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Abstract. The article aims to study the predictive ability of pre-election polls in Italy.
Previous papers by Callegaro and Gasperoni, using the measure of “accuracy” A
originally proposed by Martin, Traugott and Kennedy (2005), have already studied
national polls published before general parliamentary elections. This article will follow the
same methods of those studies and focus on a) pre-elections polls published before regional
elections and b) pre-general election polls based on regional samples. The peculiar
electoral system of the Italian Senate confers a strategic importance to some regions, and
for this reason some polls based on regional samples are commissioned and published.
Using a data-base of published poll findings drawn from the website www.sondaggi-
politicoelettorali.it, the article will analyze these regional polls diachronically and
synchronically in order to highlight differences among regions. In 2010 regional elections
the winning candidates’ level of support was generally underestimated by pre-election
polls. In 2013, poll findings tended to severely underestimatenthe success of a new actor on
the Italian political stage: the Five-Star Movement.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Surveys on voting intentions play an important role in the most crucial stage of the
practice of democracy. i.e., elections; this fact explains the need to develop
appropriate ways to ascertain and assess such surveys’ ability to “predict” voting
behaviour. This need is felt, at least potentially, by a variety of actors involved in the
production and use of pre-election polls: political parties, candidates, supporters
and consultants who pay for surveys and are interested in gauging the effects of
election campaign strategies; mass media outlets that resort to polls (and sometimes

1 Giancarlo Gasperoni, email: giancarlo.gasperoni@unibo.it
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finance them) in order to supply their readers, listeners or viewers with useful news;
voters themselves, searching for reliable information on which to base their
decisions. There exists a wide range of views and research literature concerning the
ability of polls to influence voter behaviour, as well as the mechanisms and
consequences underlying such effects (Moy and Rinke 2012; Chung 2012).

The potential broader implications of pre-election polls for democracy are
also interpreted in different ways. For some observers, published polls contribute
to citizens’ knowledge relating to the levels of support enjoyed by parties, policies,
and candidates and therefore to their ability to make informed decisions and, in the
ultimate analysis, should be interpreted as a hallmark of freedom of expression. At
the opposite end of the spectrum, some observers maintain that published polls may
be used to “manage” voters’ preferences and thus impinge on their right to vote free
from undue influence (Peterson 2012; Gasperoni 2013b). Obviously, these opposing
views also lead to divergent standpoints as regards the opportunity of regulating the
publication of pre-election poll results. In Italy, political authorities have identified
to a greater extent with the second view. A national law passed in 2000, centred on
regulating equal access to media during election campaigns, also addresses the
publication of pre-election polls. Among other constraints, the law forbids the
publishing of polls during the two weeks preceding an election; in other periods,
survey findings disseminated via media outlets need to include a “note” containing
information concerning the surveys’ methods; also, any published poll needs to be
accompanied by the deposit of a document in an official on-line archive administered
by the Italian Presidency of the Council of Ministers: www.sondaggipolitico-
elettorali.it. Observance of these norms falls under the jurisdiction of a national
agency: the Autorità per le Garanzie nelle Comunicazioni (or “AGCOM”: see
Gasperoni 2007; 2013a; 2014).

Regardless of one’s beliefs on these topics, it is certainly preferable for polls
to be “accurate”, i.e. to adequately reflect the underlying reality concerning the
electorate’s future intentions at the polling station. Assessing a poll’s predictive
ability is, however, quite a sensitive topic; and, until recently, it was a relatively
static field, mostly relying on measures developed many decades ago by Mosteller
et al. (1949; see Callegaro and Gasperoni 2008 for a more detailed review of those
measures and their drawbacks).

Measures of predictive ability that are based on a comparison of voting
intentions recorded via a sample survey and the actual election outcome are affected
by an array of well-known problems. A survey of voting intentions is at best a
snapshot that reflects the situation at a given point in time (in Italy, that point in time
is by law at least two weeks before the election). Obviously, the situation can change
during the span of time separating fieldwork and election day; indeed, that is what
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election campaigns are for. A survey may be perfectly “accurate”, in that it faithfully
reproduces the (otherwise unknown) situation at the time of fieldwork and yet not
correspond to the final outcome. Or, vice versa, it may be totally “inaccurate”,
distorting the surveyed situation, and yet still manage to approximate the actual
vote. To use a metaphor, pre-election polls are photographs taken from a moving
train; none of the resulting pictures actually frames the voyage’s final destination
(Barisione and Mannheimer 2005). Strictly speaking, the term ‘accuracy’ is
misleading and it would be preferable to speak of ‘predictive ability’. That said,
predictive ability measures can be gainfully used in order to perform comparisons
that can inform public debate and individual decision-making.

Firstly, such measures allow one to compare polling institutes that operate in
the same context. This is particularly true for the most active pollsters, who carry
out several surveys during an election campaign and compete against each other.
Secondly, such measures facilitate comparisons between different research
techniques (ranging from approaches to sampling techniques to interviewing
methods, from question wording to duration of fieldwork, from sample size to
weighting schemes, and so on). Unfortunately, the documents published by polling
institutes in order to fulfil voting laws and AGCOM rules do not supply sufficiently
detailed information to actually exploit this potential in Italy.

In any case, comparisons between different political systems or different
elections need to be performed with utmost caution, for the ceteris paribus criterion
usually does not hold. Yet, even in such cases comparisons among ‘accuracy’
measures can yield interesting results.

2. PREVIOUS ASSESSMENTS OF PRE-ELECTION POLL PRE-DICTIVE
ABILITY IN ITALY

Mario Callegaro and Giancarlo Gasperoni have produced several analyses of Italian
pre-election polls’ predictive ability over the last few years (Callegaro and Gasperoni
2008; Gasperoni and Callegaro 2007; 2008; Gasperoni 2013a). Those analyses
(focusing almost exclusively on published polls) have employed a measure developed
a decade ago by Martin et al. (2005) called A (for “accuracy”), which corresponds
to the natural logarithm of the odds ratio between a survey’s findings and the actual
election outcome:

A = ln [ (x / y) / (X / Y) ]

where the numerator is the ratio of the number (or share) of survey respondents
stating an intention to vote for x (a coalition, party or candidate) and the number (or
share) of respondents stating an intention to vote for y; the denominator represents
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the same ratio, referred to actual voting results (X and Y) rather than surveyed
intentions. A positive value obtains when a poll overestimates X’s share of the vote;
a negative value obtains when X is underestimated by the poll. The A index takes
on a value of 0 when the odds ratio is equal to 1, i.e. when poll results and actual
outcomes coincide perfectly.

The A index was obviously developed to assess pre-election polls’ predictive
ability as concerns the “balance of power” between two contenders. This is
probably due to the fact that the measure was conceived in the context of the United
States and/or as an attempt to improve the proposals originally set forth by
Mosteller. Of course, A can be adapted for other uses, such as assessing polls’
predicative ability concerning a sole party or candidate, by substituting y and Y with
the share of the voting intentions and the actual votes obtained by all other
contenders different from X (Arzheimer and Evans 2013; see D’Agata and
Tomaselli 2013, as well as Tomaselli and Castro’s article in this issue of “Italian
Journal of Applied Statistics”, for the use of A’ in the Italian case). Also, one may
apply A to set of varying pairs of contenders in the same election (for such an
approach, see Gasperoni 2013a, which examines not only the struggle among the
three major contenders, but also intra-coalition dynamics). In this article we will
continue to remain faithful to an exclusively “bipolar” interpretation of A.

Callegaro and Gasperoni’s analyses – focusing exclusively on national
parliamentary elections since the beginning of the century (held in the years 2001,
2006, 2008 and 20132), and in fact only on the vote for the Chamber of Deputies
(Italy’s parliament also includes a Senate, members of which are elected on a
regional basis: see below) – highlight the following overall findings:
– in the 2001, 2006 and 2013 elections, the winning coalitions’ margins of victory

were significantly overestimated; only in the 2008 election did pre-election poll
findings adequately reflect the actual outcomes;

– in the 2001 and 2006 elections, published surveys having a “partisan” nature
(commissioned by political parties) displayed a better predictive ability than
others (this finding is perhaps an artefact, due to the circumstance that in each

2  The 2001 election was held with a different election system than the one employed in more
recent elections. More specifically, in the 2001 election seats in the Chamber of Deputies were
allocated mostly on the basis of a proportional representation system, but in part also via first-
past-the-post single winner electoral districts; voters were asked to fill out two separate
ballots. In the following three parliamentary elections, a proportional representation system
with a majority bonus was used; voters were asked to fill out just one ballot. The voting
system used in the last three parliamentary elections was declared unconstitutional in
December 2013.
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of the two elections the only published “partisan” polls were commissioned by
parties who would end up losing the election);

– the number of pollsters publishing pre-election polls has been increasing;

– there has been a steady, on-going deterioration in the quality of pre-election
polls (especially in terms of sample size), as well as in the quality of the
methodological documentation made available (especially as regards reporting
of sampling frames and incidence of non-response).

Figure 1 displays the distribution of values of A referring to published pre-
election polls in each of the four parliamentary elections of this century. The results
concern only the relationship between the centre-right and the centre-left coalitions.
The 2001 surveys overestimated the centre-right’s lead (mean A = +0.076 on the
“proportional” ballot” and +0.117 for the “majority” ballot); likewise, the 2006
surveys overestimated the centre-left’s lead (–0.098) and yet expressed less
variability; the extent of overestimation was similar in the two elections. The 2008
surveys display values of A quite near 0 and therefore a small overall mean value
(–0.036), reflecting a slight overestimation of the losing coalition; variability
among A values resembles the one observed in 2006. In 2013 the “worst” mean
value of A is recorded: –0.236.

Figure 1: Values of A for Pre-Election Polls in 2001, 2006, 2008 and 2013 (Only Centre-Left
Versus Centre-Right Relationships; Mean A Value Displayed as Text)

Source: adapted from Gasperoni (2013a).
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The 2013 parliamentary elections were exceptional in many ways and
featured a variety of potential sources of uncertainty, including: the relatively short
duration of the election campaign, determined by the premature end of the
legislature; the obfuscation of the “usual” contentious relationship between majority
and opposition, due to a 13-month-long government supported by the major right-
and left-wing parties; strong tensions within each of the two major coalitions, due
to coalition members’ differing behaviour as regards the incumbent government;
the fact that regional elections were being held the same day in Italy’s two largest
regions (Lombardy and Lazio); an aggravation of anti-politics sentiment and the
anticipation of record low levels of voter turnout; the emergence of many new
political forces potentially disrupting the entrenched two-coalition system that had
characterized the Italian political system for decades; the possibility that the voting
outcome could lead to the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate’s having different
majorities. The most important novel feature of the 2013 election was, of course,
the presence of Beppe Grillo’s Five-Star Movement, that had already shown it was
capable (in the 2012 Sicilian regional elections: see Colloca and Vignati 2013) of
capitalizing on anti-political and anti-party sentiment. In the event, it earned the
support of approximately one-fourth of the electorate and led to the 2013 pre-
election polls’ displaying the lowest degree of predictive ability among the four
national elections mentioned here. In fact, polls severely underestimated voters’
support for the Movement (see Figure 2). The 2013 election featured a lively
campaign that probably shifted votes, especially in the last two weeks that could not
be covered by published polls.

Figure 2: Values of A for Pre-Election Polls in 2013 (Only Relationships between Three
Major Contenders; Mean A Value Displayed as Text)

Source: adapted from Gasperoni (2013a).
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The 2013 elections, in which the centre-left coalition “barely won” and parties
not participating in coalitions accounted for about one-third of all votes, may signal
the end of “bipolar” competition in the Italian political system. This might lead to
an increased need to apply A to multiple pairs of contenders or, despite its
shortcomings, a more widespread use of Arzheimer and Evans’s B (defined as the
mean of all A’ values, considered in their absolute value, in a given poll-election set).

3. A REGIONAL FOCUS

The measure A and its variants have never been used, as far as we know, in order to
assess the predictive ability of Italian elections at the regional level. As previously
stated, we will extend the systematic effort initiated by Callegaro and Gasperoni
and apply Martin et al.’s A index and Arzheimer and Evans’s B to two sets of
elections: the regional elections held in 2010 and, exclusively for region-level polls,
the Senate election in 2013. Italy’s Constitution states that, although the Senate is
a national institution, its members are elected at the regional level; moreover,
election laws specify that majority bonuses (giving extra seats to the parties
receiving most votes) are allocated at the regional level. This makes pre-election
polls focusing on regional outcomes all the more interesting, especially in 2013,
when many observers perceived a greater-than-usual likelihood of achieving a hung
parliament, and especially in “borderline” regions. Some regions – such as those in
Italy’s so-called “red” geopolitical areas, comprising Emilia-Romagna, Tuscany,
Umbria and Marche – may be expected to award easy majorities to the centre-left
coalition; in many others the major actors have a good chance of earning the
majority bonus and, by extension, the majority of seats in the Senate. The
publishing of pre-election polls referring to such regions may thus influence voters’
strategic decision-making.

The data-base employed, as in the above-cited studies by Gasperoni and
Callegaro, derives from the documents stored on the official website administered
by the Italian government: www.sondaggipoliticoelettorali.it. More specifically,
the documents refer to 123 pre-election polls involving the 2010 regional elections
and 90 polls the 2013 Senate election.

Not all regions received the same amount of attention from pollsters and their
clients. In the 2010 regional elections for selecting regional presidents and the
personnel sitting in regional assemblies were held in 13 regions. The number of
published pre-election polls varied from a minimum of 5 (Emilia-Romagna and
Calabria) to a maximum of 15 surveys (Lazio and Puglia), with intermediate values
for Basilicata and Umbria (6), Lombardy and Marche (7), Veneto (8), Tuscany (10),
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Liguria (11), Piemonte (13) and Campania (14). This variability of attention
reflects, to a certain extent, the competitiveness of each region’s elections; some of
the regions in which a greater number of polls were conducted – Lazio, Piemonte,
Liguria – had elections that were decided by less than 5 percentage points; on the
other hand, less surveyed regions were the ones in which the outcomes were
considered foregone conclusions. The link between electoral “competitiveness”
and pollsters’ attention was even more evident in the 2013 Senate elections: most
regions were the objects of no more than 4 pre-election polls: 1 in Calabria, 1 in
Molise, 2 each in Abruzzo, Basilicata, Emilia-Romagna, Friuli-Venezia Giulia,
Liguria, Marche, 3 each in Lazio and Piemonte, 4 in Umbria. A higher number of
surveys were carried out in regions for which expected outcomes were more
uncertain: Puglia (9), Veneto (12), Sicily (13), Lombardy (14) and Campania (15)3.

In the 2010 regional elections, 14 different polling centres carried out and
published pre-election polls. Some engaged in polling quite frequently: Euromedia
Research (34 polls), Crespi (21), Lorien (14), Spincom (13) and Piepoli (10). A
majority of polls were performed using computerized telephone-interviewing
systems (CATI); only a few used on-line data collection methods, using either a
mixed-mode strategy (5 surveys by SWG) or an exclusive web-interviewing
(CAWI) approach (17 polls, mostly by Spincom). Sample size varied from a
minimum of 400-500 respondents to a maximum of 6,000 (the handful of polls
having such a large sample size were performed by Lorien, which provided an
ambiguous definition of this value, which may thus be interpreted in different
ways). The modal sample size was 1,000 units (which was the stated size of all
Euromedia samples). Another typical sample size was 800 units (including surveys
by Crespi).

In 2013 only 9 polling institutes published region-based pre-election polls
concerning the Senate. The most active pollster was Tecnè (33 polls out of a total
of 90, followed by IPR (17), Euromedia (14) and ISPO (10). Web-based interviewing
was more widespread in 2013, although CATI continued to be featured in more than
two-thirds of all polls. Sample size ranged from a minimum of 500 to a maximum
of 3,279 respondents; but the modal value, involving 42 polls, was once again 1,000
units.

3 We’ve removed from the analysis two polls performed in Trentino-Alto Adige, the two
Senators of which are chosen with a different voting system than in other regions.
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4. THE 2010 REGIONAL ELECTIONS

In the 2010 regional elections, before the Italian political system was disrupted by
the advent of the Five-Star Movement, voting outcomes continued to have a bipolar
structure, with the first two candidates for regional president obtaining, on the
whole, 93% of the vote (ranging from a minimum of 88.8% in Basilicata to 100%
in Liguria). Use of the A index is thus perfectly warranted and involves only a
limited amount of potential information loss.

Values of A appear to be very small in the 2010 regional pre-election polls, as
shown in Figure 3. Across all polls, the mean value of A is +0.005. In the 2008
national elections, which by far featured the polls with the highest predictive ability,
the corresponding value was –0.036, almost seven times greater in absolute value
than the mean recorded in 2010. If one examines the results broken down by region,
a more varied portrait emerges. In the first place, some regions – Basilicata, Umbria
and, to a lesser degree, Tuscany, Marche, Liguria and Puglia – feature polls that
appreciably overestimate the centre-right’s share of actual votes; others display the
opposite pattern, with an overestimation of the centre-left: Calabria, Veneto,
Campania and, to a lesser extent, Emilia-Romagna. In the remaining regions –
Piemonte, Lombardy and Lazio – poll-based forecasts on the whole and actual
outcomes tend to coincide. Moreover, regions also display different levels of
variability in poll findings, with the most marked cases in Veneto, Calabria,
Basilicata and Lombardy; in Liguria, Lazio and Puglia, on the other hand, published
polls tend to resemble each other. There seems to be no underlying pattern to these
differences however, although one might note that in all 6 regions in which the
centre-right won the elections, the mean A value is negative (i.e., the winner’s
support is underestimated); in 5 of the 7 regions won by the centre-left, the mean
A value is positive (i.e., again, the winner’s support is underestimated). This
generalized underestimation of the margin of victory is exactly the opposite of what
has been observed in national elections (see above).

Individual polling houses also feature varying levels of performance. If one
focuses only on centres that carried out at least 5 surveys, Euromedia Research,
across its 34 polls, achieve a mean A of +0.008, a result not dissimilar from
Spincom’s –0.009 (13 polls) and Lorien’s –0.011 (14 polls). Other frequent
pollsters produce findings with lower predictive ability: Piepoli with +0.053 (10
polls), Crespi with +0.057 (21 polls) and, especially, industry giant IPSOS with –
0.119 (8 polls). As in other previous studies, there appears to be no significant
relationship between A values and other methodological or substantive features that
could be potentially relevant, such as the time separating fieldwork from election
day, sample size and interview technique.
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Figure 3: Values of A for Pre-Election Polls in 2010 Regional Elections (Centre-Left Versus
Centre-Right Relationships; Mean A Value Displayed as Text; Asterisks Denote Centre-

Right Victories)

5. THE 2013 SENATE ELECTION

In the 2013 Senate elections, the competition among parties and coalitions, as
previously stated, was far from bipolar. The centre-right and the centre-left
coalitions accounted for just over 62% of the votes at the national level, due to the
very strong showing of the Five-Star Movement (23,8%; the movement did not
however earn the relative majority of votes in any of the polled regions). For this
reason, the predictive ability of a single pre-election survey or a set of polls cannot
be adequately depicted with a single A value or mean. This means that one must
resort to a set of A values, one for each two-actor relationship, or to the above-
mentioned B measure. Both approaches will be addressed here.

The values of A observed at the national level in the Chamber of Deputies
election (see Figures 1 and 2) reflect a low level of predictive ability, and so it would
be reasonable to expect analogously poor performances in the Senate elections4. In
fact, values of A appear to be relatively large in the 2013 Senate elections. Across

4 In Italy, whereas for the Chamber of Deputies all adults of at least 18 years of age enjoy voting
rights, participating in Senate elections requires a minimum age of 25.
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all polls, the mean value of A for centre-right versus centre-left voting is –0.228, a
mean that is very similar to the one observed for the Chamber of Deputies at the
national level (–0.236: see Figure 1) and likewise reflects a substantial overestimation
of the centre-left’s share of the vote. As shown in Figure 4, variability among and
within regions is quite marked, although all regions (with the exception of Tuscany,
represented by just one poll) express a negative mean value of A. Overestimation
of the centre-left is particularly pronounced in Campania and Puglia and, in general,
in regions in which the centre-right earned greater support than the centre-left.

Figure 4: Values of A for Pre-Election Polls in 2013 Senate Elections, by Region (Centre-
Left Versus Centre-Right Relationships; Mean A Value Displayed as Text; Asterisks

Denote Centre-Right Victories)
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Figures 5 and 6 display the individual and mean values of A as regards,
respectively, the competition between the centre-right and the Five-Star Movement
and the competition between the centre-left and the Five-Star Movement. The
overall mean A in the two contexts were, respectively, +0.554 and +0.778. These
values are very similar to those reported in Figure 2 and relating to the national-level
2013 Chamber of Deputies election. Both mean values (and the great majority of
individual poll values displayed in Figures 5 and 6) indicate a severe underestimation
of the Five-Star Movement in pre-election polls, especially in its rivalry with the
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centre-left5. Again, there is an appreciable difference between regions won by the
centre-right and regions won by the centre-left: pre-election poll bias was higher in
the latter. (The Five-Star Movement received the most votes in none of the regions,
but it did finish second in 8 regions.)

Figure 5: Values of A for Pre-Election Polls in 2013 Senate Elections, by Region (Centre-
Right Versus Five-Star Movement Relationships; Mean A Value Displayed as Text;

Asterisks Denote Centre-Right Victories)

5 For a total of 9 polls (2 in Lombardy, 1 in Veneto, 2 in Puglia, 2 in Campania and 2 in Sicily)
it was not possible to calculate the value of A involving the five-Star Move-ment, in that the
latter was included in an “other parties” category in published poll results.
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Euromedia Research (with 13 published polls) achieves the “best” mean value
of A (–0.193) if one considers the relationship between centre-right and centre-left,
but performs badly when the Five-Star Movement is included in the analyses. In
fact, no polling institute performs consistently better (or worse) than average when
all three two-way competition dynamics are taken into account. As already
observed as regards the 2010 regional elections, the pollsters’ methodologically
relevant decisions do not seem to be tied significantly to any variations in A.

Use of the B index in order to assess the 2013 Senate pre-election polls’
predictive ability requires an important decision as to which coalitions, parties or
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other groups to include in the analysis (or, in other words, which values of A’ to
include in the index). A reasonable solution is to create five distinct A’ values for the
centre-right coalition, the centre-left coalition, the Five-Star Movement, the Civic
Choice party headed by outgoing prime minister Mario Monti, and “others”
(comprising all remaining contenders). Mean A’ values show that pre-election polls
overestimated “others” (A’ = +0.633), Civic Choice (+0.489) and, to a lesser degree,
the centre-left coalition (+0.238), whereas they underestimated support for the
centre-right (–0.097) and, especially, the Five-Star Movement (–0.759). The
overall value relating to the centre-right is actually the end result of low estimates
in some regions (especially in Campania and Calabria) and high estimates in others
(Veneto); whereas the centre-left and Civic Choice were overestimated in every
region, and the Five-Star Movement was underestimated in every region.

Figure 6: Values of A for Pre-Election Polls in 2013 Senate Elections, by Region (Centre-
Left Versus Five-Star Movement Relationships; Mean A Value Displayed as Text; Asterisks

Denote Centre-Right Victories)

If the five-actor solution is adopted, the mean value of B is equal to 0.480 (B
cannot take on negative values), with region-level means ranging from 0.314 in
Basilicata (2 polls) to 0.602 in Abruzzo (just 2 polls: see Table 1). If a three-actor
solution is adopted (based on the results pertaining exclusively to the centre-right,
the centre-left and the Five-Star Movement – an equally reasonable approach which
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does not take into account minor political forces that have the potential of
introducing much “noise” and focuses only on the major players), the mean value
of B falls to 0.378, with region-level values ranging from 0.253 in Lombardy (14
polls) to 0.705 in Sardinia (2 polls).

Table 1: Mean Values of B for Pre-Election Polls in 2013 Senate Elections, by Region

Mean Value of B Mean Value of B No. of Polls
(Five Groups) (Three Groups)

Piemonte 0.500 0.361 3
Lombardy 0.346 0.253 14
Liguria 0.573 0.425 2
Friuli-Venezia Giulia 0.449 0.414 2
Veneto 0.443 0.544 12
Emilia-Romagna 0.411 0.308 2
Tuscany 0.396 0.516 1
Marche 0.452 0.428 2
Umbria 0.447 0.363 4
Lazio 0.555 0.375 3
Abruzzo 0.603 0.611 2
Molise 0.535 0.413 1
Puglia 0.502 0.364 9
Campania 0.539 0.375 15
Basilicata 0.314 0.257 2
Calabria 0.438 0.332 1
Sicily 0.563 0.298 13
Sardinia 0.594 0.705 2

The difference between the two solutions is quite substantial, for example in
Sicily, Lazio and Campania (three highly populated regions, which therefore
contribute more seats to the make-up of the Senate and therefore play a greater role
in its election). This highlights one drawback of B, in that its value in multi-party
contexts depends on whether and how parties are aggregated; this can be a
contentious issue in voting systems such as Italy’s, featuring dozens of parties,
many of which are of no political significance at all. Also, B does not distinguish
between forms of bias pertaining to over- and under-estimation, whereas A does. In
order to better comprehend the nature of polls’ predictive performance, one needs
to integrate the examination of B values with that of A’ values, thus rendering the
process cumbersome, perhaps more so than the use of “simple” A. (Castro and
Tomaselli develop similar reflections in their article in this issue of “Italian Journal
of Applied Statistics”.) Also, the extremely synthetic, and perhaps obfuscating,
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nature of B also hinders the search for connections between polls’ predictive ability
and their specific methodological and substantive features, in that over- or under-
estimation tendencies linked to house effects, research design, etc. may get lost in
the synthesis.

6. CONCLUDING REMARKS

This article used the A measure developed by Martin et al. (2005) and the B measure
developed by Arzheimer and Evans (2013) in order to assess the predictive ability
of Italian pre-election polls conducted at the regional level. Two sets of polls were
considered: surveys conducted before the regional elections held in 2010 and
surveys conducted before the Senate elections of 2013.

The distribution of values of A in regional elections of 2010 reveals that the
winner’s support was generally underestimated, a result in sharp contrast with the
results obtained in previous analyses of national elections in 2001, 2006 and 2013,
when the winner’s support tended to be overestimated.

When it comes to the Senate elections of 2013, the A measure, used to assess
several two-way competitions, confirms previous national-level studies pointing to
overestimation of the margin of victory. In 2013, the level of bipolarism of the
Italian system strongly decreased due to the advent of the Five-Star Movement. Use
of the B measure and the associated A’ measure, developed in order to address the
predictive ability of polls in multiple-party systems, confirms findings related to the
Chamber of Deputies election in the same year: a strong underestimation of the
Five-Star Movement and an appreciable difference between regions won by the
centre-right and regions won by the centre-left. Both measures reveal that
methodological decisions made by polling centres are not significantly correlated
with predictive ability.

This article is the first attempt to focus on the regional level of the accuracy
of Italian pre-elections polls. Its goal was mainly descriptive. The analysis deserves
to be pursued further, especially in light of major changes, both in the political
system (the consolidation of the Five-Star Movement) and in polling techniques
(the growth of web-based interviewing).
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