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TIMECODE NAME DIALOGUE 

00:00:00 

NARRATOR Good surveys read the mind of the nation by asking a small 

number of representative people.  

 

Bad surveys are like the ravings of a fantasist: baseless, misleading 

and incredibly popular online.  

 

00:00:14 

So, here are the top five questions to ask before using surveys in 

your reports.  

 

00:00:19 
Number 1, who is it from?  

 

00:00:21 

We have all got something to sell: companies, government and 

(though no-one wants to say it) charities.  

 

So you need to ask yourself, is a survey selling you something?  

 

00:00:31 
Number two. Have they asked the right questions?  

 

00:00:35 

A poll saying "Eighty percent of students gamble" might have 

parents reaching for the smelling salts.  

 

00:00:41 

But does it define gambling? Betting on horses; poker with friends; 

a village raffle; or betting a mate could down a drink?  

 

You need to check that the questions they've asked supports the 

story you want to write. 

 

00:00:55 
Number three. Have they asked the right people?  

 

00:00:58 

Asking visitors to a cat blog, whether they really love cats, won’t 

tell you much about the taste of the nation.  

 

00:01:07 

Random samples are most representive but not everyone will 

answer your questions. So, some companies offer people vouchers 

to sit on representative panels and provide answers; because 

everyone loves vouchers. 

 

00:01:20 
Number four. Have they asked enough people?  

 

00:01:24 

Ask a thousand of the right people and the result should be close 

enough to the truth. Ask fewer and you're playing statistical piñata, 

which is no game for a journalist.  
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00:01:35 

NARRATOR Now, if only some of the people are the right people, well, you 

need to ask more people.  

 

A report claiming "Eleven percent of millennials don't know 

they're born" would make for a captivating bit a copy. Maybe they 

did ask a thousand people, but if only a hundred of those are 

millennials, their margin of error is bigger. The true answer could 

be as low as one percent.  

 

00:01:56 
Number five. How certain is the top line?  

 

00:01:59 

If the number in your top line is way smaller than the margin of 

error, watch out.  

 

00:02:04 

For example, national employment estimates are based on surveys. 

 

Their margin of error is seventy thousand, so the truth could be that 

much higher or lower than the topline number.  

 

So, if you go with a "ten thousand more people in employment" 

shocker, the true story could be the other way round.  

 

00:02:25 

So that's it, when dealing with surveys, the best way to avoid 

blushes in your morning meeting is to ask these five simple 

questions.  

 

Who was it from?  

Have they asked the right questions?  

Have they asked the right people?  

Have they asked enough people?  

And how certain is the top line? 
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