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THE STRAITS TIMES

From football gambling to favourite politician : whimsical snapshots from
Thai pollsters

By Tan Hui ¥Yee, Thailand Correspondeant

Sometime in November, just before US President Barack Obama arrived in Thailand on a
historic tour of Southeast Asia, a university in Bangkok released an intriguing set of poll
results.

The American leader, declared Assumption University's Abac Poll Research Centre, was
more popular than Thailand's Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra and opposition leader
Abhisit Vejjajiva. In fact, 65 per cent of respondents trusted Mr Obama so much they wanted
him to help raise Thai politicians' moral standards.

While it may be a tall order asking one politician to keep another honest, the 2,000-person
survey, conducted across seven Thai provinces, opened a window into the whimsical world
of Bangkok's pollsters.

The city's most prolific polling units are housed in Assumption University, Suan Dusit
Rajabhat University, the National Institute of Development Administration (Nida), and
Bangkok University. Politics is their staple.

On any given month, it is possible catch a glimpse of Thais' every hope, fear and thought
about the country’'s elected (and unelected) leaders through their reams and reams of
surveys. One can easily find out how people grade Ms Yingluck's performance, what they
think about Thailand's constitution, and whether or not they actually care,

But dig past the political turf and you will stumble across the real gems: Polls with an
amazing variety of premises and questions.

Ever wondered what people would do if they could go back in time, for example? Nida tried
to find out in January, when it asked respondents how they would relive their childhood.
Amazingly, 45 per cent of respondents said they would hit the books.

The same institute conducted a Bangkok poll about people's ideal jobs. Fittingly, for a
country with a large informal economy, a quarter of respondents said they wanted to run
their own business. About 15 per cent chose the civil service. And only about 3 per cent
wanted to be journalists.

When Bangkok's weather got steamy towards the middle of the year, Nida asked the city’s
residents how heat affects their mood. A cool 27 per cent said they remained unruffled. For
those more vulnerable to the vagaries of the weather, more said they would cool off with a
shower than pop down to the shopping haven's world famous malls,

Suan Dusit's polling unit dived into the football fever during this year's Euro
Cup by asking football fans how they intended to follow the game. It could not
resist asking respondents if they intended to gamble. Close to three quarters
said no. (And we believe them.) Another 11 per cent said they would make a
bet among friends, while about 9 per cent said outright they were heading for
the bookies.

viavueayls 2012-7 lguiou 2555
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THIS WEEK: Jatupormn vows fo fight
court petition; constitulion law decision
to dlarify political situation; Suthep
comes under fire over Thaksin
allegations; government to decide on
reconciliation acts next week; pressure
on calbinet to aporove NASA plan;
generals deny planned coup; Pheu Thai /
Democrat water-fight; Wat Pratum
temple deaths.

Red Shirt co-leader Jatuporn Prompan
says the constitutional court judges had no power to file a petition against him that
demands his bail be revoked, and says he will file a police report against the action.
Criminal court judge Tawee says the court already accepted the petition and is now
scheduled to investigate him on July 23, adding that it could be argued that the
constitutional court has no power to file the petition, but that Jatuporn's recent
behaviour on television may be considered a viplation of bail. Parliament speaker,
Wattana, says a legal team is gathering evidence to show that constitutional
amendment is not aimed at overthrowing the King’s role as the head of state. Some,
such as Former Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva, insist on the contrary. A political
science lecturer at Chulalongkorn University says a decision on constitution law will
decide Yingluck's fate as Prime Minister, and suggests that says that any ruling that
the amendment violates constitution law could lead to civil war or a military coup.
The Deputy Minister of Agriculture, Nuttawut, says we will be able to see the political
future more clearly by the beginning of July after the constitutional court hands
down its verdict on constitution law. The driver of a constitutional court judge says

his boss has been receiving death threats by telephone.

Democract MP Suthep variously came under fire earlier this week in the wake of his
claims that Thaksin Shinawatra sent 3 people to invite him to join the cabinet. Both
Thaksin's lawyer, and Nuttawut, the Deputy Minister of Agriculture, accused Suthep
of lying. Prime Minister Yingluck Shinawatra laughed off allegations of such an
invitation. Deputy Prime Minister Chalerm urged Suthep to reveal his sources. A
Pheu Thai spokesperson said that if Suthep couldnt swear an oath in front of the
Emerald Buddha statue that he was invited to join the cabinet, he must be lying.
Korkaew, the leader of the Red Shirts, says the story was designed to create
insecurity amongst the smaller parties. Democrat Abhisit has defended Suthep.
Separately, Suthep says that the reconciliation act proposed by Yingluck's
government is just a cover, and that there can be no reconciliation without respect
for the law. Coalition MP Udomdetch says that the government will decide next week
on whether or not to withdraw the review of reconciliation acts from the
parliamentary discussion. Opposition chairman Chulin supports the idea to withdraw
the reconciliation acts from the parliamentary discussion, warning that it could lead
to conflicts.

Foreign Minister Surapong says the U.S. might abandon NASA's plan to use
Thailand's U-Tapao airport if the cabinet doesn’t approve the project next week. A
Dusit poll noted that 85% of respondents would be unhappy if Pheu Thai extended
an invitation to the Democrats to join the government. Both Army General Prayuth
and Deputy General Daopong have denied Red Shirt allegations that the latter has
been planning a coup. A group of Red Shirt MPs reportedly end up in a water-fight
with Democrat supporters at a rally organised to picket a speech by the Democrat
leader last week, earning a sharp rebuke from Chavanon. Lieutenant General
Udondetch says that the army did the right thing, despite allegations that & people
were shot and killed by soldiers at Wat Pratum temple. Prayuth says that it is up to
the court to decide between right and wrong on the matter.

e s1gvluUs:00 2555 (1 aayau 2554-30 nugrgu 25595)




VOLUME ONE

PUBLIC OPINION
AND POLLING
AROUND THE WORLD

A HISTORICAL ENCYCLOPEDIA » JOHN G. GEER, EDITOR

Hm o2 Ny u
o OH- W

0 L}
g Iill"‘.l

Annual Report 2012 (1 October 2011 - 30 September 2012) o 35

SuanDusitPool M SuanDusit RajabhatUniversity



JnglragsisnnasuqQaa

Tvva:,'r_;th‘

asuqdaa

36

750 Countries and Regions

(equivalent of mayor, but with maore
powers than the governors in other
provinces). Election polls taken during
the 1992 election were highly tlawed, but
the 1996 polls received considerable
acclaim from respected media outlets.

Most polls predicted that Bhichit Rat-
talkkul would win the election, and this
was borne out by election results. Only
the Shinawatra poll {Taksin Shinawatra is
now prime minister, who at the time was
supporting another candidate) suggested
that another candidate (Chamlong Sri-
muang| would prevail. Polls conducted
by Thammasat University, Ramkham-
haeng University, Rajabhat Institutes
(Suan Dusit), and Assumption University
(ABAC) produced impressive results.

Given the time lags until Election Day,
these polls produced relatively accurate
forecasts of election outcomes. Success
in forecasting the election elicited praise
from the media, the Bangkok Post {June
17, 1996) noting that such polls “already
gstablished themselves as a reliable
source of opinion.”

Polling in National Elections

National polls are a somewhat different
story. The popularity of the polls for fore-
casting election outcomes during the
1996 Bangkok elections encouraged an
explosion in political polling. Within
days, the major polling organizations
organized to conduct surveys anticipating
parliamentary elections in November
1996. The ability to conduct the polls
described ahove was largely due to the
fact that they could be limited to
Bangkok, but national election polls pro-
vided mmuch more of a challenge. The
Thai electoral system, under the old con-
stitution, was based on multimember dis-
tricts and at least eight effective parties
contesting the election. The coalition

government that would be formed had lit-
tle correspondence to the popular vote.
Public opinion polls were limited to indi-
cating preferences for parties and party
leaders, and the result was that the party
favored fifth (New Aspirations Party| won
125 seats, whereas the party favored by a
large margin (Prajadhipat, or Democrat
Party) won only 123 seats and ended up as
the opposition party. The respected
Rajabhat Institutes (Suan Dusit) poll con-
ducted of 183,000 people predicted that
Prajadhipat would win 148 seats to 114
tor the New Aspirations Party (Bangkok
Post, November 15, 1996).

The reason for this discrepancy was
only partly a result of the complex elec-
tion system. Most of the polls limited
themselves to surveys of Bangkok and its
environs. The Bangkok bias in public
opinion surveys is consistent with the
view of Bangkok elites and most of the
media (almost entirely located in Bang-
kok) that the metropolis is always the key
factor in political attitudes and electoral
outcomes. This perspective ignores the
fact that roughly 90 percent of the popula-
tion is located outside Bangkok. A re-
gional poll of the northeast region by the
local Rajabhat Institute, for example,
showed wide margins of victory for the
New Aspirations Party, rather than the
Prachadipat Party. But these more local-
ized polls tend to be swallowed up by the
attention to Bangkok in the mix of public
opinion research. Polls within the city are
comparatively easy to produce and are
designed for local consumption, but they
are hardly representative samples of Thai
public opinion, as the 1996 elections
demonstrated. Scholars citing Thai polls
need to be cautious not only about the
actual sampling but also about the uni-
verse from which the sample is drawn to
guard against the Bangkok bias.
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Commercialization of

Public Opinion Polls

Polling public opinion has developed into
a lucrative business since 1996, with
thousands of dollars being paid for polls
by news media and government agencies.
Respected polling organizations have
established themselves within the last
decade at several of the major universi-
ties. Demand for polls by the media and
government has proven to be a significant
source of income, especially at private
universities, such as Assumption College
and Bangkok University. Polling for profit
has also emerged at some public institu-
tions. The Rajabhat Institutes, with cam-
puses covering every region of the coun-
try, house one of the most respected polls,
the Rajabhat Suan Dusit Poll. The current
move for universities to cut ties with the
central government {and funding as well)
has made public universities look to pub-
lic opinion polling as a major source of
income. The more established polls earn
upward of 10 million baht (roughly
11.5.5250,000) a vear, a substantial cash
cow for universities attempting to gener-
ate new sources of revenue. To date, pur-
chasers of polls appear content with these
university-based organizations, and few
private polls have entered the field in any
significant way. This is partly due to the
difficulty of creating national networks
for sampling, plus the fact that private
groups can contract with university-based
polls. Networks of universities have nat-
ural bases throughout the country, as well
as cheap labor in the form of students,
who are often assigned polling duties as
part of their courseworl.

The ABAC Poll at Assumption College
and the Suan Dusit Poll located at Rajab-
hat Institute-Bangkok are the most
respected leaders among polling organi-
zations. Polls located at Bangkok Univer-

Thailand 751

sity and Thammasat University are
respected polls, but their coverage is usu-
ally limited to the immediate Bangkok
area. The ABAC Poll and the Suan Dusit
Poll have emerged as highly professional
organizations. Though they are associ-
ated with universities, they operate out
of institutes affiliated with universities
that have little to do with the instruc-
tional role of their hosts. They do, how-
ever, provide some experience in inter-
viewing for students.

Probability Sampling in Thailand

The flourishing of public opinion polls
has not been accompanied by a correspon-
ding growth in scientific sampling prac-
tices. Published sampling errors in poll
data are rare, and when they are included
in reports, they are usually misleading.
For example, many polls include reported
sampling errors when the sample itself is
not a true probability sample—the calcu-
lated error is based solely on the number
of respondents. In general, the concept of
probability sampling is difficult to com-
municate to elites, the news media, and
the public. Poll directors appear unsure
concerning the meaning of sampling
error. Even senior academics at major uni-
versities often express the view that a
35,000-respondent convenience sample,
for example, surely must be better than a
1,500 sample based on standard probabil-
ity techniques. In response to a 1996 poll
indicating that his opponent would win
the Bangkok governor's election, one
party leader suggested that a sample of
2,500 people was too small to reflect more
than 3 million eligible voters in Bangkok
(Bangkok Post, November 8, 1996). Even
the director of the Suan Dusit Poll men-
tioned above (183,000 respondents) sug-
gested that the polling error for such a
sample would be about 4-5 percent.
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