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Is the exit poll intellectually dead? That is, in the
foreseeable future, can exit polling serve a purpose
other than allowing media operations to “call”
elections a few hours earlier than of½cial results
become available? This process of calling elec-
tions, and the race among media organizations to
be the ½rst to do so, may serve a recreational pur-
pose; but whether calling elections contributes
much to a thriving democracy is uncertain.

Even if we consider a set of questions crucial to
the social sciences and law about the nature of the
electorate, it is still not immediately clear that exit
polls have much of a future. Suppose we want to
learn about the characteristics and motivations of
voters. Are we better off with the exit poll–cur-
rently around forty-½ve years old–or with a com-
bination of older (mail, telephone) and younger
(Internet) forms of polling, which may now be able
to provide a great deal of information more cheaply
than exit polls can? The question becomes even
sharper when we consider that it may be possible to
combine results from the older and younger tech-
niques with information from data aggregators,
which compile a vast (and increasing) amount of
speci½c and wide-ranging data on voters and poten-
tial voters. In short, we might conclude that the exit
poll is unlikely to live much past middle age. 
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Abstract: We discuss the history of the exit poll as well as its future in an era characterized by increasingly
effective and inexpensive alternatives for obtaining information. With respect to the exit poll’s future, we
identify and assess four purposes it might serve. We conclude that the exit poll’s most important function
in the future should, and probably will, be to provide information about the administration of the fran-
chise and about the voter’s experience in casting a ballot. The nature of this purpose suggests that it may
make sense for academic institutions to replace media outlets as the primary implementers of exit polls.



But another set of questions, perhaps
less fundamental than those articulated
above but nevertheless important, should
allow the exit poll to survive into its gold-
en years and perhaps beyond: What is the
nature of the voting experience for the siz-
able majority of U.S. voters who continue
to use traditional polling booths? Do
voter id laws prevent persons who reach
the voting area from casting valid ballots,
and are such laws administered in a race-
neutral manner? Is voting equipment suf-
½ciently available, and easy enough to use,
to allow ready access to the franchise?
What do voters understand when they are
told, at least initially, that they cannot cast
a valid ballot at a particular polling place?
Is the voting experience affected by the
failure to enforce laws that proscribe elec-
tioneering from occurring within a certain
distance of the voting area?

In this essay, we suggest that the exit
poll’s future should lie in the study of this
second set of questions–questions central
to the ½eld of election administration. This
½eld has long been a subject of interest to
political scientists, but it has an even long-
er history in the legal community. As we
discuss below, the law governing how vot-
ers vote has been in flux since the early
1600s. Scrolling ahead a couple of cen-
turies, voting in the early United States
looked nothing like it does now. And even
more recently, rules surrounding voting
have constituted an important component
of efforts by local, partisan of½cials to
shape the electorate. For at least as long as
a substantial portion of the U.S. electorate
votes in traditional voting locations, and
for as long as local and partisan of½cials
oversee those voting locations, the exit
poll should remain a vital tool for compil-
ing information to support regulation of
a democracy’s most essential function.

At least since the 1634 adoption of the
written ballot system in Massachusetts,1

some fraction of voting in the United
States has been conducted via the in-per-
son presentation of a written indication of
the voter’s preference.2 The ½rst exit poll
in the United States was not, however,
conducted until 1967, 343 years after the
adoption of the Massachusetts written
ballot system. Why did it take so long for
exit polling to become an identi½able fea-
ture of U.S. elections? As it turns out, both
the law and statistical inference required
some development before the exit poll
could become either useful or practical.

The Law. Exit polling during much of
the colonial period would have been pro-
foundly silly. At that time, and for about
one hundred years into our nation’s his-
tory, voting was public or conducted in
such a way that, despite the law as writ-
ten, a voter’s choice could frequently be
observed. Some voting was by voice or
show of hands.3 Some voting was by
means of a written ballot (which, through
the ½rst several decades of our history, the
voter ordinarily had to supply himself );
secrecy in voting was nominally required
by a fair number of state constitutions
adopted around the time of the Revolu-
tionary War.4 But even with written bal-
lots, the mechanics of the voting process
often meant that little was in fact secret.
Certainly, the opportunities that open vot-
ing provided for bribery and intimidation
did not go unexercised. Political parties
provided hapless voters with paper ballots
of a distinct color, or with a visible symbol
or emblem, then posted observers in the
voting area. Companies that owned towns
generously provided free transportation
of voters to polling places, along with
free printed ballots, and likewise posted
observers. Retaliation against those who
voted the “wrong” way could take a vari-
ety of forms, from loss of employment, to
eviction, to physical violence. Meanwhile,
bribery and intimidation were not the
only ways in which candidates and their
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minions influenced ballot-casting. In some
well-reported instances, the area surround-
ing the ballot box was a cross between a
circus and a boxing match. According to
one observer, “Sham battles were fre-
quently engaged in to keep away elderly
and timid voters of the opposition.”5

Some viewed the lack of secrecy as a
good thing. In the early Republic and
stretching into the mid-1800s, at least a
few elites argued that public voting was
essential to the proper functioning of a
democracy. Secret ballots, it was thought,
would tempt a man to vote in his own
narrow self-interest and would encourage
ill-considered choices. More abstractly,
voting was believed to be a public act, a
declaration for whom and for what a man
stood. Virginia politician John Randolph
is said to have opined in 1847, “I scarcely
believe that we have such a fool in all Vir-
ginia as even to mention the vote by bal-
lot, and I do not hesitate to say that the
adoption of the ballot would make any
nation a nation of scoundrels, if it did not
½nd them so.”6

When reform ½nally came, it moved
swiftly on two fronts, both with implica-
tions for the exit poll. On the ½rst, from
approximately 1888 to the turn of the cen-
tury, the overwhelming majority of states
switched to what was known as the “Aus-
tralian system” of voting, whereby a gov-
ernment-provided ballot, available only
at an of½cial polling area, was given to the
voter to mark in secret. That fundamental
system is in place in most elections con-
ducted in the United States today, although
a recent trend toward “convenience vot-
ing” (which takes a variety of forms, from
increased use of absentee ballots to early-
voting stations at high-volume precincts)
continues; and some variation exists even
with traditional ballot-casting. On the lat-
ter point, for example, state laws differ on
whether a voter may voluntarily show
another her ballot. Illinois law illustrates

the dominant regime: “[A]ny person who
knowingly marks his ballot so that it can
be observed by another person . . . shall be
guilty of a Class 4 felony.”7 By requiring the
voter to keep her ballot secret, Illinois law
attempts to provide a haven to anyone re-
quested to allow voluntary veri½cation that
a would-be vote-purchaser has received
the bene½t of her bargain; the voter can
legitimately claim that allowing voluntary
veri½cation will expose her to prosecution.
West Virginia, in contrast, allows the voter
to choose to show her ballot to another.8

In the second reform area, governments
asserted control over the location sur-
rounding voting booths. Some went so
far as to exclude anyone but a would-be
voter or an election of½cial from entering
a legally de½ned halo (say, within 150 feet)
around polling booths. Others prohibited
certain activities, such as electioneering,
from occurring inside a halo but allowed
members of the public to occupy spaces
close enough to voting booths to observe
the administration of the vote. The latter
approach eventually dominated when its
utility as an antifraud measure became
evident.

With respect to the exit poll, the two
types of reform operated at cross-purposes.
On the one hand, the secret ballot created
a need to gain information about voter
choices and voter experiences; that need
gave rise to the exit poll. On the other
hand, laws mandating control and deco-
rum around voting booths provided local
administration of½cials with what they
perceived to be a statutory basis for
attempting to push exit pollsters outside
sometimes large halos around the voting
area. Requiring pollsters to stand more
than a few feet from the exit to a building
in which voting occurs is death to an exit
poll because voters often disperse (and
sometimes disappear down public trans-
portation entrances) before they can be
approached. Not all election administra-
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tion of½cials sought to push exit pollsters
to a prohibitive distance from the polling
area, but enough of them did to necessi-
tate a discussion of one other piece of
legal history: the development of First
Amendment jurisprudence in the court
system, particularly in the federal courts.

As is true of the secret ballot and the exit
poll, the development of First Amendment
jurisprudence occurred far later in our na-
tion’s history than many realize. Begin-
ning in the early 1900s, the U.S. Supreme
Court began to use the First Amendment
as a constitutional basis for scrutinizing
federal laws that regulated speech, partic-
ularly political speech. During this time,
the First Amendment had little to do with
political polling or voting but had every-
thing to do with politics. Some of the ear-
liest First Amendment cases were prose-
cutions against political ½gures, including
the Secretary of the Socialist Party9 and
an alleged founder of a wing of the Com-
munist Party.10 In 1925, the Supreme Court
broke substantial new ground by holding
that the First Amendment provided the
judiciary with a textual basis for scruti-
nizing state (not just federal) laws regu-
lating speech.11

First Amendment law evolved substan-
tially in its ½rst hundred years, and it con-
tinues to evolve today. When the ½rst exit
polls were conducted in the late 1960s,
however, there was a general rule that
courts would take a hard look at content-
based restrictions on speech, particularly
political speech in some kind of public
environment, to determine whether such
restrictions were truly necessary to meet
articulated state goals. Thus, when local
of½cials sought to use halo laws to push
exit pollsters to untenable distances from
the voting area, media outlets and exit
polling ½rms sued. Courts, particularly
federal courts, held almost uniformly that
exit polling was a protected form of
speech, and that election of½cials could

not constitutionally prevent exit pollsters
from approaching voters within a few feet
of the exits to the buildings in which vot-
ing took place.12 Legally, then, the ability
of exit pollsters to do their work became
½rmly established.

The Statistics. An additional step in the
exit poll’s historical development has been
the evolution of polling itself. Survey sam-
pling had its genesis before the 1800s, and
political polling that focused on an elec-
tion was used at least as early as 1824 to
allow newspapers to report projections of
the results of that year’s presidential elec-
tions.13 But like most forms of statistical
inference, polling did not mature until the
Great Depression. A breakthrough came
in 1934, with the publication of a paper by
Russian-Polish mathematician Jerzy Ney-
man, one of a handful of true founders of
modern probability and statistics.14 Until
this paper, statisticians attempting to make
inferences about a large population pur-
posively chose the units that would be ob-
served (that is, the sample). Sophisticat-
ed statisticians allocated observations to
categories thought to be salient (for exam-
ple, large versus small units in industrial
samples, men versus women in samples
involving people), but the statistician
himself controlled that allocation. Ney-
man’s proposal was to apply the idea of
randomization (developed earlier by R. A.
Fisher in the context of agricultural exper-
iments) to the selection of a subset of units
in a large population for observation–
that is, to create a random sample. Neyman
showed that good things happened when
the statistician gave up at least some con-
trol of the selection of the sample to a
randomizer. Among these good things
was the ability to create ranges within
which the true value of some population
parameter was reasonably likely to fall.
These ranges are now known as error bands,
or more technically, con½dence intervals.15

The probability sample ranks next to the
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randomized experiment as one of the
most important creations in the ½eld of
statistics. Survey samplers of all kinds
now make extensive use of the tool Ney-
man gave them.

In the years after Neyman’s article, sur-
vey sampling grew increasingly sophisti-
cated. When exit polls ½nally came along,
they involved a mixture of randomized and
nonrandomized sampling. Statisticians in
charge of exit polls ordinarily use random-
ization to determine which precincts to
send pollsters to, but the selection of vot-
ers to be approached within each precinct
was rarely, if ever, truly random. For in-
stance, in the dominant method of select-
ing voters, the exit pollsters approach every
kth voter, where k is some ½xed integer.
We have adopted this practice ourselves
in our own exit-polling work. Other exit
polls sample according to an exiting vot-
er’s characteristics (for example, sample
every kth African American male).16

Even with these techniques, however, the
idea of randomization serves as the back-
bone for analysis of polling results (partic-
ularly con½dence intervals). Essentially,
those who run exit polls pretend that they
randomize even though they do not.

The First Exit Poll. In 1967, political poll-
ster Warren Mitofsky designed and ad-
ministered the ½rst exit poll in the United
States, focusing on Kentucky’s guberna-
torial contest.17 Oddly, Mitofsky was
inspired by the practice of canvassing
moviegoers as they left theaters to obtain 
viewer opinions.18 Mitofsky’s client was 
cbs, which was attempting to ½nd ways to
project election results and to break down
voter preferences by demographics.19

Apparently, cbs was satis½ed, and as
other media outlets sought to compete,
the exit poll’s popularity grew. Mitofsky
himself was said to have conducted exit
polls for more than three thousand elec-
toral contests, some of them occurring
abroad.20

One ½nal aspect of U.S. election admin-
istration deserves mentioning: “A long-
standing peculiarity of US federalism has
been to reject in principle the Federal
de½nition of voting rules. In practice the
system remained profoundly fragmented
until the 1960s and was indeed uni½ed at
that time only with respect to certain fea-
tures, speci½cally those relating to bla-
tant forms of racial discrimination.”21 In
other words, voting administration has
always been controlled by (i) locals who
are (ii) political partisans. The United
States has never professionalized or cen-
tralized election administration. And to
state the obvious, partisans have power-
ful incentives to manipulate voting rules
to their advantage.

To determine what future the exit poll
should have, we need to assess the pur-
poses it can serve, how well it can serve
them, what alternatives exist, and what
the relative costs and bene½ts of exit polls
are vis-à-vis alternative techniques. The
exit poll’s most familiar purpose is to
provide the backbone of a system that
can be used to predict winners of elections
earlier than the of½cial results are avail-
able. As we noted above, it is not immedi-
ately clear that enabling media outlets to
call elections a few hours earlier than of½-
cial results are available contributes to the
democratic process or to any other process
of serious social concern. Even for those
inclined to believe that calling elections
has democracy-promoting value, evalu-
ating how well the exit poll serves this
purpose is nonetheless complicated. In
our view, the record of exit poll–based22

projections of winners and losers is both
helpful and frustrating. The record is
helpful because reasonably well-executed
and well-analyzed exit polls, particularly
when used with other available informa-
tion, generally do allow pollsters to pre-
dict the right winners. That is, those who
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run and use exit polls are right more often
(much more often, in fact23) than they are
wrong. The record is frustrating because
exit polls are most prone to fail when we
most want them to work. Speci½cally, exit
polls run into the greatest dif½culties when
predicting close elections. Here, various
hard-to-adjust-for biases, weaknesses in
½eld operations or analysis techniques,
and the uncertainty inherent in any kind
of sampling scheme can overwhelm slim
margins of victory. These shortcomings
have led to some spectacular failures of
exit poll–based predictions and erroneous
election calls by media organizations. A
notable example is the 2000 presidential
election, when the contest came down to
Florida, which was–or rather, should
have been24–too close to call.

A second purpose that exit polls might
serve is to provide information about the
electorate, speci½cally its characteristics,
thinking, and motivations. Such informa-
tion is valuable. True, democracies can
function without it, and additional infor-
mation is not inevitably democracy-pro-
moting. Nevertheless, information about
the electorate can further short- and long-
term purposes. With respect to the short
term, to the extent that we want politi-
cians to do what the electorate wants them
to do, and to the extent that we want the
electorate to be able to punish politicians
when they fail to do so, it is probably bet-
ter that politicians know what the elec-
torate wants–or at least that they know
more than they would from the raw re-
sults of elections in which, most often, no
more than two candidates seek each of-
½ce.25 Thinking long term, greater infor-
mation can support academic study of the
electorate’s characteristics and desires;
one hopes that such study would lead to
deeper understanding and, concomitant-
ly, a better-functioning democracy.

How well have exit polls furthered this
second purpose? Again, the record is

mixed. Turning, for example, to a subject
of our own research, exit polls have con-
clusively established that voting in United
States presidential elections is racially cor-
related, meaning that African American
voters have preferences noticeably and
predictably different from those of Cau-
casian voters, and that both have notice-
ably different preferences from those of
Hispanic/Latino voters (with the latter’s
preferences harder to predict).26 This fact
seems so obvious at present that one might
ask why we need exit polls to keep proving
it; but it is obvious in large part because
exit polls have established it so conclusive-
ly for so long. Exit polls have also con-
tributed to the information we have about
of½ces below the presidency, where again,
racially correlated voting appears to be
stubbornly persistent in some jurisdic-
tions. And depending on one’s world-
view, this stubborn persistence of racially
correlated voting may have consequences
for subjects as varied as candidate strategy
and constitutional law.27 Nevertheless,
exit polls are limited in the complexity of
the subjects they can probe; as we discuss
below, one source of such limitations is
the fact that exit poll questionnaires must
be short and individual questions simple.
In terms of information production, then,
exit polls may allow ½ner cuts than the raw
results of two-party elections, but they
hardly allow scalpel-like precision.

A third purpose the exit poll might serve
is as a check against of½cial shenanigans.
Here, the theory is that if the of½cial re-
sults do not match the exit poll results,
then the of½cial results might be the result
of tampering. At least in the United States,
and thinking systematically (as opposed
to focusing on an occasional freak occur-
rence), we view the exit poll’s ability to
serve this purpose as almost a nonstarter.
First, exit polls are visible to election ad-
ministrators, so the presence of an exit
poll might deter the behavior it is at-
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tempting to detect.28 Second, the margin
of error involved in exit polls, and the
hard-to-adjust-for biases that plague any
complex ½eld operation, mean that fraud
would have to be large for an exit poll to
detect it. Yet “the entire art of electoral
fraud, as ample evidence from history
shows, is to manipulate the outcome only
to the extent required.”29 Third, on what
basis would one conclude that a discrep-
ancy between of½cial and polling results
indicates problems with the former as
opposed to the latter? Given the dif½culty
that exit polls have had in predicting the
results of some high-pro½le elections in
which fraud was never seriously alleged,
one would need substantial additional
evidence external to the exit poll to sug-
gest that the of½cial count, not the exit
poll, is suspect, in which case it is not clear
how much value an exit poll adds.30

A fourth purpose that exit polls might
serve is to allow study of the voting expe-
rience. In the 2008 presidential election,
at least 70 percent of the civilian elector-
ate31 voted via the Australian ballot system
(with some technological bells and whis-
tles added)–that is, by visiting in person
an of½cially run polling location and cast-
ing, in secret, a written or electronic ballot.
As noted above, elections in the United
States are administered by local partisans,
who have powerful incentives to manipu-
late laws and practices governing election
administration. Registration, purging of
voting lists, ballot design, waiting times
(which may increase relative to a jurisdic-
tion’s failure to respond to changing demo-
graphics by redrawing precinct lines),32

the presence or absence of interpreters
and multilingual ballot materials, opera-
tion of voting machines, and voter iden-
ti½cation requirements: these are just a
few of the areas of law that might be al-
tered to make voting more–or less–dif½-
cult, either across the board or for iden-
ti½able groups. Moreover, poll workers

are often volunteers or poorly paid tem-
porary employees who are given one- to
two-hour training sessions–this despite
the complex overlay of law that governs
the voting process. Indeed, relevant law
comes from the U.S. Constitution, federal
statutes, federal regulations, state consti-
tutions, state statutes, and state regula-
tions, all as interpreted in state and federal
court cases. Meanwhile, even more pedes-
trian concerns, such as the layout of the
room in which voting occurs, may deter-
mine ease of access. Exit polls can provide
valuable information about such aspects
of the voting experience. And as we ex-
plain in the next section, they may be
uniquely situated to do so.

Exit polls are only one kind of poll. To
assess what the exit poll’s future will or
should be, we need an overview of its
strengths and weaknesses vis-à-vis the
alternatives. We limit our discussion to
polling techniques, although we concede
that polls are only one way to collect in-
formation that might further one or more
of the four purposes listed in the preced-
ing section.

One strength of the exit poll, and the
argument most often made by its pro-
ponents, is that comparatively speaking,
pollsters conducting an exit poll are more
likely to request information from a per-
son who has actually voted or attempted
to vote. This advantage can be overstated.
Refusal rates in exit polls are high, particu-
larly in the current era; in a well-executed
exit poll, about half of persons approached
will refuse to participate. Moreover, a less
appreciated problem is that a great deal of
voting occurs in schools, churches, apart-
ment buildings, elderly residences, malls,
and other high-traf½c multiuse buildings.
Exit pollsters, who ordinarily must stand
outside a building’s exit, can have trouble
distinguishing between a voter exiting the
building and a non-voter who came to
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the building on other business.33 Still, at
present, exit polls target the electorate
(or the would-be electorate) much more
effectively than polls using the mail, the
telephone, or the Internet. These other
forms of polling must target a set of peo-
ple who say they will vote or did vote.

But the exit poll has a second strength
that proponents articulate less frequent-
ly: namely, the fact that respondents are
approached within minutes of having ex-
perienced the voting process and having
cast their ballots. Their memories of whom
they voted for are still fresh. Perhaps more
important, their memories of the voting
experience are still fresh. With respect to
voter choices, freshness matters particu-
larly for state and local contests, such as
elections for state legislative representa-
tive, mayor, city council, or school board.
To illustrate: as we write this essay, neither
of us can remember for whom we voted
in the most recent set of state representa-
tive and municipal contests. Moreover,
catching voters shortly after they have cast
ballots can help prevent certain kinds of
biases that may be related to–but more
complicated than–mere recall problems.
For example, there is evidence that if vot-
ers are polled (via, say, the telephone or
the mail) after the winner of the contest
has been announced, they overreport
having voted for the winner or the
incumbent.34

Memory issues are even more critical
with respect to voter experiences. To cite
an example from our own work, an exit
poll we conducted documented how poll
workers in one jurisdiction requested vot-
er ids from minority voters at a higher
rate than they did white voters, with the
disparity dif½cult to explain on grounds
other than racial bias. This was true even
though there was supposedly no element
of discretion in whether to request ids
from voters. That is, under applicable state
law, poll workers were to request an id if

a would-be voter had one of two particu-
lar symbols next to her name on the reg-
istrant list, but not to request an id if no
such symbol appeared.35 Our point is that
we would have dif½culty trusting a ½nding
of this nature had it come from a polling
technique other than an exit poll. We sus-
pect that for many a voter, being asked to
show an id is a low-salience event, one she
is not likely to recall accurately a few hours
after leaving the voting area. And yet, cur-
rently, it is hard to ½nd an issue in voting
administration that occupies more atten-
tion in the press than voter id laws,36

attention we think is well deserved.
So the exit poll has advantages–big

ones. It also has big disadvantages. Each
exit poll requires a complicated, expensive,
and delicate ½eld operation that includes
the temporary hiring and training of hun-
dreds of personnel. Because of the length
of time between elections, there is no fea-
sible way to keep pollsters permanently on
staff. The expense involved in running,
say, a national exit poll puts pressure on
poll architects to cut corners in the ½eld
operation. For example, pollster training
for the 2004 presidential election exit poll
–a poll performed on behalf of major
media operations–ran into dif½culties.37

Training had been carried out via the tele-
phone and was surprisingly short in dur-
ation.38 Our experience, consistent with
that of others, is that in-person training of
pollsters is important.39 Similarly, cost
concerns have driven professional exit
polls to place only one pollster at each pre-
cinct; our experience (which, again, dove-
tails with that of others40) is that multiple
pollsters–preferably at least three at a
time in two shifts, or six per precinct–are
necessary. In busy precincts, more may be
needed. Greater numbers allow pollsters
simultaneously to keep an accurate inter-
val count, to administer questionnaires,
and to take care of basic requirements
such as the need for food or rest.

16

Long Live
the Exit Poll

Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences



Even well-funded and well-executed exit
polls have severe limits; we discuss two
here. First, exit poll questionnaires must
be short, typically no more than one page;
questionnaires can certainly be longer, but
if they are, the response rate usually de-
clines. The questions themselves typically
must be short and simple enough to be
read and answered accurately by an impa-
tient voter standing outside a voting area
(perhaps in the rain), delaying the next
activity in her day. Complex questions
are not an option. Second, exit polls have
no effective way to incentivize persons
approached to respond to the poll. In con-
trast, the business models of online poll-
ing services include substantial incentives.

So what are the alternatives to an exit
poll, and what are their strengths and weak-
nesses? For the most part, the strengths
of the exit poll are the weaknesses of the
alternatives, and vice versa. Consider sur-
veys conducted via mail. Mail surveys typ-
ically struggle with low response rates. On
the issue of whether questionnaires reach
actual voters, statisticians who take the
time to pull voter lists from of½cial records
can be assured that their questionnaires
arrive at the right destination. But this
process takes time, so voter memories will
be at least somewhat stale. Addresses will
be out of date. Results will be delayed, al-
though again, delay on its own (apart from
what it does to the integrity of the respons-
es) may not be a serious concern. Mail
surveys have some advantages. Pollsters
can sometimes risk longer and/or more
complicated questions, on the supposition
that respondents might have longer than
two minutes to respond (an admittedly
risky supposition). Mail polls are compar-
atively cheap and easy to administer. And
mail polls remove the aspect of human
pollsters-to-respondent interaction, which
can obviate the concern that answers
might change depending on interviewer/
pollster characteristics.41

The analysis for telephone polls is sim-
ilar. Telephone polls can be administered
before, during, or after elections. If ad-
ministered after an election, of½cial voter
lists can be obtained and matched to com-
mercially available telephone lists in an
attempt to reach actual voters. Such
matching inevitably misses a sizable frac-
tion of actual voters, and the pattern of
such misses might be worrisome; one
might be concerned, for example, that
matching is more likely to miss transient
voters, and that transience might be cor-
related with a result of interest. Even with
the right telephone numbers, reaching
voters by phone and persuading them to
respond to the poll is an uncertain busi-
ness. Again, what causes potential respon-
dents to fail to answer the telephone or
refuse to take the poll after a connection
is made is always uncertain. In fact, un-
certainties associated with matching voter
lists are so great that many telephone polls
abandon a strategy based on of½cial voting
lists in favor of random digit dialing. Put-
ting aside matching and response rates,
telephone polls have other drawbacks.
Questions must be read aloud, which puts
a limit on their complexity. One might
suppose that interviewer characteristics
would not matter in telephone polls; alas,
it is not certain that this is the case.42 In
terms of advantages, telephone surveys
can be quickly and cheaply administered.

A ½nal option is the Internet. Some
½rms now maintain stables of Internet
users who are willing to respond to polls
in return for some form of compensation,
such as free high-speed Internet service.43

A ½rm can attempt to match the demo-
graphics of a subset of its stable to those
of some target population (such as voters
or potential voters). The process can be
tricky, particularly for a characteristic like
age or income, because Internet usage
varies widely among different age or in-
come groups. For instance, how readily
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would one believe that the political pref-
erences of sixty-½ve-year-old Internet
users are representative of those of all
sixty-½ve year olds, given that, at present,
less than half of persons sixty-½ve or older
regularly use the Internet?44 Neverthe-
less, Internet polls can be ½elded quickly
and comparatively cheaply. And questions
can potentially be much more complex
than in other formats. Speci½cally, the
poll can be programmed so that the ques-
tions a respondent sees depend on prior
answers in a way that engenders minimal
confusion. As before, the weakness of the
Internet poll is the exit poll’s strength: at
present, the Internet poll’s ability to reach
actual voters, or persons who attempted
to vote, is uncertain.

We close our discussion of strengths and
weakness with one recent development:
the rise of information aggregation ½rms.
These ½rms either already do or have the
potential to make available vast (some
might say disturbing) amounts of infor-
mation on individuals or sets of individu-
als, such as registered voters.45 Depend-
ing on how these information aggregators
evolve, and the extent to which the gov-
ernment regulates them, these ½rms have
the capacity to revolutionize polling (and
indeed may have done so already). Imag-
ine, for example, a world in which of½cial
voter lists are electronically matched to
½les from information aggregation ½rms,
and that these ½les are then electronically
matched to an Internet polling ½rm’s data-
bases. Such a system could potentially
allow polling of actual voters within, say,
a day or so of their having voted. And the
vast array of demographic and other infor-
mation available from the information
aggregation ½rm could allow statisticians
to compare the characteristics of the sam-
ple respondents to those of the voting
populace. Such a system would have holes,
no doubt. At some point, for example, one
might worry about the effect on survey

responses of the near-total loss of ano-
nymity on the part of respondents. Exit
polls go to great lengths not just to pre-
serve anonymity but also to demonstrate
that anonymity to respondents.46 But
again, as we now know, exit polls have
holes, too.

So where does all this leave us? We sur-
mise that the only important purpose that
exit polls will be able to serve in the fore-
seeable future–and the one they should
serve–is the fourth one on our list: name-
ly, to provide information about the voting
experience. As we suggest above, the early
calling of elections serves only to provide
entertainment value. Given the ½nancial
pressure placed on traditional newspaper
and television organizations in recent
years, we wonder how much longer these
media outlets will choose to ½nance exit
polling for this purpose. The process of
cutting costs by cutting corners, already
under way in the form of measures such
as a single pollster per location and re-
duced pollster training, may degrade the
information obtained beyond the point
of usefulness. With respect to information
about the electorate’s characteristics and
its views, we speculate that other polling
sources, particularly Internet polling aug-
mented by information from aggregation
½rms, will evolve to the point that this
method of polling provides a cheaper and
easier way to produce information of
equivalent quality. And given the uncer-
tainties and challenges associated with the
exit poll, we cannot reasonably expect it to
serve as a fraud-detection device.

The exit poll is, however, uniquely well
suited to provide information about the
voting experience. In our view, the details
of election administration matter. As our
short history illustrates, the method in
which voting occurs has been the frequent
subject of political battles since coloniza-
tion. And in the past half-century or so,
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the election administration battle has
been ugly. Poll taxes, literacy tests, and
other “details” of the voting experience
led to passage of the Voting Rights Act of
196547; the constitutionality of reautho-
rizing a portion of this statute promises
to be among the nastier ½ghts waged in the
U.S. Supreme Court over the next several 
years.48 Moreover, assuming the Supreme
Court takes its own decision in Bush v.
Gore49 seriously (a debatable assumption),
miniscule differences in voting procedures
may have constitutional signi½cance. And
we have already mentioned the ferocity
of the debate on voter id laws. These
developments demonstrate the need to
seek information about the voting expe-
rience–information that exit polls are
well positioned to provide.

The question then arises: who should
conduct the exit polls? If the primary
role of exit polling becomes to document,
evaluate, and (perhaps) combat partisan
efforts to manipulate the electorate and
the voting experience, what institution can
best pursue these goals? The numerous

failings (in the business sense) of local
and regional newspapers, together with
consolidation in the exit polling industry,
suggest that the press–the traditional
watchdog over governance–is probably
unable or unwilling to ½nance the gather-
ing of needed information. Our view is
that academia should step in. As we men-
tioned above, some of the highest-quality
exit polling in the nation is currently done
in Utah, and it is overseen by academics
who use the experience as a “teachable
moment” for college and graduate stu-
dents. Our own experience with student-
based exit polling was similarly positive;
it revealed startling and potentially unpop-
ular (with election administrative of½cials)
data on voter identi½cation requests. In
short, while the practicality behind exit
polling may make it at ½rst seem like an
unusual task for academics, we believe
that exit polling provides an opportunity
for academia to perform one of its
noblest functions: to speak unpopular
truth to power.
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