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The year 1936 is etched into history not only for its significant political events but also for one of the
most notable failures in the history of survey predictions. This event serves as a compelling reminder
of the limitations of polling methods and the importance of critical analysis in interpreting survey
data. The 1936 U.S. presidential election, in particular, is often cited as a classic case where the polls
dramatically misjudged the election outcome, leading to widespread discussion and reevaluation of
polling techniques.

The Context of the 1936 Presidential Election

Background and Political Climate

The 1936 presidential race was set against the backdrop of the Great Depression, a period marked by
economic turmoil and significant social upheaval. Franklin D. Roosevelt, the incumbent Democratic
president, sought re-election amidst ongoing efforts to combat economic hardship through his New
Deal policies. His opponent, Alf Landon, the Republican candidate, campaigned on a platform of
limited government intervention and economic recovery.

Public opinion was deeply divided, with many Americans either firmly supporting Roosevelt’s
initiatives or skeptical of the New Deal’s effectiveness. This polarized environment made accurate
predictions particularly challenging, as voter preferences were fluid and influenced by rapidly
changing economic conditions.

The Role of Polling and Predictions in 1936

Leading up to the election, numerous polls and surveys attempted to gauge the national mood and
forecast the winner. These surveys were conducted by various organizations, including the American
Institute of Public Opinion (AIPO), which was considered a reputable polling entity at the time.
However, the results they produced consistently underestimated Roosevelt’s support.

The prevailing expectation, based on the polls, was that Alf Landon might pose a formidable challenge
or even defeat Roosevelt. Many political analysts and the media relied heavily on these survey results
to shape their predictions and campaign strategies.



The Flop: What Went Wrong in 1936?

Inaccurate Polling Methodologies

One of the primary reasons for the survey failure was the flawed methodology employed by pollsters.
Key issues included:


