
The American People 
Have Spoken
A s The American goes to press in 

late December, there is still no 
official final count from the Novem-
ber 8 ballot in which the people 
elected Donald Trump President  
under the Electoral College system. 
His inauguration is scheduled for 
January 20, 2017. Yet his Demo-
cratic opponent, Hillary Clinton, 
had the support of considerably 
more voters than Trump.

America today is a closely divided 
country. But, playing by the rules, 
Clinton conceded the election even 
before all the ballots were counted, 

Sir Robert Worcester, founder of pollsters 
MORI,  rounds up the available   
election data

as did Al Gore in 2000 when he had 
more votes but George W Bush won 
in the Electoral College.

How close it really was
Polls early on in the campaign 

reported that the marginal states 
where the election would be decided 
were three key states: Ohio, Penn-
sylvania and Florida. Voters in these 
states elected Trump over Clinton. 
Trump had to win all three, and he 
did, but if one person in one hundred 
in Pennsylvania with its 20 electoral 
votes and one person in one hun-

dred in Florida with 19 electors voted 
for Clinton rather than Trump, along 
with New Hampshire’s four electors, 
Mrs Clinton would be headed for 
the White House in January with one 
more delegate than the 270 she had 
to win to be president. That’s how 
close this election was.

As President-elect, Trump will now 
be concentrating on choosing his 
administration, with the single most 
important nomination the judge to 
put forward to fill the vacancy left by 
the death of the conservative Justice 
Scalia on the Supreme Court. Further, 
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it is anticipated that during Trump’s 
four year term of office he will have 
the opportunity to fill two more Jus-
tices, possibly three. This would have 
an impact on American foreign and 
domestic policy for decades.

President Trump’s programme 
will not necessarily have an easy ride 
in the Congress. The Senate kept its 
Republican majority, but narrowly, 
and the House of Representatives is 
still controlled by the GOP, but there 
are a number of Senators who disso-
ciated themselves from supporting 
Trump believing that he was untrust-
worthy or worse to be considered to 
be president, especially commander 
in chief. In this, they have the support 
of more than nine in ten of the Ameri-
can people (94% said Clinton would 
be tustworthy, with just four percent 
saying that Trump would be, accord-
ing to the Exit Poll*).

Exit Poll Results
When the first results of the Exit 

Poll* were put up on the screen 
before the polling stations closed, 
showing that of the 62%** of voters 
were white, Trump had a 14 point 
lead over Clinton, 53% to 39%, it was 
clear that it was much more likely to 

be Trump’s night than the tracking 
polls running up to the election had 
suggested.

While by 2 to 1 most people who 
supported Clinton thought foreign 
policy was the most important issue 
(60% to 34%), followed by the econ-
omy (52% to 42%), Trump supporters 
said Immigration (64%) and Terror-
ism (57%) were most important.

The candidate qualities thought 
to be important show the divisions in 
the minds of the voters. It is clear that 
while the Trump supporters wanted 
change, 83% to 14%, Clinton’s sup-
porters thought that the most impor-
tant traits were right experience, 90% 
to 8%; good judgement, 66% to 26%, 
and cared about people like them-
selves, 58% Clinton to 35% for Trump.

Mrs Clinton was thought by 82% 
to have the right temperament to 
serve effectively as President, among 
Mr Trump’s  supporters the figure was 
72%. There was much speculation 
among the media during the cam-
paign about honesty and trustwor-
thiness of the candidates; and ended 
in a tie, as 94% of Trump’s supporters 
thought he did, as did 94% of Clin-
ton’s who thought she did. 

Much was also made during the 

campaign of demographic and geo-
graphic differences, and it is interest-
ing to note that City dwellers were 
by nearly two to one, 59% to 35% for 
Clinton, among those in small cities 
or rural areas it was the reverse, 62% 
for Trump and 34% for Clinton. 

Surprisingly however, income was 
not what was thought, as among the 
very small proportion of the elector-
ate who are in households whose 
family incomes are $250,000 or 
more, votes were evenly split, 48% 
for Trump and 46% for Clinton, while 
among the under $30,000 family 
income households Clinton did bet-
ter at 53% than Trump at 41%. 

Nor was there the anticipated dif-
ference by amount of education. Of 
college graduates, 49% were for Clin-
ton, and nearly as many, 45%, Trump, 
and of high school or less, 45% for 
Clinton and 51% for Trump.   

* Edison Research conducted the Exit 
Poll among a sample of 24,537 voters 
leaving 350 voting places across the 
US on Election Day including 4,398 
telephone interviews with early and 
absentee voters.
** (later results went up to 70% whites)

Election night images
Opposite: Donald Trump.
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Polling in a 
Post-Truth World
T he American Presidential Elec-

tion was the biggest political 
upset in American History. Britain’s 
Brexit also took the British peo-
ple and experts by surprise. Much 
analysis has been written about the 
parallel between these two com-
parable outcomes and why these 
elections have come out the way 
they did and why. Much criticism 
has been levelled at the polls not 
‘getting it right’, or as one other-
wise very knowledgeable person 
put it to me recently, “How did the 
polls get it so wrong?”.

 My response?  “They didn’t”.

MORI founder Sir Robert Worcester 
explains what happened to the polls in 
the presidential election

One thing is clear from the abuse 
heaped on the polls by people who 
should know better. Few political 
pundits and even fewer journal-
ists know little and understand less 
about the uses and limitation of 
opinion polls. Polls are done system-
atically and objectively for the most 
part, and pollsters do their best to 
‘get it right’. They have every incen-
tive to do so.

Sometimes they do ‘get it right’, 
spot on in fact, but the record has not 
been good enough recently to sat-
isfy the likes of writers in the London 
Times’ TMS columnist (“Now we can 

all agree that opinion polls are almost 
useless”), or the slagging off on BBC 
Newsnight, and even the political 
cartoonist, Matt, in The Daily Tele-
graph, immediately after the election 
of President-elect Donald Trump. 

If you go to the horse races, your 
eyes tell you which horse is ahead, 
which is behind, and the likely win-
ner. In elections, the polls are your 
eyes at the track. But sometimes 
horses win by a nose, and not even 
your eyes can tell you which horse 
won in a photo finish. 

The same applies to opinion poll-
ing during elections and referen-

Polling booths open for
business in New Hampshire
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dums, and both the US election and 
the vote to determine Britain’s future, 
or not, within the European Union, 
were ‘photo-finishes’.

Polls early on in the American 
campaign reported that some of the 
marginal states where the election 
would be decided were Pennsylva-
nia, Michigan and Wisconsin. Trump 
had to win all three, and he did. Just.

In Pennsylvania, Trump’s margin 
of victory was some 55,000 out of 
4.9 million who voted, in Michigan 
11,000 out of 2.5 million, and in 
Wisconsin 22,200 out of 2.8 million.) 
That’s how close this election was. In 
fact, the six likely ‘swing’ states were 
all photo-finishes.

Most people accept that Hillary 
Clinton won the popular vote by over 
2 million votes, but the Electoral Col-
lege system decided who would be 

the President-elect, and so Trump 
won.

Some have alleged that the polls 
are ‘rigged’, as Donald Trump said 
during the campaign when he was 
lagging in the polls. Now he’s claim-
ing the popular vote was rigged as 
well, as he stated just after the count 
that millions of bogus votes were 
counted for Clinton.

Pollsters have every incentive to 
‘get it right’, and go to great lengths 
to try to do so. The tools that pollsters 
have to assess the electorate’s pro-
pensity to vote and their predictive 
voting behaviour, is based on their 
‘views’ and are subject to the laws 
of statistics. Yet media expectations, 
and therefore the expectations of the 
public, are that they are gospel, and 
if proved fallible as a forecast of the 
outcome on the day, many say that 

polls are useless.
Polls depend on what people tell 

the pollsters, and most people tell 
the truth. Polls are systematic and 
objectives and if they are not, they 
are soon found out by the results of 
others polling on the same election 
or same issues.

Polls can tell you what the public 
are thinking, where they have the 
ability to define the universe (poten-
tial voters most likely to cast their 
ballots) with reasonable precision, 
model the universe to be sampled 
accurately, draw a representative 
sample, reach the selected people 
in the sample with sufficient success 
to be able to elicit their views, return 
their views to the researcher, code 
the answers, aggregate them with 
accuracy, and report the collective 
responses with objectivity.   

The New York 
Times‘ county-

level map gives 
one of the most 

detailed views 
of US election 

results 
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