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Non-Compulsory Reading

Australia’s published polls have an enviable record of accuracy when it comes
to election results, and so public trust in survey research is still relatively healthy.
The same cannot be said of the UK and US, where polling organisations have endured
sustained criticism for imprecise reading of elections and referenda.

Australia uses much thesame polling  system neutralises the vagaries of turnout. Taking partwas voluntary, you had eight weeks
methods. So, can the same These things mean that the life of an to do so—there was no ‘polling day'—and votes
inaccuracies occur in Australia? Australian political pollsteris made easier,but ~ were cast via a pre-paid envelope.

Thisis unlikely in the case of political also mean that we are unaccustomed to the Every aspect of this unique contest created
polling; our preferencing system removes challenges faced by other systems. uncertainty for the pollster beyond simple
many of the uncertainties caused by Enter the ABS's same-sex marriage survey. margin of error.
minor parties; an equitable split of voters Here, we faced an unusual scenario where Many people could have chosen not to
per electorate means national polls are registered electors were asked whether they vote onvarious grounds. Those that chose to
representative, and; our compulsory voting supported same-sex couples being able to marry.  vote often did so quickly, so polls needed to
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be part‘predictive tracker and part exit poll’
And self-reporting of turnout—likelihood to
vote, completing the form or postit—had the
potential to vary wildly.

The reaction from the various published
polling organisations to these challenges was
interesting to watch.

Good research is about asking the right people
the right questions in the right way; analysing
them logically and reporting them fairly. How did
Australia fare against these criteria?

Single-issue questions can be trickierin
their framing than simple political vote. Itis
heartening that most of our pollsimmediately
switched to asking the exact question on the
voting form when this became known.

Almostevery reputable poll reported during
the campaign returned a national ‘yes’ preference
of 60-70 percent (with undecided responses
omitted), so at least we can be reassured by the
consistency that this question mirroring provided.

Atthe time of writing, the one published poll
that broke out of this band (at 73 percent) was the
only oneto employ CATl interviewing. In many
circumstances | consider this method amongst
the most accurate but, having run mixed-method
surveys on this and other sensitive social issues
to compare effects, | have found that involving
aninterviewer can increase socially-acceptable
responses (in this case ‘yes or‘undecided).

An appropriate interviewing method—in
this case, one that most accurately reflected the
private ticking of a box—must be a consideration.

I was surprised that most polls publicly
reported undecided responses. The vote was
a binary choice: don't know did notappearon
the ballot, sowhy reportit? | even saw such
responses reported for those who had already
voted or, worse still, the voting intention of
unregistered electors.

We exclude such responses from political
polls,and arguably should not allow themin the
first place.

The other reassuring consistency in all these
polls was that, where asked, those who had
already voted were more likely to have voted ‘yes.

But why then are we publicly reporting
everyone's voting intention, when we should
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I always think of good
research as asking the right

people the right questions in the

right way; analyzing them logically

and reporting them fairly.

beabletotell
thatcertain
respondents had

no intention of taking
part. Unlike the ABS,
we were not trying to
replicate national opinion, but
to determine the outcome of the vote
inavoluntary voting system.

Measuring turnout was the major sticking
point for Australian pollsters. How do we
estimate turnout in a non-compulsory system?
Should we take anyone whose likelihood is
9-10/10,10/10, the top box, the top two boxes?
Orshould we just wait to ask those taking part?

Thisis the aspect that seems to have proven
most difficult because there was no reliable
frame of referencein Australia, and every
contest is different.

Fortunately, the ABS began to release regular
estimates of participation (based roughly on
sorted containers of envelopes), which were
trending towards an impressive response rate
of over70 percent at the time of writing. This at
least gave pollsters a rough point of comparison.

Unfortunately, as the ABS released the
numbers of forms physically received, many
of which would have been posted a week
beforehand, several published polls were
measuring votes posted at lower levels. Later

How did Australia fare
against these criteria?

polls also reported
significantly fewer
votes cast than
earlierones.

These inconsistencies
—largely borne of turnout
question design—cannot be

reconciled. And inavoluntary system,
where votes cast can be skewed one way or the
other, measuring turnoutisjustasimportantas
headline voting intention.

Our counterparts in the UK and US are
learning lessons such as these the hard way.
Clearly, Australia also has something to learn
about measuring this kind of voluntary contest,
and we should use this rare opportunity to do
so because most of the real-world choices we
are asked to measure are neither compulsory
nor made on asingle day.

Asyou are reading this you likely already
know the exact result of the same-sex marriage
vote. Atthe time of writing thatis a luxury I do
notshare, but my hope for the industry, and
Australia, is that the consistent ‘yes’ majority
result of our trusted polls
proves accurate.
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