
in the final research output.

Once you have decided on your research questions, a crucial 
step in primary data collection is identifying who can provide 
the most relevant information and how to gain access to them. 
Identifying appropriate interview subjects and gaining access to 
them represents a crucial challenge in public opinion research. 
This process, especially for sensitive topics or within specific 
communities, requires careful planning and a strategic approach 
to ensure cooperation and build trust, representing a strategic 
approach to finding relevant interviewees for specific research 
questions.

2.2.5.1 Introduction Letter from the Organization

A formal introduction letter from your affiliated organization 
(university, research institute, or employer) is often the first 
and most important step. A formal introduction letter from 
an affiliated university or research institute often serves as 
the essential first step, establishing credibility and explaining 
the research purpose, confidentiality protections, and ethical 
approvals. This letter should clearly state:

	f The purpose of your research.

	f Why you are seeking an interview with the individual or 

group.
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	f Assurances of confidentiality and anonymity (if applicable).

	f Your contact information.

	f Any ethical considerations or approvals.
Presenting such a letter adds credibility to your request and 

can significantly open doors, especially when approaching 
institutions or busy professionals. Such documentation 
significantly increases the likelihood that potential participants 
will agree to discuss their political views, representing formal 
credentialing through institutional affiliation to gain access and 
build trust.

2.2.5.2 Meeting the Gatekeepers

In many research contexts, especially within organizations, 
communities, or specific social groups, there are "gatekeepers." 
Researchers must also navigate gatekeepers, those individuals 
or authorities who control access to potential interviewees 
within organizations or communities. These are individuals or 
authorities who control access to the potential interviewees. 
They might be managers, community leaders, administrative 
staff, or even influential members of a social network.

Building a good rapport with gatekeepers is essential. 
Building rapport with community leaders, organizational 
managers, or influential network members proves essential for 
reaching target populations. You need to explain your research 
clearly, address any concerns they might have, and gain their 
approval or assistance in connecting with the people you 
wish to interview. Their support can smooth the path to your 
target respondents, representing managing relationships with 
individuals who control access to potential interviewees.

2.2.5.3 Introduction Letter from Peers and Influential 
Persons in the Field

Personal connections and recommendations can be incredibly 
valuable. Personal connections and recommendations from 
peers or influential figures can substantially enhance access, 
leveraging existing trust to make research requests more welcome 
than they would be as unsolicited approaches. If you know 
peers or influential figures who have established relationships 
with your target interviewees or within the relevant field, a letter 
of introduction or a direct referral from them can significantly 
enhance your chances of gaining access. This leverages existing 
trust and credibility, making your request more palatable and 
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less like an unsolicited intrusion, representing leveraging 
existing networks and relationships for participant recruitment.

2.2.5.4 Taking the Help of Those Who Are Already 
Interviewed

This strategy, often referred to as "snowball sampling," 
involves asking interviewees who have already participated 
in your study to recommend other potential respondents. 
Additionally, snowball sampling, where already-interviewed 
participants recommend others, can be particularly effective for 
reaching hard-to-access populations, though researchers must 
remain aware of potential biases this method might introduce 
into the sample.

This is particularly effective when dealing with hard-to-
reach populations or highly specialized groups where direct 
identification might be challenging. The endorsement from 
someone already interviewed can make new contacts more 
comfortable and willing to participate, building a chain of 
access. However, it's important to be mindful of potential biases 
in the sample generated through this method, representing using 
interviewed participants to recommend additional respondents, 
with awareness of potential biases.

2.2.6 Doing the Interview

Performing an effective interview is an art that blends 
preparation with flexibility and keen observation. The 
actual conduct of an interview requires balancing multiple 
considerations simultaneously. The cornerstone of a successful 
interview is establishing a good rapport with the interviewee. 
Establishing good rapport creates a comfortable, trusting 
environment where participants feel at ease sharing their genuine 
political views, encouraging a natural flow of information that 
yields deeper insights than purely transactional exchanges.

This means creating a comfortable, trusting environment 
where the interviewee feels at ease sharing their thoughts and 
experiences. A strong rapport encourages a natural and open 
flow of information, allowing for deeper insights than a purely 
transactional question-and-answer session. As the interviewer, 
you must also subtly exercise control and direction to keep 
the conversation focused on your research objectives, guiding 
the interviewee back to relevant topics if they stray too far. 
Yet researchers must also exercise subtle control and direction 
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to keep conversations focused on research objectives, gently 
guiding participants back to relevant topics when discussions 
wander too far afield, representing balancing rapport-building 
with directional control during the interview process.

When it comes to recording the interview, using a tape recorder 
or voice recorder offers the significant advantage of capturing 
every word, ensuring accuracy and allowing the interviewer 
to focus more on the conversation rather than extensive note-
taking. The choice between recording interviews or taking notes 
involves important tradeoffs. Tape recording captures every 
word with perfect accuracy and allows interviewers to focus 
on the conversation rather than extensive note-taking, but some 
participants may feel less comfortable or spontaneous when 
being recorded.

This also provides a complete transcript for later analysis. 
However, some interviewees might feel less comfortable or be 
intimidated by a recorder, potentially affecting the spontaneity 
or depth of their responses. Alternatively, taking handwritten 
notes can be less intrusive and allow for immediate annotation 
of key points. Handwritten notes can be less intrusive and 
allow immediate annotation of key points, though this approach 
requires writing up interviews soon after completion to capture 
details and nuances before memory fades.

If choosing this method, it's crucial to write up the interview 
soon after it is over. This helps in recalling details, expanding on 
shorthand notes, and capturing the nuances of the conversation 
before they fade from memory, representing trade-offs between 
tape recording accuracy and potential participant discomfort 
with note-taking alternatives. Beyond the spoken words, 
observing non-verbal behaviour is critical. Beyond spoken 
words, observing non-verbal behavior proves critical for 
understanding public opinion in its full complexity. While taking 
notes, pay attention to body language, facial expressions, tone 
of voice, and pauses. These cues can offer valuable additional 
context, highlight emotional responses, or indicate areas where 
the interviewee might be hesitant or particularly passionate. 
Body language, facial expressions, tone of voice, and pauses 
offer valuable context, highlighting emotional responses and 
indicating areas where participants might feel hesitant or 
particularly passionate about issues.

Noting these non-verbal elements alongside the verbal 
responses enriches your data and provides a more holistic 
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understanding of the interviewee's perspective, adding layers 
of meaning that words alone might miss, representing the 
importance of capturing body language and contextual cues 
beyond spoken responses.

2.2.7 Questionnaire

While interviews provide depth and nuance, questionnaires 
offer complementary advantages for measuring public opinion 
across larger populations. Questionnaires are used in survey 
research in order to collecting, processing and analyzing 
information so as to arrive at satisfactory answers to the questions 
about a political phenomenon of interest. Questionnaires 
serve as instruments for collecting, processing, and analyzing 
information to arrive at answers about political phenomena of 
interest. The method's strength lies in its capacity for systematic 
data collection that permits statistical analysis and comparison 
across groups.

However, questionnaire design requires careful attention 
to avoid compromising data quality. A lengthy questionnaire 
can lead respondents to lose focus or speed through questions 
in order to finish sooner, resulting in low response quality. 
Lengthy questionnaires can cause respondents to lose focus 
or rush through questions, resulting in low response quality. 
Different survey methods can use different length surveys with 
the maximum number of questions ranging between three or 
four dozen depending on complexity and format. Researchers 
generally aim to keep questionnaires focused and manageable, 
representing the impact of questionnaire length on response 
quality and completion rates.

The first step in writing your questions is knowing what you 
want to ask. Writing effective questionnaire items begins with 
knowing precisely what information is needed. By the time 
you are ready to construct your survey instrument you should 
know what aspects of your research questions can be answered 
by your respondents. By the time researchers construct their 
survey instrument, they should understand clearly what aspects 
of their research questions can be answered by respondents. The 
second step is to attempt an initial drafting of questions related 
to each of these aspects. The second step involves drafting 
initial questions related to each aspect of interest, representing 
a two-step approach from research objectives to initial question 
drafting.
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Writing good questions is about clarity and specificity. Writing 
good questions demands clarity and specificity while avoiding 
several common pitfalls. It important to avoid following thing 
while formulating a question:

a.	 Complex terms and language – Big words can offend 
and confuse. If they're not necessary, avoid them. Complex 
terms and unnecessary jargon can offend and confuse re-
spondents, undermining data quality.

b.	 Double-barreled question – When someone asks a ques-
tion that touches upon more than one issue, yet allows only 
for one answer. Double-barreled questions that touch upon 
multiple issues while allowing only single answers create 
inaccuracies because respondents cannot indicate which 
issue they are addressing. This may result in inaccuracies 
in the attitudes being measured for the question, as the re-
spondent can answer only one of the two questions, and 
cannot indicate which one is being answered.

c.	 Ambiguous question – One that contains a concept that is 
not defined clearly: Would you prefer Party A or Party B? 
Ambiguous questions containing unclear concepts fail to 
measure what researchers intend.

d.	 Leading question – Encourages respondents to choose a 
particular response because the question indicates that the 
researcher expects it. Leading questions that encourage 
particular responses because they signal researcher expec-
tations introduce systematic bias into public opinion mea-
surement.

2.2.8 Question Types

The questions can be divided as closed ended questions and 
open-ended questions based on their nature. Questions can 
be categorized as closed-ended or open-ended based on their 
response format, representing the fundamental categorization 
based on response format and analytical implications.

Closed-ended question provides respondents with a list 
of responses from which to choose. Closed-ended questions 
provide respondents with predetermined response options, 
forcing choices from a fixed range of alternatives. In other 
words, these questions force respondents to choose from a 
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range of predetermined responses and are generally easy to 
code and statistically analyze. These questions prove generally 
easy to code and statistically analyze, making them valuable 
for measuring the distribution of opinions across populations. 
In public opinion research, closed-ended questions work well 
for measuring support levels for policies, approval ratings for 
political figures, or prevalence of particular attitudes.

In the case of open-ended question the respondent is not 
provided with any answers. Open-ended questions, conversely, 
allow respondents to construct answers using their own words, 
offering any information or opinion they wish, though space 
constraints typically limit response length. The interviewer 
writes down the answer. In other words, These questions 
ask respondents to construct answers using their own words. 
Respondents can offer any information/express any opinion 
they wish, although the amount of space provided for an answer 
will generally limit the response. Open questions can generate 
rich and candid data. These questions generate rich, candid 
data that can reveal unexpected dimensions of public opinion 
and provide the qualitative texture necessary for interpreting 
quantitative patterns, representing free-form responses allowing 
rich data but requiring more complex analysis.

Different question types (open or closed-ended) have 
advantages and disadvantages. Each question type presents 
distinct advantages and disadvantages for public opinion 
research. Closed-ended questions are easy to code and analyze, 
but they limit answers to those predetermined by the researcher. 
Closed-ended questions facilitate statistical analysis and enable 
confident comparisons across groups and time periods, but 
they limit answers to options predetermined by researchers, 
potentially missing important dimensions of how people 
actually think about issues.

Open-ended questions allow respondents to explain answers 
more fully and create the opportunity for researchers to find 
answer choices they had not anticipated, but they are more 
difficult to code and analyze. Open-ended questions allow 
respondents to explain their views more fully and create 
opportunities for researchers to discover perspectives they had 
not anticipated, enriching understanding of public opinion's 
complexity. However, open-ended responses require more 
sophisticated coding and analysis procedures, demanding 
greater resources and introducing additional opportunities 
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for researcher interpretation to shape findings, representing 
comparative advantages and disadvantages of each approach.

2.2.9 Guidelines for Constructing Questionnaire

The meticulous construction of a questionnairr is paramount 
to ensuring accurate and effective data collection. Constructing 
effective questionnaires or schedules for public opinion research 
requires adherence to several essential guidelines. Researchers 
must adhere to the following guidelines:

Define the Research Problem Clearly: The research 
problem serves as the starting point. The researcher must have 
a crystal-clear understanding of all aspects of the research 
problem that need to be addressed in the project, as this will 
guide the development of relevant questions. Researchers must 
begin with crystal-clear definition of the research problem, 
understanding precisely what aspects need to be addressed, as 
this guides development of relevant questions.

Determine Question Format and Analysis Plan: The 
appropriate form of questions (closed-ended for quantitative 
analysis, open-ended for qualitative insights) depends on the 
nature of information sought, the characteristics of the sampled 
respondents, and the intended type of data analysis. Determining 
appropriate question format and analysis plans requires 
considering the nature of information sought, characteristics 
of sampled respondents, and intended type of data analysis. 
Questions should be simple, precise, and logically integrated 
into a well-thought-out tabulation plan. Questions should be 
simple, precise, and logically integrated into a well-conceived 
tabulation plan, with units of enumeration defined precisely to 
ensure accurate and complete information collection. Units of 
enumeration should also be defined precisely to ensure accurate 
and complete information.

Prepare a Rough Draft with Logical Sequence: Develop 
an initial draft of the questionnaire or schedule, paying careful 
attention to the logical flow and sequence of questions. 
Developing an initial draft requires careful attention to logical 
flow and sequence of questions, with researchers benefiting from 
reviewing previously developed instruments when available. 
Reviewing previously drafted questionnaires or schedules (if 
available) can provide valuable insights at this stage.
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Rigorous Re-examination and Revision: Invariably, the 
rough draft must be re-examined meticulously, and revised 
as needed for improvement. This rough draft must undergo 
meticulous re-examination and revision to identify and remove 
technical defects such as ambiguous wording, leading questions, 
or unclear instructions. All technical defects, such as ambiguous 
wording, leading questions, or unclear instructions, must be 
identified and removed.

Conduct a Pilot Study (Pre-testing): A pilot study is 
crucial for pre-testing the questionnaire or schedule on a small, 
representative sample. Conducting a pilot study proves crucial 
for pre-testing the instrument on a small, representative sample, 
helping identify unforeseen problems, ambiguities, or difficulties 
respondents might face. This step helps identify any unforeseen 
problems, ambiguities, or difficulties respondents might face. 
The questionnaire can then be edited and refined in light of the 
pilot study's results. The questionnaire or schedule can then be 
edited and refined based on pilot study results, substantially 
improving the final instrument's effectiveness.

Provide Clear Directions: The questionnaire or schedule 
must include simple, straightforward, and unambiguous 
directions for respondents (or for the enumerators when 
filling schedules) to minimize confusion and ensure consistent 
understanding and accurate responses. Finally, providing clear, 
straightforward, and unambiguous directions for respondents 
or enumerators minimizes confusion and ensures consistent 
understanding and accurate responses.

In short, interviews and questionnaires represent 
complementary tools for measuring public opinion, each 
offering distinct advantages for different research contexts and 
objectives. Interviews provide depth, flexibility, and capacity 
for exploring the complex reasoning and contextual factors that 
shape political attitudes, proving invaluable for understanding 
public opinion in its full richness. Questionnaires enable 
systematic measurement across larger populations, facilitating 
statistical analysis and comparison that reveals patterns in 
opinion distribution and change over time.

The choice between methods, and decisions about specific 
approaches within each category, should be guided by research 
questions, population characteristics, available resources, 
and the particular aspects of public opinion researchers seek 
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to illuminate. By understanding these tools' strengths and 
limitations, and employing them thoughtfully with attention 
to methodological rigor and ethical principles, researchers 
can effectively measure and analyse public opinion in ways 
that advance both scholarly understanding and democratic 
governance.

Summarised Overview

This unit introduces the two foundational methods for collecting data about public 
opinion: interviews and questionnaires. Interviews represent a conversational approach 
where researchers engage directly with participants, asking questions and exploring 
responses in real-time. This method comes in three main varieties arranged along a 
spectrum of structure. Structured interviews use predetermined questions asked in the same 
order to every participant, much like an in-person survey, enabling statistical comparison. 
Semi-structured interviews balance flexibility with focus, using a topic guide that allows 
interviewers to adapt questions and pursue unexpected insights while maintaining 
research objectives. Unstructured interviews take the form of open-ended conversations 
where questions emerge naturally, proving particularly valuable for exploratory research 
or sensitive topics where rigid questioning might inhibit honest responses. The unit also 
examines how formality affects interviews and introduces ethnographic interviewing, a 
long-term immersive approach that builds deep understanding of how politics operates 
in everyday life.

Beyond exploring interview types, the unit addresses the practical and ethical 
dimensions of conducting effective research. It explains when to choose interviews 
over surveys (such as when exploring new phenomena or seeking deep understanding 
of complex attitudes), how to navigate the challenges of gaining access to participants 
through institutional credentials and personal networks, and what ground rules ensure 
ethical treatment of research subjects. The unit then turns to questionnaires, examining 
their strengths for systematic measurement across large populations and their limitations 
in capturing nuanced thinking. Careful attention is given to questionnaire construction, 
including how to write clear questions that avoid common problems like ambiguous 
wording or double-barreled items, how to choose between open-ended and closed-ended 
formats based on research goals, and what guidelines ensure effective instrument design. 
Throughout, the unit emphasizes that interviews and questionnaires are complementary 
rather than competing tools, each serving distinct purposes in the comprehensive 
measurement and analysis of public opinion.

SG
O

U



95SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What is the primary difference between an interview and a questionnaire as methods 
for collecting public opinion data?

2.	 Name the three main types of interviews and briefly describe how they differ in their 
level of structure.

3.	 Why might a researcher choose to conduct interviews rather than distribute surveys 
for their public opinion research?

4.	 What does "informed consent" mean, and why is it important in interview research?

5.	 What is a "gatekeeper" in the context of conducting field research interviews?

6.	 What is the main problem with a "double-barreled question" in a questionnaire?

7.	 How do closed-ended questions differ from open-ended questions in terms of the 
data they generate?

8.	 What is the purpose of conducting a pilot study before finalizing a questionnaire?

9.	 In what type of interview would a researcher be most likely to discover information 
they had not anticipated before beginning the research?

10.	What is ethnographic interviewing, and how does it differ from conducting a single 
structured interview?

Assignment 
1.	 Compare and contrast structured and unstructured interviews. Discuss the specific 

circumstances under which each approach would be most appropriate for measur-
ing public opinion, providing concrete examples to support your argument.

2.	 Design a semi-structured interview guide for research on public opinion about cli-
mate change policy in your local community. Include 8-10 main questions or topic 
areas, and explain your rationale for the sequence and phrasing of these questions.

3.	 Critically evaluate the statement: "The disadvantages of unstructured interviews 
(such as being time-consuming and producing difficult-to-categorize data) actually 
represent their greatest strengths for understanding public opinion." Support your 
position with specific examples.

4.	 You are planning to conduct interviews with local government officials about their 
perceptions of citizen engagement in policy-making. Describe your strategy for 
gaining access to these officials, including how you would handle gatekeepers and 
what you would include in your formal introduction letter.
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5.	 Create a questionnaire with 12 questions (mixing closed-ended and open-ended for-
mats) to measure public opinion about social media regulation. Then, analyze your 
own questionnaire, identifying potential problems with any questions and explain-
ing how you ensured clarity and avoided common pitfalls.

6.	 Explain the ethical ground rules that should govern interview research, and discuss 
how following these rules not only protects participants but also improves the quality 
of data collected. Provide specific examples from public opinion research contexts.

7.	 A researcher studying public opinion about immigration policy finds that structured 
interviews reveal 60% support for stricter border controls, but semi-structured fol-
low-up interviews reveal complex, sometimes contradictory views among support-
ers. Analyze what this scenario reveals about the relationship between different in-
terview methods and discuss the implications for understanding "public opinion."

8.	 Compare the use of interviews versus questionnaires for studying public opinion 
on a sensitive political topic of your choice. Discuss the specific advantages and 
disadvantages of each method for this topic, and recommend which approach (or 
combination of approaches) would be most effective and why.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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After completing this unit, learner will be able to:

Prediction in Polling  
Research: Possibilities and 

Pitfalls

Learning Outcomes

UNIT 
3

•	 analyze the fundamental principles and democratic functions of opinion polling, 

including how polls serve as representations of public opinion, shape electoral 

campaigns, and influence political discourse in modern democracies.

•	 evaluate the major methodological challenges in predictive polling, including sam-

pling bias, nonresponse bias, measurement error, and the difficulties of achieving 

representative samples in contemporary media environments.

•	 critically assess the cultural and contextual limitations of applying Western polling 

methodologies to diverse societies, particularly understanding how social struc-

tures, power dynamics, and cultural attitudes affect polling accuracy in non-West-

ern contexts.

•	 examine the interactive relationship between poll predictions and voter behavior, 

including phenomena such as bandwagon effects, underdog effects, and strategic 

voting that create feedback loops between polling and electoral outcomes.

•	 apply ethical frameworks to evaluate the responsibilities of pollsters and media 

organizations in conducting and reporting predictive polling, recognizing the  

societal impacts of prediction failures and the importance of methodological 

 transparency.

SG
O

U



100 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

Background 

Imagine standing in a bustling marketplace on election day, trying to predict the 
outcome by asking every tenth person who walks by about their voting intentions. This 
simple exercise captures both the promise and the peril of modern polling. If you've 
selected your sample well and people answer honestly, you might accurately forecast the 
result. But what if certain types of voters avoid the marketplace? What if some people 
lie about their intentions? What if a last-minute news event changes minds after you've 
finished surveying? This marketplace scenario, scaled up and made more sophisticated, 
represents the essential challenge facing professional pollsters: using a snapshot of 
opinions to predict future collective behaviour in complex, dynamic democratic systems.

The stakes of getting this prediction right—or wrong—extend far beyond academic 
interest. When major polling organizations predicted a comfortable victory for Hillary 
Clinton in 2016, only to see Donald Trump win the presidency, or when British polls 
failed to anticipate the Brexit referendum result, these failures sent shockwaves through 
political systems. Campaigns had allocated resources based on faulty intelligence, media 
narratives had shaped public expectations that proved incorrect, and citizens' trust in 
democratic institutions suffered. Yet despite these high-profile failures, polling remains 
indispensable to modern democracy, serving as a crucial feedback mechanism between 
citizens and their representatives. Understanding both the possibilities and pitfalls of 
predictive polling has never been more important for citizens, journalists, policymakers, 
and researchers navigating contemporary political landscapes.

Keywords

Opinion Polls, Statistical Sampling, Sampling Bias, Nonresponse Bias - Social 
Desirability Bias, Statistical Weighting, Bandwagon Effect, Methodological Adaptation, 
Measurement Error, Temporal Extrapolation, Strategic Voting

Discussion

Opinion polls have become integral to modern democracies, 
serving as a barometer of public opinion and a tool for forecasting 
electoral outcomes. Designed to capture the preferences, 
expectations, and aspirations of the populace, opinion polls are 
conducted by surveying representative samples and extrapolating 
the findings to predict the general population’s behavior. These 
predictions are not only of academic interest but have real-world 
implications, shaping media narratives, campaign strategies, 

	� Polling's 
democratic role
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and even voter behavior. Despite advancements in statistical 
methods and data analytics, predicting future events through 
polls remains fraught with uncertainty, influenced by a complex 
interplay of social, methodological, and contextual factors.​

Prediction in Polling Research

The intersection of statistical methodology and democratic 
processes has never been more scrutinized than in the realm of 
polling research. As democracies worldwide grapple with the 
accuracy and reliability of election predictions, understanding 
the complexities of polling methodology becomes essential for 
both practitioners and citizens. Prediction in polling research 
represents a sophisticated attempt to capture the pulse of the 
electorate, translating individual opinions into meaningful 
forecasts about collective political behaviour. This endeavour, 
while rooted in mathematical principles and statistical rigor, 
remains an imperfect science influenced by human psychology, 
social dynamics, and methodological choices.

At its core, polling research seeks to understand public 
opinions, which encompass the expectations, aspirations, 
demands, and preferences of the majority of people within a 
society. When these opinions are systematically extracted through 
surveys from carefully selected samples of the population, 
they transform into what we call opinion polls. These polls 
operate on the fundamental principle of statistical sampling, 
conducting a series of structured questions to participants and 
then extrapolating generalities based on the ratio of responses 
received. The ultimate goal of such research, particularly in the 
political sphere, extends beyond mere description of current 
attitudes to the ambitious task of predicting future election 
results. This predictive capacity has made opinion polls 
indispensable tools in modern democratic processes, shaping 
how campaigns are conducted, how resources are allocated, and 
how political discourse unfolds in the public sphere.

The importance of opinion polls in contemporary democracy 
cannot be overstated, and this significance manifests through 
multiple interconnected dimensions. First and foremost, 
opinion polls serve as representations of public opinion, which 
holds fundamental importance in democratic systems where 
authority is derived from the consent and will of the governed. 
In this sense, polls function as ongoing referenda on political 
issues, policies, and candidates, providing continuous feedback 
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mechanisms between citizens and their representatives. This 
representational function ensures that democratic governance 
remains responsive to the evolving sentiments of the electorate 
rather than operating in isolation from public concerns.

Beyond their representational function, opinion polls play 
a crucial role in shaping the election manifestos of different 
political parties. Party strategists and campaign managers rely 
heavily on polling data to understand which issues resonate 
most strongly with voters, which demographic groups require 
targeted outreach, and which policy positions might attract or 
repel potential supporters. This influence extends to the very 
content of political platforms, as parties adjust their messaging 
and policy priorities based on what polling reveals about voter 
preferences. The relationship between polls and manifestos 
creates a feedback loop where public opinion influences party 
positions, which in turn may shape future public opinion through 
campaign messaging and policy debate.

Opinion polls also determine the trajectories of election 
campaigning in fundamental ways. Campaign resources, 
including financial investments, candidate time, and 
organizational efforts, are allocated based on what polls 
reveal about competitive dynamics in different regions or 
among different demographic groups. A campaign might 
redirect resources from states or constituencies where polling 
shows comfortable leads or insurmountable deficits toward 
more competitive areas where additional effort could make a 
meaningful difference. This strategic deployment of resources, 
guided by polling intelligence, can significantly affect electoral 
outcomes by ensuring that campaigns focus their energies where 
they matter most.

Furthermore, polling research serves a defensive and 
preparatory function in modern campaigns. Polls are used 
extensively to test possible attack messages that opponents 
might deploy and to develop potential responses to those attacks. 
This adversarial dimension of polling allows campaigns to 
anticipate criticisms, prepare rebuttals, and even preemptively 
address vulnerabilities before opponents can exploit them. 
Through focus groups and survey research, campaigns can 
gauge how different messages resonate with voters, which 
attacks stick and which fail to gain traction, and how best to 
frame their candidates' strengths while minimizing perceived 
weaknesses. This strategic intelligence, derived from systematic 

	� Shaping party 
manifestos

	�Campaign 
resource 
allocation

	� Testing attack 
messaging

SG
O

U



103SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

polling research, has become central to campaign planning in 
competitive electoral environments.

The overview of public perspective provided by opinion 
polls enables targeted actions by political actors, media 
organizations, and civic groups. Rather than operating on 
assumptions or anecdotal evidence about what voters think or 
want, these stakeholders can base their strategies on empirical 
data about actual public sentiment. This data-driven approach 
to political engagement theoretically produces more effective 
campaigns, more responsive governance, and more informed 
public discourse. When polling research functions optimally, it 
creates transparency about where the electorate stands on key 
issues and candidates, allowing for more honest and productive 
political competition.

However, the promise of polling research has been 
increasingly challenged by a surge in high-profile prediction 
failures. Elections across multiple democracies have produced 
outcomes that diverged significantly from what polling had 
suggested, leading to widespread questioning of the entire 
enterprise of election forecasting. These failures have not 
occurred in isolation but represent a pattern that demands 
serious examination of the methodologies, assumptions, and 
practices that underpin modern polling research. Understanding 
why polls fail requires exploring both technical limitations and 
deeper structural challenges that affect the reliability of survey-
based prediction.

One fundamental challenge facing polling research stems 
from the use of limited samples, which can lead to incorrect 
or incomplete information about broader electoral dynamics. 
The entire logic of survey research rests on the principle that a 
relatively small sample, if properly constructed, can represent 
the characteristics of a much larger population. However, 
achieving truly representative samples has become increasingly 
difficult in the modern media environment. Response rates to 
telephone surveys have declined dramatically as people screen 
calls, distrust unknown numbers, and resist participating in what 
they perceive as intrusive research. Online panels, while more 
cost-effective, face their own representativeness challenges as 
participation tends to skew toward individuals with particular 
demographic characteristics or levels of political engagement. 
When samples fail to accurately reflect the composition of the 
electorate, even sophisticated statistical techniques cannot fully 
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compensate for this fundamental flaw in the data collection 
process.

The challenge of limited and potentially unrepresentative 
samples interacts with another critical issue: the tendency of 
respondents to provide misleading answers depending on their 
mood, the social context of the interview, or their understanding 
of the questions being asked. Human psychology introduces 
numerous sources of measurement error into polling research. 
Social desirability bias leads some respondents to provide 
answers they believe to be more socially acceptable rather 
than revealing their true preferences, particularly on sensitive 
political or social issues. This phenomenon can systematically 
skew polling results when certain candidates or positions 
carry social stigma or controversy. Additionally, the framing 
of questions, the order in which they are asked, and even the 
tone or perceived political orientation of the interviewer can 
influence how respondents answer, introducing bias that may 
not be apparent in the final data.

The mood-dependent nature of political attitudes adds another 
layer of complexity to prediction. Voters' preferences can be 
genuinely fluid, shifting in response to news events, campaign 
developments, or personal circumstances. What a person tells 
a pollster several weeks before an election may not reflect how 
they ultimately vote, not because they were dishonest but because 
their views evolved during the campaign. This volatility in voter 
preferences makes prediction particularly challenging in close 
elections where small shifts in opinion can determine outcomes. 
Pollsters must therefore distinguish between stable underlying 
preferences and temporary fluctuations in sentiment, a task that 
requires both methodological sophistication and interpretive 
judgment.

Resource constraints represent another significant limitation 
affecting the quality and reliability of polling research. 
Conducting high-quality survey research requires substantial 
investments of time and money. Comprehensive sampling 
strategies, rigorous questionnaire design and testing, trained 
interviewers, multiple contact attempts to reach selected 
respondents, and sophisticated statistical analysis all demand 
resources that many polling organizations lack. Faced with 
limited budgets and tight deadlines, particularly in the rapid-fire 
environment of campaign polling, researchers often must make 
compromises that can affect data quality. Sample sizes may 
be smaller than ideal, fieldwork periods may be compressed, 

	�Misleading 
respondent 
answers

	�Mood-dependent 
voter attitudes

	�Resource 
constraint 
limitations

SG
O

U



105SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

and analysis may be less thorough than best practices would 
suggest. These resource-driven compromises can accumulate, 
potentially undermining the reliability of polling predictions.

Beyond these technical and practical challenges lies a 
more fundamental methodological concern that has particular 
relevance for diverse societies: the problem of applying western 
research methods directly to contexts with significantly different 
social structures, cultural patterns, and political dynamics. This 
issue manifests with particular clarity when considering polling 
in Indian society, though the underlying principle applies more 
broadly. Western survey research methodology developed 
within specific social contexts characterized by particular forms 
of social organization, power structures, cultural attitudes, and 
communication norms. These methods reflect the societies 
that produced them, incorporating assumptions about how 
individuals relate to authority, how they form and express 
political preferences, how they interact with strangers asking 
questions, and how they understand concepts like privacy and 
public opinion.

Indian society presents numerous phenomena and dynamics 
that differ fundamentally from the Western contexts in which 
standard polling methodologies were developed. The caste 
system represents perhaps the most obvious example of a 
social institution without direct parallel in Western societies, 
profoundly shaping social relations, political alignments, and 
individual identity in ways that standard survey instruments 
may not adequately capture. The complex interplay of caste 
identity with other factors such as religion, language, region, 
and class creates patterns of political behavior that defy simple 
categorization or prediction based on Western models of 
voting behaviour. Polling instruments developed without deep 
understanding of these dynamics may ask the wrong questions, 
misinterpret responses, or fail to capture the factors that actually 
drive electoral decisions.

Power structures in Indian society also differ in significant 
ways from those in Western democracies, with implications for 
how individuals respond to survey research. Hierarchical social 
relations, deference to authority figures, and complex patron-
client networks can affect both who participates in polling 
and how they respond to questions. A respondent may provide 
answers they believe the interviewer wants to hear, may defer 
to the political preferences of local influential figures rather than 

	�Western 
methodology 
limitations

	� Indian social 
complexity

	� Power structures 
affect

SG
O

U



106 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

expressing independent views, or may strategically misrepresent 
their intentions for various social or political reasons. These 
dynamics, rooted in specific cultural and social contexts, can 
introduce systematic biases that standard methodological 
approaches may not address.

Cultural attitudes toward privacy, stranger interaction, and 
political expression vary significantly across societies, affecting 
the fundamental data collection process that underlies all polling 
research. In some cultural contexts, discussing one's political 
preferences with strangers may be seen as inappropriate 
or potentially risky, leading to non-response or strategic 
misrepresentation. Gender dynamics may shape who within a 
household is willing or able to participate in survey research, 
potentially skewing samples in ways that are difficult to detect 
or correct. Religious and cultural festivals, seasonal migration 
patterns, and other society-specific phenomena can affect when 
and how effectively survey research can be conducted, yet these 
factors may not be adequately accounted for in standardized 
polling protocols.

The recognition that research methods are products of the 
interactions and experiences of their originating societies 
points toward a critical need for methodological adaptation and 
innovation. Applying template approaches developed in one 
context directly to fundamentally different social environments 
risks producing misleading results because the underlying 
assumptions of those methods may not hold. Survey questions 
that work well in one cultural context may be misunderstood 
or carry different connotations elsewhere. Sampling frames 
that effectively capture population diversity in one society may 
systematically exclude important groups in another. Statistical 
models of voting behaviour built on Western political dynamics 
may fail to account for the factors that actually drive electoral 
decisions in different contexts.

The path forward requires developing research methods 
grounded in deep understanding of local social structures, 
cultural patterns, and political dynamics. This does not mean 
abandoning statistical rigor or empirical methodology, but 
rather adapting these tools to reflect the specific characteristics 
of the societies being studied. Creating polling methods 
appropriate for diverse contexts demands sustained investment 
in building local research capacity, developing indigenous 
theoretical frameworks for understanding political behaviour, 
and conducting the kind of foundational qualitative research 
that can inform more effective quantitative survey design.
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Adding readings and analytical frameworks that explain 
different phenomena and nuances specific to particular societies 
represents an essential step in this direction. Polling organizations 
and research institutions need to incorporate insights from 
anthropology, sociology, history, and political science specific 
to their contexts, building interdisciplinary understanding that 
can inform more culturally appropriate research design. This 
means not simply translating Western survey instruments but 
fundamentally rethinking what questions to ask, how to ask 
them, whom to sample, and how to interpret the responses 
received.

Improving polling methodology also requires ongoing 
investment in understanding the changing media and 
communication environment in which political attitudes 
form and evolve. The rise of social media, the fragmentation 
of information sources, and the increasing sophistication of 
political messaging all create challenges for traditional polling 
approaches. Voters receive information from more diverse 
sources than ever before, often selected to reinforce existing 
preferences rather than challenge them. Echo chambers and filter 
bubbles may intensify political attitudes while making them less 
visible to traditional survey research. Understanding how voters 
form preferences in this complex information environment 
demands new theoretical frameworks and methodological 
approaches.

The challenge of prediction in polling research ultimately 
reflects the inherent difficulty of forecasting human behavior in 
complex social systems. Elections represent the aggregation of 
millions of individual decisions, each influenced by countless 
factors ranging from longstanding political identities to 
last-minute emotional responses to campaign events. Even 
perfect sampling and measurement would not guarantee 
perfect prediction because voter preferences themselves may 
be genuinely uncertain or subject to change. The goal of 
polling research should perhaps not be perfect prediction but 
rather providing useful insights into electoral dynamics while 
maintaining appropriate humility about the limits of forecasting 
in complex democratic systems.

Moving forward, the polling community must balance 
multiple imperatives: maintaining methodological rigor 
while adapting to changing social contexts, investing in 
technical sophistication while remaining accessible to 
public understanding, striving for accurate prediction while 
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acknowledging inherent uncertainty, and respecting universal 
principles of survey research while adapting methods to 
local realities. Success in prediction requires not just better 
statistical techniques but deeper understanding of the societies 
being studied, sustained investment in research capacity and 
methodological development, and honest acknowledgment of 
both what polling can and cannot tell us about future electoral 
outcomes. Only through such comprehensive evolution can 
polling research fulfill its potential to contribute meaningfully 
to democratic governance while avoiding the prediction failures 
that undermine public trust in both the research enterprise and 
democratic institutions themselves.

Methodological Approaches to Predictive Polling

At the core of polling-based prediction lies the principle of 
sampling and inference. Pollsters select a sample that ideally 
reflects the larger population’s characteristics, ask a series 
of questions, and use statistical techniques to generalize the 
responses. This process assumes that the sample is both random 
and representative, allowing the translation of individual 
opinions into aggregate outcomes. Statistical weighting is often 
applied to correct for underrepresented demographic groups and 
enhance the model’s accuracy. Even with rigorous sampling, 
however, predictions are subject to several sources of potential 
error and bias.​

One crucial aspect of making polls predictive rather than 
merely descriptive is the use of statistical weighting and 
adjustment. Pollsters must ensure their sample mirrors the 
target population, often requiring post-survey adjustments to 
factors like age, gender, ethnicity, and geographic location. In 
cases where certain demographic groups are underrepresented 
in the raw survey data, their responses are given greater weight 
in the final analysis. While such reweighting increases accuracy, 
it introduces new possibilities for bias if the adjustments are not 
well-calibrated or are based on flawed population estimates.​

Common Sources of Error in Predictive Polling

A significant challenge in predictive polling stems from the 
inherent limitations of the polling process. One source of error 
is sampling bias, which occurs when certain segments of the 
population are systematically over- or under-represented in the 
sample. Nonresponse bias is another challenge; it arises when 
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individuals who choose not to participate in surveys differ 
systematically from those who do. Measurement error can result 
from poorly worded questions, ambiguous response options, or 
interviewer effects. Beyond these, temporal effects—such as 
shifts in public opinion in the final days before an election—can 
render even well-conducted polls obsolete by the time results 
are announced.​

The Pitfalls of Extrapolation

The act of predicting the future based on present attitudes 
inherently involves extrapolation, which carries the risk of 
overreaching the data’s actual predictive power. A poll captures 
a snapshot at a specific point in time; assuming these sentiments 
remain constant until the event being predicted can lead to 
erroneous conclusions. Late-breaking developments, campaign 
events, or external shocks frequently disrupt voter intentions 
after polling is complete. Overreliance on polling predictions 
thus risks conferring an unwarranted sense of certainty, 
potentially misleading policymakers, media, and the public.​

Polling in Fragmented and Dynamic Societies

Prediction in polling is especially problematic in societies 
characterized by a high degree of fragmentation and volatility. 
In multi-party democracies with numerous regional parties, 
coalition dynamics, and pronounced social cleavages, the task 
of accurately forecasting outcomes becomes exponentially more 
complex. Societal heterogeneity, regional issues, and shifting 
alliances introduce many variables, resulting in compounded 
modelling errors. These complexities require pollsters to 
develop localized models and sophisticated weighting schemes, 
but even these may struggle to keep pace with fast-evolving 
electoral landscapes.​

The 'Black Box' Problem in Predictive Models

One critical issue raised by both academics and journalists 
is the opacity of polling methodologies. Many polling 
organizations do not disclose their full modeling techniques, 
making it difficult for external observers to assess the quality 
of the predictions. The conversion of raw survey responses 
into predicted outcomes often involves proprietary algorithms, 
subjective adjustments, and “pollster’s judgment,” leading to a 
“black box” problem. The lack of transparency undermines trust 
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and makes it challenging to scrutinize or replicate results, raising 
questions about accountability in cases of failed predictions.​

The Role of Human Judgment and Subjectivity

While predictive models strive for objectivity, human 
judgment remains integral to the polling process. Pollsters make 
decisions at every stage, from sampling frame selection and 
questionnaire wording to data cleaning and model specification. 
The subjective element can introduce bias, intentionally or 
unintentionally, particularly when choices reflect institutional 
or commercial interests. Pollsters may “play safe” by predicting 
the likely winner to avoid reputational damage, or adjust results 
based on client expectations, further complicating the pursuit of 
unbiased predictions.​

Influence of Poll Predictions on Voter Behaviour

Predictions derived from polls are not just passive reflections 
of potential outcomes; they actively shape the political 
environment. The publication of poll forecasts can influence 
voter behaviour through phenomena like the bandwagon effect, 
where some voters shift allegiance to the perceived frontrunner, 
or the underdog effect, where sympathy for trailing candidates 
increases. Strategic voting may also arise, with individuals 
casting ballots based on forecasted outcomes rather than personal 
preference to maximize the impact of their vote. These feedback 
effects create a recursive loop between polling predictions and 
actual outcomes, adding to the challenge of interpretation.​

The Ethical Dimension of Predictive Polling

The ethical responsibility borne by pollsters and media outlets 
in publishing predictions is considerable. Inaccurate predictions 
can distort public perception, influence fundraising, affect 
candidate momentum, and even suppress or inflate turnout. The 
timing of poll releases, selective reporting, and framing effects 
all contribute to the potential for ethical lapses. Transparency 
about methodology, honest communication of uncertainty, and 
adherence to best practices in reporting are essential to mitigate 
the broader societal impact of predictive errors.​

Polling Research in the Social Media Era

The rise of social media has introduced both opportunities 
and challenges for predictive polling research. On the one 

	� Subjective human 
judgment

	� Polls influence 
behaviour

	� Ethical 
publication 
responsibility
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hand, platforms like Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram provide 
a wealth of real-time data on public sentiment. Analysts 
can track trends, identify issue salience, and measure the 
intensity of support or opposition. On the other hand, social 
media users are not representative of the broader electorate, 
with systematic differences in age, socioeconomic status, and 
political orientation. Algorithms that amplify certain voices and 
suppress others further complicate the picture, necessitating 
careful calibration and validation of predictions derived from 
digital sources.​

Regional and Cultural Differences in Predictive Accuracy

All polling research is context-dependent, and methods 
successful in one region may encounter difficulties elsewhere 
due to cultural, linguistic, or institutional differences. The 
direct transplantation of Western polling methodologies to 
countries like India, with its complex social fabric, can produce 
misleading results if not adequately adapted to local conditions. 
Language barriers, literacy levels, differential willingness to 
self-disclose, and unfamiliarity with survey processes all impact 
data quality and the predictive validity of poll-based forecasts. 
Regional expertise and localized approaches are thus critical for 
meaningful prediction.​

Prediction in polling research is both an art and a science, 
blending rigorous statistical analysis with the nuanced 
understanding of human behavior and social context. As 
democracies become more complex and technology continues 
to evolve, the possibilities for more accurate and insightful 
prediction grow. However, the pitfalls remain ever-present, and 
overconfidence in polling predictions can lead to significant 
misjudgments. Vigilance, reflexivity, and a commitment to 
scientific integrity are essential for realizing the full potential 
of predictive polling while avoiding its inherent dangers. 
Ultimately, prediction in polling research serves as a crucial, 
but imperfect, mirror of democratic society—most valuable 
when embraced with humility, skepticism, and a readiness 
to learn from both success and failure.​ This comprehensive 
treatment lays out the intricate landscape of predictive polling, 
highlighting not just its technical underpinnings, but also its 
societal implications, ethical challenges, and the ongoing need 
for methodological advancement and transparency.

	� Social media 
opportunities
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Summarised Overview

This unit explores the complex world of prediction in polling research, examining 
how opinion polls attempt to forecast electoral outcomes and the numerous challenges 
that affect their accuracy. Opinion polls operate on the principle of statistical sampling—
surveying carefully selected groups of people and extrapolating their responses to predict 
how larger populations will behave. These polls serve multiple democratic functions: they 
represent public opinion, shape party manifestos and campaign strategies, enable data-
driven political engagement, and provide transparency about where electorates stand on 
key issues. However, the promise of accurate prediction has been increasingly challenged 
by high-profile failures across multiple democracies, raising fundamental questions about 
polling methodologies, assumptions, and practices.

The unit examines both technical and contextual factors that complicate predictive 
polling. Technical challenges include sampling bias, nonresponse bias, measurement error, 
and resource constraints that force compromises in research quality. Human psychology 
introduces additional complications through social desirability bias, mood-dependent 
attitudes, and misleading responses. Perhaps most fundamentally, the unit explores how 
Western polling methodologies may fail when applied to societies with different social 
structures, cultural patterns, and political dynamics—using Indian society as a key example 
of how caste systems, power structures, and cultural attitudes create complexities that 
standard survey instruments struggle to capture. The unit concludes by examining ethical 
responsibilities, the impact of social media, and the need for methodological adaptation, 
arguing that successful prediction requires not just better statistical techniques but deeper 
understanding of the societies being studied, sustained investment in local research 
capacity, and honest acknowledgment of both what polling can and cannot tell us about 
future electoral outcomes.

Self-Assessment Questions

1.	 What are the three main democratic functions that opinion polls serve in modern 
political systems?

2.	 Explain the difference between sampling bias and nonresponse bias in polling re-
search.

3.	 Why is social desirability bias particularly problematic when polling on controver-
sial political issues?

4.	 How do pollsters use statistical weighting to improve the accuracy of their predic-
tions?
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5.	 What is meant by the "bandwagon effect" and how can poll predictions influence 
actual voter behavior?

6.	 Why might Western polling methodologies produce inaccurate results when applied 
directly to societies like India?

7.	 What is the "black box problem" in polling research and why does it matter for 
accountability?

8.	 List three types of measurement error that can affect polling accuracy.

9.	 How has declining response rates to telephone surveys affected the quality of mod-
ern polling?

10.	Why is temporal extrapolation inherently risky in predictive polling?

Assignment 

1.	 Select a recent election where polling predictions failed significantly. Analyze the 
potential sources of error (sampling bias, nonresponse bias, measurement error, 
late-breaking developments) that might have contributed to the inaccuracy. Use 
specific examples from polling reports if available.

2.	 Design a polling questionnaire appropriate for a culturally diverse society of your 
choice. Explain how your question wording, sampling strategy, and interview meth-
ods account for specific cultural factors, power structures, and social dynamics that 
might affect response accuracy.

3.	 A polling organization releases a prediction showing one candidate with a com-
manding lead three days before an election. Discuss the ethical implications of this 
publication, considering potential effects on voter turnout, campaign fundraising, 
and democratic participation. What responsibilities do pollsters have in such situa-
tions?

4.	 Compare polling methodologies used in two different countries with distinct social 
structures. Analyze how each methodology reflects or fails to account for local cul-
tural patterns, political dynamics, and social organization.

5.	 Explain how poll predictions and actual electoral outcomes can influence each other 
through phenomena like bandwagon effects, underdog effects, and strategic voting. 
Provide hypothetical or real examples to illustrate this recursive relationship.

6.	 Design a research strategy that combines traditional polling with social media anal-
ysis to predict an upcoming election. Discuss the advantages and limitations of each 
data source and explain how you would calibrate and validate predictions from 
digital platforms.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions

Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 
paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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MODEL QUESTION PAPER SETS

SG
O

U



117SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -  Public Opinion And Field Research

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

QP CODE: ………						                            Reg. No: ………....	
				                                                                          Name: ……………

M.A POLITICAL SCIENCE 
         Semester I – Skill Enhancement Compulsory Course

  MODEL QUESTION PAPER - SET 1
                                                   M23PS01SC	

Public Opinion and Field Research

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                                      Max Marks: 70
SECTION A

Answer any ten questions in a word or a sentence.  Each question carries one mark.

								             (10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 State the meaning of the term public opinion in political analysis.
2.	 Mention one essential characteristic that distinguishes public opinion from individual 

opinion.
3.	 Identify the thinker who described public opinion as the “life-blood of democracy.”
4.	 State how public opinion contributes to the functioning of a democratic political system.
5.	 Mention one major source that shapes and transmits public opinion in society.
6.	 Explain the significance of opinion polls in a representative democracy.
7.	 Define the term sampling as used in public opinion research.
8.	 State what is meant by the term universe in a sample survey.
9.	 Mention one purpose of using a questionnaire in opinion research.
10.	State the primary function of interviewing as a technique in measuring public opinion.
11.	Indicate one reason why polling results may sometimes become inaccurate.
12.	Explain briefly what is meant by the “bandwagon effect.”
13.	State when exit polls are usually conducted in the electoral process.
14.	Mention the role of the interviewer in the collection of public opinion data.
15.	State what is meant by the “margin of error” in opinion polling.

SECTION B

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences. Each question carries two marks.  
                                                                                                                  (5X2 =10 Marks)

16.	Define public opinion.
17.	Mention two essential characteristics of public opinion.
18.	What is the role of public opinion in a democratic political system?
19.	What is the significance of opinion polls in modern democracies?
20.	Define sampling in the context of opinion measurement.
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21.	What is meant by random sampling?
22.	Explain what a questionnaire is used for.
23.	Define the term response bias.
24.	What are the main uses of interviews in measuring public opinion?
25.	What is meant by prediction in polling research?

SECTION C

Answer any five questions in one paragraph. Each question carries four marks.  

								                  (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Explain the meaning and importance of public opinion in democratic life.
27.	Discuss the major characteristics that define public opinion.
28.	Evaluate the debates regarding the influence of public opinion on governance.
29.	Describe the process and significance of sampling in public opinion research.
30.	Explain the main tools used for collecting public opinion data.
31.	Discuss the value of opinion polls in the electoral process.
32.	What are the common sources of inaccuracy in polling research?
33.	Explain how public opinion contributes to policy-making in a democracy.

SECTION D

  Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.  

								                  (3X10 =30 Marks)

34.	Define public opinion and critically examine its role in a democratic political system.
35.	Discuss in detail the methods and importance of sampling in measuring public opinion.
36.	Explain the various tools and techniques—interview and questionnaire—used for  

measuring public opinion.
37.	Analyse the uses and limitations of opinion polls in democratic politics.
38.	Discuss the possibilities and pitfalls involved in prediction through polling research.
39.	Evaluate the overall significance of public opinion as an instrument of democratic  

control.
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SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

QP CODE: ………						                            Reg. No: ………....	
				                                                                          Name: ……………

M.A POLITICAL SCIENCE 

Semester I - Skill Enhancement Compulsory Course

MODEL QUESTION PAPER - SET 2

                                                  M23PS01SC	
Public Opinion and Field Research

Time: 3 Hours                                                                                                      Max Marks: 70

SECTION A

Answer any ten questions in a word or a sentence.  Each question carries one mark.

	 							            (10X1 = 10 Marks)

1.	 State the historical period during which the concept of public opinion gained  
prominence.

2.	 Explain how public opinion serves as a check on political power in a democracy.
3.	 Define the term deliberative democracy in relation to opinion formation.
4.	 State the objective of conducting a sample survey in public opinion studies.
5.	 Mention one feature that distinguishes random sampling from purposive sampling.
6.	 Define the term purposive sampling in opinion research.
7.	 State one major advantage of using interviews in public opinion studies.
8.	 Mention one function of a focus group discussion in measuring attitudes.
9.	 Define non-response bias as used in polling research.
10.	State the meaning of the term predictive error in polling.
11.	Explain the concept of the “spiral of silence” in the formation of public opinion.
12.	Mention how opinion polls contribute to political accountability in a democracy.
13.	Define the “underdog effect” observed during elections.
14.	State what is meant by digital polling in contemporary opinion research.
15.	Indicate one common cause for the failure of prediction in polling research.

SECTION B

Answer any five questions in two or three sentences. Each question carries two marks.  

								               (5X2 =10 Marks)

16.	What do you mean by the term “the public” in public opinion?
17.	Mention any two roles of public opinion in democracy.
18.	What is deliberative democracy?

SG
O

U



120 SGOU - SLM - MA Political Science -Public Opinion And Field Research

19.	Define purposive sampling.
20.	What is meant by focus group discussion?
21.	Differentiate between qualitative and quantitative methods in opinion research.
22.	Explain what is meant by non-response bias.
23.	What are the ethical challenges in opinion polling?
24.	What is the bandwagon effect?
25.	What is the importance of question wording in polling research?

SECTION C

Answer any five questions in one paragraph. Each question carries four marks.  

								                  (5X4 = 20 Marks)

26.	Analyze the concept of "surrender without subordination" in Gandhi's philosophy of 
freedom.

27.	Discuss the criticisms of Nozick's concept of liberty.

28.	What were the main critiques of Rawls' theory of justice from different philosophical 
perspectives?

29.	Describe Pogge's proposed alternatives to the current global order.

30.	Discuss the communitarian critique of John Rawls's principles of justice.

31.	Analyze the relationship between liberalism and democracy historically.

32.	Analyze the challenges of cultural diversity in implementing cosmopolitan democracy.

33.	Explain the significance of checks and balances in liberal democratic governance.

SECTION D

  Answer any three questions in two pages. Each question carries ten marks.  

								                  (3X10 =30 Marks)

34.	Discuss the concept, nature, and characteristics of public opinion in a democratic  
political system.

35.	Critically examine the debates on the relationship between democracy and public  
opinion.

36.	Evaluate the tools and techniques—sampling, interview, and questionnaire—used in 
measuring public opinion.

37.	Explain the importance, relevance, and challenges of opinion polling in democratic  
governance.

38.	Analyze the process, scope, and limitations of prediction in polling research.
39.	Assess the contribution of public opinion to strengthening democratic participation and 

accountability.
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