
420 Chapter 11: Public Opinion

Profiles in Citizenship: 
nate Silver

Public opinion polls generated a lot 

of controversy in the days leading 

up to the 2012 presidential election. 

Most professional pollsters and the 

Obama campaign said that their polls 

forecast an Obama victory; the Romney 

campaign claimed those polls over-

sampled Democrats. At the center of 

the controversy was Nate Silver, whose 

forecasting model steadily predicted 

a likely win for Obama. Republicans 

said he was shilling for the Democrats, 

but he ultimately nailed the Electoral 

College vote.

But then, Nate Silver is a very smart 
guy, a guy who deals in numbers and 
mathematical models and predictions 
all the time. He wasn’t long out of 
college before he had developed the 
PECOTA (Player Empirical Comparison 
and Optimization Test Algorithm) 
system—a model for predicting the 
performance of baseball players that 
became associated with a web site 
called Baseball Prospectus that Silver 
managed. Baseball is a long way from 
politics, however, and by 2008 Silver 
had given up Baseball Prospectus and 
was concentrating his mathematical 
prowess on primaries and electoral 
votes, writing on the new blog that he 
called fivethirtyeight.com (after the 

total number of votes in the Electoral 
College).

If you ask him how he got to here from 
there, the answer is about what you’d 
expect from this young, brilliant, and 
quirky man. He got into politics because 
of Internet poker, of course. Doesn’t 
everyone?

Some context here is that Silver is the 
son of a political scientist, so the world 
was one he was well familiar with and 
he liked it. “I was more into politics as 
compared to a normal person,” he says, 
“because it was interesting, kind of like 
a big game show.” But still, Internet 
poker?

“In 2006 I was playing poker mostly 
online. The outgoing Republican 
Congress passed a law where they 
basically made online poker illegal, 
but it was not very effective. What 
they technically did, more or less, is 
say you can play poker, but you can’t 
deposit money in and out, so that had 
a chilling effect on the game . . . that 
got me following congressional 
procedure.” Besides, he had gone 
to the University of Chicago, and a 
member of the Chicago law faculty, 
Sen. Barack Obama, was running for 
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true or at least possible, can raise doubts about a candidate 
and even change a voter’s opinion about him or her. Insofar 
as they have a legitimate function, “push questions” are 
used on a limited basis by pollsters and campaign strategists 
to find out how voters might respond to negative informa-
tion about the candidate or the opposition. This is the kind 
of information that might be gathered in a benchmark poll, 
for example. Less scrupulous consultants, working for both 
political parties, however, sometimes use the format as a 
means of propaganda. As an example, a pollster put this 
question to Florida voters:

Please tell me if you would be more likely or less 
likely to vote for Lt. Governor Buddy MacKay if you 
knew that Lt. Gov. Buddy MacKay plans to imple-
ment a new early-release program for violent 
offenders who have served a mere 60 percent of their 
sentences if he is elected governor?62

MacKay had no such plans, and to imply that he did 
was false. Moreover, the goal of this “poll” was not to 

learn anything but rather to plant negative information in 
the minds of thousands of people. By posing as a legiti-
mate poll, the push poll seeks to trick respondents into 
accepting the information as truthful and thereby to influ-
ence the vote. Such polls are often conducted without any 
acknowledgment of who is sponsoring them (usually the 
opponents of the person being asked about). The target 
candidate often never knows that such a poll is being 
conducted, and because push polls frequently pop up the 
weekend before an election, he or she cannot rebut the 
lies or half-truths. A key characteristic of push polls is that 
they seek to call as many voters as they can with little 
regard to the usual care and quality of a legitimate repre-
sentative sample. “Push polling for me is marketing,” said 
Floyd Ciruli, a Denver-based pollster. “You call everybody 
you can call and tell them something that may or may not 
be true.”63

Legislation against push polling has been introduced in 
several state legislatures, and the practice has been 
condemned by the American Association of Political 
Consultants.64 There is a real question, however, about 


