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A wiser version of the cartoon character Wiz-
ard of Id could have avoided his bad awful 
day by paying attention to the importance of 

methodology before his full-time jester and part-
time survey consultant proclaimed, “Your num-
bers are up in the latest poll!”

The Wizard’s excitement and animated 
“Great!” response were short-lived, however, as 
the jester peeled the onion back on his data anal-
ysis: “Lousy” went from 80 to 90 percent.

School leaders are increasingly harnessing the 

power of community surveys to support decision 
making related to school tax elections seeking 
funding for operations or facilities. This need is 
fueled by heightened polarization, the impact of 
social media and increasing demographic-related 
barriers to passage. The U.S. Census estimates 
that by 2030, people over 65 years of age (78 mil-
lion) will exceed the total number of school-age 
children (76.7 million).

Demographic challenges are complicated fur-
ther by the diminishing number of parents avail-

The authors contrast opt-in and random-sample approaches 
to public feedback in the buildup of a referendum campaign
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able to cast a ballot on Election 
Day. In the vast majority of school 
districts, parents of school-age 
children account for fewer than 25 
percent of registered voters. Reli-
able survey data — testing both the 
content of a future ballot proposal 
and the community’s willingness 
to pay — never have been more 
important to success.

expanding Options
The two of us first collaborated 
on writing about the subject of 
community surveys and school tax 
elections in School Business Affairs 
more than 20 years ago. Before and 
since then, we have worked with 
school leaders on the use of survey 
data to plan for school tax elec-
tions. While research demonstrates 
a positive correlation between 
harnessing reliable survey data 
and success on Election Day, the 
proliferation of new, technology-
based methodologies makes it more 
important that school system deci-
sion makers be methodology savvy.

We believe that comparing and contrasting 
two common survey approaches reinforces the 
notion that methodology matters a great deal.

A quick Google search amplifies the reality of 
myriad and expanding arrays of methodologies 
when it comes to school surveys. In considering 
these options, most school districts use either an 
opt-in survey — paper and pencil and/or web-
based — or some variation of a scientific, random-
sample survey. 

In more technical terms, these approaches dif-
fer from one another based not only on the stan-
dards of probability vs. non-probability sampling 
but also on whether survey results can be pro-
jected to the whole population within the margin 
of error. The differences between an opt-in and 
scientific, random-sample survey have a significant 
impact on the projectability of the data collected.

Opt-in (or Not)
Opt-in surveys have expanded greatly in recent 
years, fueled by the availability of less-expensive 
web-based tools. Like the name implies, inde-
pendent from how the survey is taken (that is, on 
paper or online), respondents self-select and gen-
erally are not representative of the whole popula-
tion. The American Association for Public Opin-
ion Research states, “In self-selected or opt-in 

samples, respondents have selected 
themselves, and this means their 
answers may not be representative 
of the larger population.” AAPOR 
goes on to warn that claims about 
the results of an opt-in survey 
accurately projecting to the popu-
lation as a whole can be inaccurate 
and misleading.

Respondents to opt-in sur-
veys are typically over- or 
under-sampled based on their 
self-interest in the purpose of the 
survey. Respondents to an opt-in 
survey gauging support for a new 
high school building will almost 
always be disproportionately over-
represented by parents.

In a recent example of this 
potential pitfall, a school district in 
the Midwest contracted for an opt-
in survey to test support and tax 
tolerance for an $86 million bond 
referendum in preparation for an 
upcoming tax election. Support for 
the proposal, based on results of 
the opt-in survey, was measured in 
the low 60s on a percentage basis. 

However, the demography of the 1,530 residents 
completing the survey was far from representative 
— 78 percent were parents and 28 percent were 
employees. Unfortunately for students and the 
community, when ballots were counted on Elec-
tion Day, “no” votes overwhelmed “yes” votes by 
more than a 2:1 margin.

In a related story (see page 41), we share 
a similar experience of a school district using 
both a scientific, random-sample survey and an 
opt-in survey in preparation for a public referen-
dum seeking additional revenue for teaching and 
learning. Results of their two surveys vary signifi-
cantly and reinforce the point that opt-in surveys 
are by definition self-selecting with participation 
driven by self-interest and results often yielding a 
false positive for decision makers.

Aligning the purpose and cost of a school dis-
trict’s ballot proposal with the priorities and tax 
tolerance of voters is a foundational strategy asso-
ciated with successful tax elections. It is risky to 
rely solely on the results of an opt-in survey when 
making a mission-critical decision.

Notwithstanding the commentary above, the 
two of us are not categorically against opt-in sur-
veys. To the contrary, we design and administer 

Don Lifto

William Morris
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Two Surveys, Two Divergent Findings

In preparation for a school tax 

election seeking additional oper-

ating money to support classroom 

programs, the Anyville Public Schools 

contracted for a scientific, random-

sample survey to test support for key 

components of its educational plan and 

the community’s tax tolerance.

Anyville (a pseudonym for a school 

district we’ve worked with), located 40 

miles outside of a metropolitan area, 

serves multiple cities and townships. 

The district’s K-12 enrollment of just 

under 4,000 students is served in four 

elementary schools, one middle school 

and one high school.

The methodology in the district’s 

scientific survey included 350 random-

sample interviews and a phone inter-

view of about 30 probes, yielding a 

margin of error of plus or minus 5.2 per-

cent at the 95th confidence. 

The random interviews were con-

trolled for demography, including age, 

gender, parent status, geography within 

the district and past voting frequency. 

The intent of these targets was to have 

the makeup of interviewees closely mir-

ror the demographic profile of all regis-

tered voters in the district.

The survey used three benchmarks 

that initially tested support for the pro-

posal before information, then mea-

sured support after information, and 

last evaluated reaction to potential tax 

increases. The initial reaction to the 

district’s proposal was tepid with 42 

percent support and 58 percent closely 

split between opposition and undecided. 

After providing interviewees with nine 

examples of both positive and negative 

consequences related to the desired 

funding, support was tested a second 

time. Unfortunately, information only 

increased support 2 percent with 56 per-

cent still either opposed or undecided.

The final test sought reaction to 

three potential tax increases of $25, 

$50, and $75 per year on a $100,000 

of property value. Only the $25 impact 

measured above majority support at 

51.8% (potentially below 47 percent 

given the margin of error). Complicating 

things further was the fact that the most 

active voters were 3 percent to 9 per-

cent less supportive. 

On a separate probe, more than half 

of respondents said they would not 

support a tax increase of any amount 

for any purpose.

Opt-in Survey
Anyville followed the scientific survey 

with an opt-in survey completed by 

nearly 1,100 residents. Demographic 

makeup of survey takers was unrepre-

sentative with 22 percent more females 

than males, nearly 60 percent of 

respondents between ages 35 and 54, 

only 20 percent were ages 55 or older, 

and 67 percent of the respondents 

were parents of school-age children.

Not surprisingly, this unrepresenta-

tive sample — self-selected and based 

on self-interest — projected significantly 

higher support on all data points, mea-

suring an average of more than 8 per-

cent higher support for the three tax 

increases.

The Anyville case study reinforces 

the importance of school leaders 

matching survey methodology with key 

decision making. The opt-in survey esti-

mated support at the $25 impact at a 

comfortable margin of 61 percent while 

the scientific survey projected between 

47 percent and 57 percent. On Election 

Day, fewer than 48 percent of commu-

nity residents voted to approve Any-

ville’s ballot question.

 — DON LIFTO AND WILLIAM MORRIS
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opt-in surveys when that methodology matches 
the needs of clients. Opt-in surveys have some 
advantages when used appropriately.

First, they are considerably less expensive than 
scientific, random-sample phone surveys. Second, 
opt-in surveys can provide significantly more 
community engagement in terms of the number 
who participate. If a district’s primary goal is 
engagement, an opt-in survey can be appropriate 
and cost-effective. But if a district is facing a high-
stakes decision about a future tax election, most 
survey researchers would recommend a different 
approach.

Scientific and random
Perhaps the most dramatic difference between 
an opt-in survey and the random-sample sur-
vey methodology occurred during the 1936 U.S. 
presidential election. The Literary Digest, an 
influential general interest magazine, conducted 
a poll using an opt-in methodology based on its 
subscriber lists. Their sample skewed toward the 
wealthy and Republicans. Despite an impres-
sive sample size of 2.4 million Americans, this 
opt-in predicted Alf Landon would triumph 
over Franklin D. Roosevelt by a margin of 57 
percent to 43 percent. George Gallup and Elmo 
Roper conducted polls using smaller scientifically 
drawn random samples of citizens and projected 
the actual 62 percent to 38 percent Roosevelt 
landslide.

This compelling example reinforces that fact 
that opt-in surveys have an inherent bias. They 
attract highly motivated stakeholders and exclude 
respondents who may not share those intense feel-
ings but will vote. A well-designed scientific survey 
methodology avoids this inherent selection bias.

The key to the projectability of survey results 
is attaining a representative sample of the popula-
tion. If a sample is not representative, the chances 
are high that researchers will draw erroneous 
conclusions. Surveys based on random samples — 
in which every member of the population has an 
equal chance to be included — have no inherent 
biases. According to AAPOR, random samples 
also have one key benefit: “The major advantage 
of a probability-based sampling is that we can 
calculate how well the finding from the sample 
represents the total population. ... This ability to 
estimate, within a specific range, the accuracy of 
survey findings has made probability-based sam-
pling the cornerstone of modern survey research.”

Our work uses a randomization technique 
called quota sampling. A list of telephone numbers 

within a school district or city is obtained, along 
with demographic information about each voter 
on the list. Researchers establish quotas to ensure 
adequate representation, such as race, gender, age, 
households with children and area of residence. 

If 26 percent of the population consists of 
households with school-age children in public 
schools, an identical percentage is sought in the 
survey sample. Researchers provide randomly 
generated subsamples of each relevant demo-
graphic variable. Interviews seek not to exceed the 
quota. Likely voters in a future tax election can be 
identified from public or commercial databases or 
by using several screening questions in the survey 
questionnaire.

You can minimize in-survey bias through these 
procedures to capture quality data:

  l Avoid questions worded to influence the answer, 
also known as “push questions”;

  l Split question sequences to avoid interview 
fatigue and terminated surveys; and

  l Eliminate confusing questions or assumptions 
about the respondents’ knowledge.

In-survey bias, of course, can be avoided 
through careful examination of the questions or 
pre-testing on a small group of respondents.

research to Practice
Unlike the Wizard of Id, school leaders would 
be wise to carefully consider methodology when 
planning a community survey to ensure their 
decision is both informed and cost-effective. If 
the school district wants to broaden engagement, 
non-probability opt-in surveys can achieve that 
goal. We would caution, however, not to rely 
exclusively on a non-probability opt-in survey 
when survey responses are not random and are 
out of alignment with the demographics of the 
population as a whole.

While scientific, random-sample instruments 
will be more costly, they also typically are more 
reliable when measuring the feasibility of a 
future tax election. With upwards of 80 percent 
of eligible voters on Election Day not having stu-
dents enrolled in the school district, the margins 
between an impactful win for students and a 
devastating loss are too thin not to have reliable 
survey data for decision-making. n
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