2 The Goodland Daily News / Friday, May 10, 2002

commentary

from other pens...

Influence of polls
leads to value debate

Pollsplay anincreasingly powerful roleinthepublic’sperception of
political campaigns. Peopl edisagreeabout whether that’ sagood thing.

Criticssay the high number of pre-election pollsdistractsthe public
from the campaign issues, limits the topics candidates are willing to
discuss and shuts out some candidates who should be taken seriously.

Defenders say there is amarket for polls, and they help the public
follow campaigns aswell as keeping those racesin perspective.

Pollsters and political scientists gathered recently for aconference
on polls sponsored by the Gallup Organization and the University of
Nebraska. The meetings produced spirited debate on whether the un-
derstanding of campaignsishel ped by thegrowing number of pre-el ec-
tion polls, especially daily tracking pollsonwho is ahead.

“The marketplace wants pre-election polls,” said Frank Newport,
editor in chief of the Gallup poll. “ Editors and producers who are re-
sponsiblejournalistswant polling and think it'simportant.”

Newport told the group that poll information provides asystematic
way of determining how peoplefeel about issuesand candidates, and
the publiciscurious about thefindings.

“That’sbecausecitizensliketo compareand contrast their thoughts,”
Newport said. “ Peoplewant to know what the scorecard is.”

Inthe 2000 presidential election, therewere plenty of scorecardsto
watch. More than a half-dozen tracking polls were released daily or
weekly ontheprogressof thepresidential campaignaswell ashundreds
of campaign pollsthat werereleased |l ess often.

Somesay those pollsdo not necessarily provideabetter understand-
ing of campaigns, evenif thereisapublic demand for them.

“Teen-agers have a demand for alcohol and cigarettes,” said Susan
Herbst, apoalitical scientist at Northwestern University, whooutlined some
critical viewsof polling during the Gallup session. “A set of smart, am-
bitiousmen, built thepollingindustry and cultivated ademandfor polls.”

Her main complaints about the effects of pre-election polls:

—They tendto dominate campai gn coverage and aff ect descriptions
of how candidatesare performing onthecampaigntrail. For example,
if acandidatetrailing in the polls stumblesclimbing on apodium, that
misstep isused asametaphor for the candidate’s campaign problems.

—Theytendtolimitwhat i ssuescandidatestal k about because some
issuesaredescribed asmoreimportant. For example, presidential can-
didatesin 2000 talked mostly about domestic issues.

—They tendtoreinforcethestrength of well-known candidatesand
keeplesser known candidateswith potentially goodideasout of themix.

Heavy reliance on tracking polls|late in the campaign focuses cover-
ageon “thehorserace,” and tendsto reduce the pollsthat examine why
people feel as they do, said Tom Rosentiel, director of the Project for
Excellencein Journalism. If pollsarerelied on too heavily, hesaid, then
“alweareleftwithiscitizens responsetothepollsters view of society.”

Pollsarevaluableat telling what the public knows about key issues
andwhenthepublicbeginstotuneintothoseissues, said Kathleen Hall
Jamieson, dean of the Annenberg School for Communication at the
University of Pennsylvania. Other questionscanbelessuseful, shesaid.

“Thedownsideof pollingisthat it promptsustotreat unformed opin-
ionasif itisinformed opinion,” shesaid.

Such pollsmatch President Bush, apopul ar wartimepresident, agai nst
aDemocrat who may or may not run for president, or match the 2000
Democratic nominee Al Gore against aseries of lesser known Demo-
crats. Not surprisingly, Bushand Goretend to dominatesuch matchups.

Those who study politics may prefer amore detailed view of cam-
paignsthanthegeneral public, said CharlesFranklin of theUniversity
of Wisconsin-Madison.

“Peoplewhoareinvolvedinpoliticsgrossly overestimatethepublic's
appetitefor political news,” Franklinsaid. “ Pollsdo agood job of giv-
ing you aquick simplification of what the publicisthinking.”

EDITOR SNOTE —WIII Lester coverspoliticsand polling for The
Associated Press.
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| don’t know about you, but | seeit’s almost
Mother’'sDay again.

Timeto missmy mother and wish shewerestill
physicaly inmy life.

Timetoremember al thegood times—and all
thetimes| could have donebetter - for her and for
me.

My mother sacrificedfor me. That’ sarather out-
dated concept, isn’t it? But both my parents did
without thingsto make sure we have enough.

I wishl hadrealizedthat earlierinmy life;itonly
dawned on me in my high school years. | never
remember being hungry. | always had clothesto
wear, and special thingsfor special occasionslike
prom.

But | havenoideawhat all wasgiven up sothat
I might havethem. If nothing el se, they gaveup a
lot of their own dreams.

| feel fortunate to have lived the era |l have.
M others stayed homewiththeir children, clothes
werejust somethingtowear, brand namesweren’t

Seniors need a Medicare deal, not Medicare war

Morethan 90 percent of Americanseniorswould
participateinthe prescription drug plan proposed
by House Republicans, the Congressional Budget
Office (CBO) hasfound— ajudgment that ought
to give pause to Democrats.

Thetwo partieslast week unveiledrival propos-
as, launching the 2002 M edicarewarsin earnest,
but the CBO finding — still unofficial — should
encourage both sidesto find common ground.

I nstead of just dismissing the $350 billion GOP
plan as inadequate and underfunded, Democrats
ought to giveit serious consideration asamodel,
perhaps enriching it to achieve even more accep-
tance.

Ways and Means Chairman Bill Thomas (R-
Cdlif.) told mein an interview that the CBO had
scored his proposal aslikely to gain 93 percent
acceptancefrom seniors.

CBO officialsconfirmed that their preliminary
analysisshowsthat the Thomas planwould come
inatthat level, thoughan official judgment would
await actual introduction of abill.

TheCBOfindingundercutsthechargemadeby
Democratsand their aliesin theAARPthat Tho-
mas’ plan would be widely rejected by seniors
because it requires them to pay a $35 to $40
monthly premium if their income exceeds about
$15,000 ayear.

AARP conducted apoll last year showing that
69 percent of seniorswould not pay such a pre-
mium. A Senate Democratic plan favored by
AARP calsfor a$25 premium.

Thomas' proposal would cost $350billioninits
first 10years. Theplanoutlined by Sens. Bob Gra-
ham (D-Fla.) and Zell Miller (D-Ga.) would cost
$425 billion over six years.

Instead of planning to iron out differences, the
two partiesseemintent on making political points
withtheir plansin order to appeal to seniorsinthe
2002 elections.

Thomas touted his proposal asrepresenting “a
permanent new entitlement for seniors,” deriding
the Democratic alternative as “a gimmick” be-
causeit expires.

“TheDemocratsarebuildingafront-end model
that looks good,” he said, noting that it “can’t be
sustained” for budget reasons. He predicted that
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soimportant, fathersdidn’t often desert their fami-
lies, parentsusually stayedmarried, childrendidn’t
“own” the family’s phoneline, the drug problem
hadn’tinvaded theheartland, householdshad strict
rulesandthechildren respectedthem, weknew we
wereloved evenwithout havingto hear thewords,
no stereo or TV until | wasmarried, etc.

Ours was alower-middle-class househol d, but
so were those of most of my friends'. f there was
bullying going onat schooal, | wasoblivioustoit. |
awaysknew who | wasand to whom | belonged.

When it was my turn to be amom, | looked to
my mother and mother-in-law for role models. |
thought they’ d done a good job, and who could
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Graham’splanwouldactually cost $1trillionover
10 years— money the country doesn’t have.

Democrats countered that one major reason
money istightisPresident Bush’s$1.6trilliontax
cut plan, which Thomaschampioned and wantsto
makepermanent at acost of perhaps$4trillionover
the next decade.

And, they said that his prescription drug plan
containsafata “doughnut” or “hole” that would
reguire some seniorsto pay premiums but get no
benefitin return.

The barbs suggest that a stalemate is brewing.
Prescription drugs are the basis of modern medi-
cine, and members of both parties agreethat lack
of drug coverage under Medicare isthe problem
they hear most about fromtheir constituents. But,
the two parties seem moreinclined to exploit the
issue politically thanto solveit.

Thomasacknowledgedtomethat hehasn’t con-
sulted Democratsin devising it.

Hesaid hislegidativeprocedureisto”figureout
what aconference agreement wouldlook likeand
passit out of the House— primarily with Repub-
lican votes, because Democrats don’t want to do
anything.”

Followingthispattern, Republicansplantopush
Thomas' Medicarehill through the House before
Memorial Day, but it stands little chance in the
Senate.

Conceivably, aDemocratic measuresuchasthe
Graham bill — or an alternative being drafted by
SenateM g ority Leader ThomasDaschle(D-S.D.)
— could passthe Senate.

But, it'shardto seethetwo sidesresolvingtheir
differences.

Democratslook upon Medicareasakey itemin
their 2002 campaign strategy. Themoredomestic
issuessuch ashealth, education, the environment
and Socia Security that dominatedebate, they fig-
ure, the better off they are.
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Time to remember, thank Mom

HuLme

know more about it than they?

| didn’t accept an “expert’s’ opinion over my
mother’s. | resorted to Dr. Spock only when Mom
was hundreds of miles away and couldn’t be
reached by phone. | probably wanted not only ad-
vicebut someassuranceat thesametime. | wanted
tobeagood mother, but alsorealized | didn’t know
everything or haveall theanswers.

What better placetolook thanat motherswhoa so
loved my children?Mother’ sDay makesmehappy!/
sad. If | could mother my own children again, I’d
doalotof thingsdifferently. Butl didthebest | could
at that time.

They couldn’t have had morelove— more cod-
dling, more being heard, more spoiling maybe —
but not morelove.

If your motherisalive, call andtell her how much
her efforts have meant to you. If your mother isn’t
withyouanymore, remember her withfondnessanc
aboveall — cut her alittleslack. She probably did
the best she knew how to do.

A recent Democracy Corpspoll showedthat vot-
erstrust Republicansmorethan Democratson the
economy and taxes, but they trust Democratsmore
than the GOP by a 23-point margin on health, pre-
scription drugs and the environment.

OnMedicare, Democratsareoffering not only
lower premium, but alsonodeductible. Under Tho-
mas' bill, seniors with incomes above $15,000
would pay thefirst $250 of their drug hills.

Under hisstandard coverageplan (seniorswould
have a choice of several coverage options), the
government would pay 80 percent of drug costs
from $251 to $1,000 and 50 percent from $1,000
t0$2,000. Butfrom$2,000t0 $5,000, seniorswoul o
havetopay their entirebills. That’sthe* doughnut”
that Democrats condemn.

Seniors “continue to pay premiums, but they
don’'tget any benefit,” Daschlesaidlastweek. “ This
gapwouldbedevastatingfor most seniors.” Nogay
incoverageexistsintheDemacraticplan. Thegov-
ernment would pay all costs above $5,000 in the
Thomas plan and above $4,000 in Graham’s.

AThomasaidesaiditisn'ttruethat seniorswould
get no help if their drug billsfell between $2,000
and $5,000. They would get the benefit of lower
drug costs — 25 to 30 percent lower, he said —
achieved through group bargaining.

Republicansadmit that Thomas' planisn’t“per-
fect,” but claim*theperfect shouldn’t betheenemy
of thegood.” It sagood argument that should work
in all directions. Politicians should be judged on
how hardthey try to produceadrug planfor seniors
thisyear — not on how hard they work to createan
electionissue.

Morton Kondracke is executive editor of Roll
Call, the newspaper of Capitol Hill.
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