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The Only Presidential Election In Which The Gallup Poll Erred Badly Was the 1936 U.S.
presidential election, a historic event that has since become a benchmark in the study of polling
accuracy and political forecasting. This election marked a significant turning point in the history of
opinion polling, illustrating both the potential and the pitfalls of relying heavily on survey data to
predict electoral outcomes. The failure of the Gallup Poll in 1936 not only shocked political analysts
and the public but also prompted a re-evaluation of polling methodology, sample selection, and the
importance of understanding the electorate's mood beyond just numbers. To understand the
significance of this misstep, it is essential to explore the context of the 1936 election, the
methodology used by polling organizations like Gallup, and the lessons learned that continue to
influence polling practices today.

Background of the 1936 Presidential Election

The Political Climate of the 1930s
The 1936 presidential election occurred during a tumultuous time in American history, amidst the
Great Depression. Franklin D. Roosevelt sought re-election for a second term, facing Republican
nominee Alf Landon. Roosevelt’s New Deal policies had transformed the federal government’s role in
the economy and society, garnering both fervent support and fierce opposition. Public opinion was
deeply divided, with many Americans either strongly supporting Roosevelt’s reforms or skeptical of
the expanding government.

Key Candidates and Campaigns
- Franklin D. Roosevelt (Democrat): Incumbent, advocating for continued New Deal reforms and
economic recovery.
- Alf Landon (Republican): Critic of some New Deal policies, campaigning on a platform of fiscal
conservatism and limited government intervention.

The contest was widely viewed as a referendum on Roosevelt’s first term and his policies. Polls
leading up to the election suggested a close race, but most believed Roosevelt had the edge, given
his popularity and the political momentum.

The Gallup Poll’s Predictions and the Reality

The Expectations Based on Polling Data
In the months leading up to the election, Gallup and other polling organizations reported that



Roosevelt was likely to win comfortably. Gallup's polls consistently indicated a commanding lead for
Roosevelt, with some estimates suggesting he would secure over 60% of the popular vote.

The Actual Election Results
When the votes were tallied on November 3, 1936, the outcome defied all predictions:
- Franklin D. Roosevelt received approximately 60.8% of the popular vote.
- He won 46 of the 48 states, including traditionally Republican strongholds.
- The electoral college vote was overwhelmingly in Roosevelt’s favor, 523 to 8.

This result was not only a landslide victory but also a clear indication that Gallup’s polls had
underestimated Roosevelt’s support. The discrepancy between the polling predictions and the actual
outcome was one of the largest in U.S. political history at the time.

Reasons for Gallup Poll’s Failure in 1936

Sampling Errors and Methodological Flaws
One of the primary reasons for the poll’s inaccuracy was the flawed sampling methodology. Gallup
relied heavily on telephone surveys and certain landline directories, which at the time did not
adequately represent the broader electorate, especially rural voters and lower-income groups who
were less likely to have telephones.

Response Bias and Social Desirability
Many voters who supported Roosevelt may have been reluctant to openly express their support in
polls, fearing social stigma or peer judgment. This social desirability bias led to underreporting of
Roosevelt supporters among respondents.

Timing of Polls and Changing Public Sentiment
Polls conducted during the campaign may have failed to capture shifts in public opinion. The
dynamic political environment, with last-minute support swings, was not adequately reflected in the
data collected weeks before the election.

Overconfidence in Polling Data
Pollsters and the media at the time placed excessive confidence in the early polling results, leading
to a phenomenon sometimes called the “bandwagon effect,” where perceived frontrunners gain
additional support as the election approaches.



Lessons Learned and the Evolution of Polling

Improved Sampling Techniques
The failures of 1936 prompted a reevaluation of sampling methods:
- Transition from telephone-only surveys to including face-to-face interviews.
- Use of more randomized and stratified sampling to better reflect the population.

Understanding Voter Behavior
Polling organizations began to account for:
- The social desirability bias.
- The “shy voter” phenomenon, where supporters hesitate to reveal their true preferences.
- The importance of tracking changes in public opinion over time.

Methodological Innovations
The 1936 debacle led to innovations such as:
- The use of multi-modal surveys combining phone, in-person, and mail-in responses.
- Better weighting of data to correct for demographic imbalances.
- More rigorous statistical analysis to account for potential biases.

The Legacy of the 1936 Election and Its Impact on
Modern Polling

Understanding the Limitations of Polls
The 1936 misfire remains a cautionary tale about the limitations of polling data. While polls are
valuable tools, they are not infallible and must be interpreted with contextual awareness and
methodological rigor.

The Role of Media and Public Expectations
The election underscored the danger of over-reliance on polls for predicting electoral outcomes.
Media outlets now emphasize the importance of understanding polls as snapshots rather than
definitive forecasts.

Contemporary Polling and Its Challenges
Modern polling faces new challenges:
- Declining response rates.
- The rise of online and mobile polling.



- Difficulty reaching certain demographic groups.
- The impact of social media on shaping public opinion.

Despite these challenges, the lessons from 1936 continue to inform best practices, emphasizing
transparency, methodological soundness, and cautious interpretation.

Conclusion: The 1936 Election as a Turning Point
The 1936 presidential election stands as the most notable instance in U.S. history where the Gallup
Poll erred badly. This failure served as a wake-up call for the polling industry, highlighting the
importance of methodological rigor and the dangers of overconfidence in survey data. Over time,
polling organizations have adopted more sophisticated techniques, striving to improve accuracy and
reliability. Today, while polls remain an essential part of political analysis, their limitations are well-
understood, and they are used in conjunction with other data sources to provide a fuller picture of
the electoral landscape. The lessons from 1936 continue to resonate, reminding us that even the
most advanced scientific tools need careful application and critical interpretation.

Key Takeaways:
- The 1936 election was a major polling failure that reshaped opinion polling.
- Methodological flaws, sampling issues, and social biases contributed to the inaccurate predictions.
- The election prompted innovations in polling techniques, leading to more reliable data collection.
- Understanding the limitations of polls is crucial for interpreting their results accurately.
- Continuous improvement and critical analysis are essential to maintain the credibility of polling in
democratic processes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the presidential election in which the Gallup Poll
made a significant error?
The 1948 United States presidential election, where Gallup's predictions underestimated Harry S.
Truman's victory.

Why did the Gallup Poll err badly in the 1948 election?
Because of sampling errors, non-response bias, and over-reliance on telephone surveys, which failed
to accurately represent the electorate at that time.

How did the 1948 Gallup Poll error impact public perception
of polling accuracy?
It revealed limitations in polling methodology, leading to increased skepticism and prompting
improvements in survey techniques.



What lessons were learned from Gallup's failure in the 1948
election?
The importance of better sampling methods, accounting for non-response bias, and using multiple
polling techniques to improve accuracy.

Did Gallup or other polling organizations recover from the
1948 misfire?
Yes, they refined their methodologies, and subsequent elections saw more accurate predictions,
restoring public trust in polling.

Were there any other elections where Gallup’s polling was
notably inaccurate?
While there have been other discrepancies, the 1948 election remains the most prominent example
of Gallup's significant error.

How did the media and political campaigns respond to
Gallup's 1948 polling failure?
They recognized the limitations of polling and became more cautious in interpreting and relying on
poll data during election coverage.

What technological or methodological changes did Gallup
implement after the 1948 election?
Gallup improved sampling techniques, increased sample sizes, and incorporated more diverse data
collection methods to enhance accuracy.

Is Gallup considered reliable today despite its 1948 error?
Yes, Gallup and other polling organizations have significantly improved their methods, making
modern polls generally more reliable, though no poll is infallible.

Additional Resources
Gallup Poll Error: The Only Presidential Election In Which The Gallup Poll Erred Badly Was

---

When it comes to predicting electoral outcomes, few institutions have built as much credibility and
trust as Gallup. Since its inception in 1935, Gallup has become synonymous with public opinion
polling, influencing political strategies, media narratives, and public perceptions of electoral
climates across decades. Yet, even the most reputable polling organizations are not immune to
errors—occasionally significant ones that challenge their reputation and prompt important questions



about methodology, sampling, and interpretation.

Among the many elections Gallup has accurately forecasted, there exists a notable exception—the
1948 U.S. presidential election—an event that stands out as the only major presidential contest
where Gallup's predictions proved profoundly wrong. This article explores the circumstances around
that election, the reasons behind Gallup’s miscalculation, and the lessons that have shaped polling
practices ever since.

---

Understanding Gallup’s Polling Methodology

Before delving into the specifics of the 1948 election, it’s essential to understand how Gallup
conducted its polls during that era. Gallup’s approach, pioneered by George Gallup himself,
emphasized scientific sampling techniques designed to reflect the broader population accurately.
Their methodology typically involved:

- Quota Sampling: Selecting respondents to match demographic characteristics such as age, gender,
race, and geographic location.
- Randomization: Attempting to ensure each individual had an equal chance of being selected.
- Telephone and Face-to-Face Surveys: Using the most accessible methods of the time to gather
opinions.
- Weighting: Adjusting sample data to better mirror population demographics.

Despite these rigorous efforts, early polling still faced challenges. Sampling biases, non-response
issues, and the limitations of technology (such as reliance on landline telephones) often led to
discrepancies between poll predictions and actual election results.

---

The Context of the 1948 Presidential Election

The 1948 U.S. presidential election is often regarded as one of the most surprising electoral
outcomes in American history. Incumbent President Harry S. Truman, a Democrat, faced Republican
nominee Thomas E. Dewey and third-party candidate Strom Thurmond of the Dixiecrats.

Key facts about the 1948 election:

- Political Climate: Post-World War II America was experiencing economic adjustments, labor unrest,
and regional tensions.
- Poll Predictions: Most polls, including Gallup’s, predicted Dewey would win comfortably, with some
showing a solid lead over Truman.
- The Final Result: Truman’s unexpected victory — famously captured by the iconic photograph of
him holding up a copy of the Chicago Tribune with the erroneous headline “Dewey Defeats Truman”
— defied all poll predictions.



Why was this election so surprising?

- The polls showed Dewey ahead or tied in many key states.
- Truman’s campaign was seen as less effective and less organized.
- Many believed the polls had captured a national mood favoring Dewey.

---

Gallup’s Prediction vs. The Actual Outcome

In 1948, Gallup and other pollsters predicted a Dewey victory, with some estimates giving Dewey a
double-digit lead nationally. Gallup’s final pre-election poll, published just days before the vote,
suggested Dewey would win comfortably.

Key aspects of Gallup’s 1948 prediction:

- Expected Outcome: Dewey with approximately 270 electoral votes, potentially winning a majority.
- Voter Support Estimates: Dewey’s support was believed to be about 49-50%, with Truman trailing
slightly.
- Confidence Level: The polls indicated a high likelihood of a Dewey victory, leading many to
consider the race nearly settled.

The Reality:

- Truman won with 303 electoral votes.
- Truman’s popular vote margin was approximately 2.1%, a narrow but decisive victory.
- The polls failed to anticipate the extent of Truman’s support, especially in key Midwestern and
rural states.

---

Why Did Gallup Err So Badly in 1948?

The significant deviation between Gallup’s predictions and the actual results raised questions about
polling accuracy. Several factors contributed to the error:

1. Sampling Bias and Non-Response

During the 1940s, telephone ownership was still limited, especially in rural and lower-income areas.
Gallup’s reliance on landline surveys inadvertently excluded large segments of the electorate likely
to support Truman. This led to an underrepresentation of Truman supporters, skewing results
toward Dewey.

2. Voter Behavior and Social Desirability Bias

Some voters may have been reluctant to openly support Truman due to social pressures or political



stigma, leading to underreporting of Truman support in polls. Additionally, respondents might have
provided socially desirable answers favoring the more "acceptable" candidate, further distorting the
results.

3. Question Wording and Survey Timing

The wording of questions and timing of the polls can influence responses. In 1948, some polls may
have been conducted too early in the campaign cycle or used phrasing that subtly favored Dewey.

4. Overconfidence and Methodological Limitations

Gallup’s early methodologies, while groundbreaking for their time, lacked the sophistication of
modern polling techniques. The emphasis on quota sampling without proper stratification led to
overconfidence in the predictions.

5. Misinterpretation of Poll Data

Pollsters, including Gallup, sometimes overinterpreted the data, believing they had captured a
national mood that was, in reality, more complex and regional. This overconfidence contributed to
the flawed forecasts.

---

Lessons Learned and Methodological Evolution

The 1948 polling debacle was a watershed moment that led to significant changes in polling
practices. Key lessons included:

- Improved Sampling Techniques: Transitioning from quota sampling to probability sampling,
ensuring every individual has a known chance of selection.
- Incorporation of Weighting and Post-Stratification: Adjusting sample data to more accurately
reflect demographic and behavioral factors.
- Use of Multiple Polls and Aggregation: Recognizing that relying on a single poll can be misleading;
combining results improves accuracy.
- Understanding Voter Behavior: Recognizing the importance of social desirability bias, late-breaking
voter decisions, and regional differences.
- Adapting to Technology: Moving beyond landlines to include cell phones, internet surveys, and
other tools to reach diverse populations.

Today, Gallup and other polling organizations employ sophisticated statistical models, continuous
polling, and data analysis techniques that have greatly enhanced accuracy. The 1948 election
remains a reminder of the perils of overconfidence and the importance of methodological rigor.

---



The Legacy of the 1948 Gallup Poll Error

The 1948 election’s polling failure is often cited as the "most significant" error in American electoral
polling history. Its impact includes:

- Reevaluation of Polling Methodologies: Leading to innovations like random digit dialing, better
weighting, and multi-mode surveys.
- Greater Transparency and Error Margins: Pollsters now openly acknowledge margins of error and
potential biases.
- Public Skepticism and Media Critique: Encouraging media outlets to interpret polls more
cautiously.
- Enhanced Focus on Regional and Demographic Data: Recognizing that national polls may mask
important regional variations.

While modern polls are far more accurate, the 1948 debacle remains a cautionary tale about the
limits of polling and the unpredictability of human behavior.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of the 1948
Error

The 1948 election stands as the only major presidential contest in which Gallup's predictions proved
profoundly wrong. It underscores the importance of methodological vigilance, humility in
interpreting data, and the ever-present challenge of capturing the complexities of voter behavior.

As polling continues to evolve with technology, data science, and social understanding, the lessons
from 1948 remain vital. They serve as a reminder that even the most reputable institutions can err,
and that elections—like all facets of human society—are inherently unpredictable.

In the end, Gallup’s mistake in 1948 didn’t diminish its legacy but rather highlighted the importance
of continuous improvement—a principle that has kept polling relevant and increasingly reliable over
the decades.
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