
Findings from a Decade of Polling on Ballot Measures
Regarding the Legal Status of Same Sex Couples

Executive Summary

the
share of the public saying they intend to vote for or against these measures typically
changes very little over the course of these campaigns.

survey data consistently underestimate voter opposition to legal
recognition of same sex couples.

Voter surveys do not become appreciably more accurate as election day approaches

�• No support is found for two reasons�—social desirability bias and voter confusion�–
typically offered to explain the gap between surveys and election results.
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1. Aggregate voter sentiment remained steady over the course of the typical campaign.

Figure 1. Change in Support for Statewide Same Sex Marriage Bans

in the Four Months Prior to Election Day, 1998 2009
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2. Pre election polls consistently underestimated support for same sex marriage bans.

Figure 2. Difference in Expressed Vote Intention

and Actual Election Results on Statewide Same Sex Marriage Bans, 1998 2009
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3. The evidence does not support standard explanations for the gap between polls and
election results.

Social desirability bias: are survey respondents reluctant to tell interviewers that they intend
to vote against same sex marriage?



Figure 3. The survey election result gap and the size of state gay population

Tolerant social norms (as measured by the size of each state�’s openly gay population) are not associated
with the size of the gap between surveyed vote intention and actual election returns.
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Figure 4. The survey election result gap and year of election

As Americans have becomemore tolerant of gay people over time, the size of the gap between surveyed
vote intention and actual election returns has become smaller, not larger.
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Figure 5. The survey election result gap and mode of interview

No difference is found between surveys conducted by human interviewers and those conducted by
automated systems (where we would expect social desirability bias to be less prevalent).
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Voter confusion: are voters simply misunderstanding the meaning of �“yes�” and �“no�” votes and
thus unwittingly misreporting their vote intention?

F p

F p



Figure 6. The survey election result gap and statewide political knowledge

The gap is no larger in states whose residents have low levels of political knowledge
than those with high levels of knowledge.
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Conclusion



APPENDIX

Table 1. Vote Intention on Ballot Measures, 1998 2009 (OLS Estimates)

I.
Projected support

for same sex marriage ban

II.
Expressed support

for same sex marriage ban

III.
Expressed opposition

to same sex marriage ban
Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI

# of months survey conducted
before Election Day .23 [ .16, .61] .25 [ .18, .68] .21 [ .58, .17]

State fixed effects:
state_AK 66.4 [66.3, 66.4] 63.0 [63.0, 63.1] 32.0 [31.9, 32.0]
state_AR 75.6 [67.0, 84.2] 73.5 [65.6, 81.5] 23.8 [15.3, 32.4]
state_AZ06 44.4 [33.8, 55.1] 40.0 [28.8, 51.2] 49.4 [41.9, 56.9]
state_AZ08 54.2 [53.1, 55.4] 49.8 [48.3, 51.2] 41.9 [40.7, 43.0]
state_CA00 58.4 [56.7, 60.2] 54.6 [52.0, 57.1] 38.7 [37.5, 39.9]
state_CA08 51.0 [48.9, 53.0] 46.9 [45.3, 48.5] 45.2 [42.9, 47.6]
state_CO_BAN 53.0 [49.5, 56.4] 43.9 [34.6, 53.3] 38.0 [33.0, 43.0]
state_CO_DP 46.6 [42.1, 51.0] 43.4 [39.2, 47.7] 49.8 [44.9, 54.7]
state_FL 61.0 [59.6, 62.3] 56.8 [55.3, 58.3] 36.3 [34.5, 38.1]
state_GA 73.5 [73.4, 73.6] 69.1 [69.0, 69.2] 24.9 [24.8, 25.0]
state_HI 52.7 [37.2, 68.1] 47.2 [33.0, 61.3] 42.1 [29.1, 55.1]
state_ID 62.2 [62.0, 62.4] 59.1 [58.9, 59.3] 35.9 [35.7, 36.1]
state_KS 62.7 [62.6, 62.7] 62.0 [62.0, 62.1] 37.0 [36.9, 37.0]
state_KY 76.9 [73.8, 79.9] 73.3 [71.1, 75.4] 22.1 [18.9, 25.3]
state_ME 47.1 [44.9, 49.3] 43.9 [41.2, 46.6] 49.2 [47.5, 50.9]
state_MI 61.9 [57.6, 66.1] 57.7 [53.9, 61.6] 35.6 [31.4, 39.8]
state_MO 63.9 [57.3, 70.6] 59.1 [54.4, 63.8] 33.4 [26.4, 40.4]
state_MT 66.7 [63.8, 69.5] 61.8 [59.1, 64.5] 30.8 [28.1, 33.5]
state_ND 59.2 [59.0, 59.4] 52.1 [51.9, 52.3] 35.9 [35.7, 36.1]
state_NE 64.6 [63.4, 65.8] 59.8 [59.1, 60.5] 32.8 [31.4, 34.2]
state_NV00 67.4 [63.7, 71.1] 62.6 [58.8, 66.4] 30.2 [26.8, 33.5]
state_NV02 61.8 [60.1, 63.4] 59.4 [56.2, 62.6] 36.7 [35.8, 37.6]
state_OH 63.1 [57.8, 68.5] 58.8 [54.4, 63.2] 34.4 [29.0, 39.9]
state_OK 75.6 [72.7, 78.5] 72.7 [70.1, 75.2] 23.5 [20.4, 26.6]
state_OR 55.9 [52.9, 58.8] 52.7 [49.8, 55.6] 41.5 [38.7, 44.4]
state_SC 78.6 [75.4, 81.7] 74.2 [73.8, 74.6] 20.3 [16.5, 24.1]
state_SD 48.1 [46.4, 49.9] 44.4 [42.1, 46.7] 47.7 [46.8, 48.6]
state_TN 81.6 [77.1, 86.0] 75.1 [72.1, 78.2] 17.0 [12.6, 21.4]
state_UT 66.4 [64.7, 68.0] 62.4 [60.7, 64.2] 31.6 [29.9, 33.3]
state_VA 59.0 [55.2, 62.8] 50.8 [42.9, 58.8] 35.1 [29.7, 40.6]
state_WA 43.8 [42.0, 45.5] 40.5 [39.2, 41.8] 52.0 [49.5, 54.6]
state_WI 57.0 [54.1, 59.8] 52.0 [50.1, 53.9] 39.4 [35.3, 43.5]

Standard Error of the Estimate 4.8 5.8 4.7

Number of surveys in each analysis: 167. For details about the analyses, see the notes on following page.



Notes to Table 1

R
R



Table 2. Difference in Expressed Vote Intention and Actual Election Results
on Statewide Same Sex Marriage Bans, 1998 2009 (OLS Estimates)

I.
Difference between expressed

support in survey and
percentage of �“yes�” votes

II.
Difference between expressed

opposition in survey and
percentage of �“no�” votes

Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI
# of months survey conducted
before Election Day

.25 [ .18, .68] .21 [ .58, .17]

State fixed effects:
state_AK 5.1 [ 5.1, 5.0] 0.1 [0.0, 0.1]
state_AR 1.4 [ 9.4, 6.6] 1.2 [ 9.8, 7.3]
state_AZ06 8.2 [ 19.4, 3.0] 2.4 [ 9.9, 5.1]
state_AZ08 6.4 [ 7.9, 5.0] 1.9 [ 3.1, 0.8]
state_CA00 6.8 [ 9.4, 4.2] 0.0 [ 1.2, 1.2]
state_CA08 5.4 [ 7.0, 3.7] 2.6 [ 4.9, 0.2]
state_CO_BAN 11.1 [ 20.5, 1.8] 7.0 [ 12.0, 2.0]
state_CO_DP 8.9 [ 13.1, 4.7] 2.2 [ 2.7, 7.1]
state_FL 5.2 [ 6.7, 3.7] 1.8 [ 3.6, 0.1]
state_GA 7.1 [ 7.2, 7.0] 1.1 [1.0, 1.2]
state_HI 23.6 [ 37.8, 9.4] 12.9 [ 0.1, 25.9]
state_ID 4.2 [ 4.4, 4.0] 0.8 [ 0.9, 0.6]
state_KS 7.9 [ 8.0, 7.8] 6.9 [6.9, 7.0]
state_KY 1.3 [ 3.4, 0.8] 3.4 [ 6.6, 0.2]
state_ME 9.0 [ 11.7, 6.3] 2.1 [0.4, 3.8]
state_MI 0.9 [ 4.7, 2.9] 5.8 [ 10.0, 1.5]
state_MO 11.5 [ 16.2, 6.8] 4.0 [ 3.0, 11.0]
state_MT 4.8 [ 7.5, 2.1] 2.6 [ 5.3, 0.1]
state_ND 21.1 [ 21.3, 20.9] 9.1 [9.0, 9.3]
state_NE 10.3 [ 11.0, 9.6] 2.9 [1.5, 4.3]
state_NV00 7.0 [ 10.9, 3.2] 0.2 [ 3.6, 3.2]
state_NV02 7.8 [ 11.0, 4.6] 3.9 [3.0, 4.8]
state_OH 2.9 [ 7.3, 1.4] 3.9 [ 9.3, 1.6]
state_OK 2.9 [ 5.5, 0.3] 0.9 [ 4.0, 2.2]
state_OR 4.0 [ 6.9, 1.1] 1.8 [ 4.7, 1.0]
state_SC 3.8 [ 4.1, 3.4] 1.7 [ 5.5, 2.1]
state_SD 7.5 [ 9.8, 5.2] 0.5 [ 1.4, 0.4]
state_TN 6.1 [ 9.1, 3.1] 1.8 [ 6.2, 2.6]
state_UT 3.4 [ 5.2, 1.7] 2.5 [ 4.2, 0.8]
state_VA 6.2 [ 14.2, 1.8] 7.8 [ 13.3, 2.4]
state_WA 6.4 [ 7.7, 5.1] 1.1 [ 3.7, 1.4]
state_WI 3.5 [ 5.4, 1.7] 5.1 [ 9.1, 1.0]

Standard Error of the
Estimate

5.3 4.7

Number of surveys in each analysis: 167. For details about the analyses, see the notes on following page.
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