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July 22, 2001, Sunday 
WEEK IN REVIEW DESK 
The Nation: Wrong Number; The Unbearable Lightness of Public Opinion Polls 

By ADAM CLYMER (NYT)
WASHINGTON -- AFTER a week during which one politician or interest group after another brandished a poll to prove conclusively that the public backs federal funding of human embryonic stem cell research, it may come as a surprise to learn that American public opinion on the subject doesn't exist -- at least not yet. The subject is just too new and too complicated. 

Polls seem to say otherwise. There is a NBC News/ Wall Street Journal poll with 69 percent in favor and 23 percent opposed, a Gallup Poll for CNN and USA Today that found 54 percent in favor and a poll done by ABC News and Beliefnet, a religious Web site, that found 58 percent support. A survey done for the Conference of Catholic Bishops, on the other hand, found only 24 percent approval, while the Juvenile Diabetes Foundation, as part of the Coalition for the Advancement of Medical Research, came up with a 70 percent figure. 

The advocates of stem cell research certainly believe the numbers should persuade President Bush -- who promised in the 2000 campaign to oppose funding -- that the politically smart course is to change course. 

Representative Connie Morella, a moderate Republican from Maryland, said last week, ''Three to one, the Americans, when polled, are in favor of stem cell research under particular strong guidelines.'' About the same time, the Juvenile Diabetes Foundation ran an advertisement in The Washington Times claiming, ''A recent national survey shows conclusively that 70 percent support human embryonic stem cell research, including Catholics (72 percent). . . .'' 

But the large variations in the polls cited, which can generally be traced to how the poll questions were worded, suggest that the opinions of respondents are not fully formed, or firmly held. And that is very much the case in the matter of stem cell research, as a crucial finding in the Gallup poll, ignored by the combatants, shows. 

Before having the issue explained to them, 57 percent of the public said they did not know enough to say whether they favored or opposed stem cell research (the pollsters then offered some information and pressed for opinions). The Gallup survey was the only one that specifically offered respondents that choice. 

And a no-opinion number that high, said Herbert L. Asher, a professor of political science at Ohio State University, indicated that all these polls ''are measuring non-attitudes.'' 

Some professional pollsters disagree sharply. A firm defense of polling on questions about which the public may not yet have strong feelings comes from Peter Hart, a Democratic pollster who does the NBC/ Journal poll with Robert Teeter, a Republican. He argues that ''wording is all-important,'' and that even if the poll question itself is the first thing someone has heard on a subject, it at least shows the potency various arguments will have once the subject becomes part of a public dialogue. 

In the case of stem cell research, Mr. Hart and his colleagues at other polling organizations tried to write questions that fairly stated both sides of the argument. 

Writing a balanced question, especially one that is not so long that the respondent hangs up in the middle, is a difficult art, not a science. Honest pollsters try to avoid phrasing that leads the respondents toward one answer or another, though they don't always succeed. But can the argument against human embryo research be adequately conveyed by saying it involves ''potentially viable human embryos,'' as the Journal/NBC poll asked? 

THE key question in the bishops' poll, on the other hand, included a line that read, ''the live embryos would be destroyed in their first week of development.'' 

This question, which also used phrases like ''your federal tax dollars'' and speaks only of ''experiments,'' not the lofty goals of the research, was not written by a pollster but by the bishops' chief lobbyist on the issue, Richard A. Doerflinger. And it was ridiculed by other pollsters. As Professor Asher said, ''It's loaded.'' 

Whatever their language, all the polls on stem cell research asked long, involved questions. And that is a tipoff that the issue is remote from most people, said Bernard Roshco, a former editor of Public Opinion Quarterly. 

''Americans are acquiescent so they'll give you an answer, '' he said. But ''the mere fact that you've got to offer a lengthy summary implies that it's too early to sort it out.'' 

POLLSTERS regularly prove that point by eliciting opinions from people on nonexistent laws and even nonexistent people. This strongly suggests that the opinions people offer on subjects that are real but remote may be equally unreliable. 

One safeguard is to ask a lot of questions, using different phrasings, and asking things like, ''Would you still support X if you knew . . .'' But that costs money. So it is not easy for pollsters and their clients to take the advice of academics like Professor Asher or Stanley Presser of the University of Maryland, and explore difficult issues with a series of questions. 

Without such persistence, said Professor Presser, a past director of the university's survey research center, pollsters and the politicians who seek their wisdom can be trapped by eager-to-please respondents, who answer questions not based on fully formed attitudes and strong feelings, but who, in effect, are ''constructing them as the interview progresses.'' 

Which means that, sometimes, the pollsters are measuring phantoms, and the politicians are calling on them for support. 
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