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An exit poll is a survey, not a result

One mechanism of elections, examined in depth — what
exit polls actually measure, and why early leaks have
repeatedly proven wrong.

BEFORE YOU BEGIN
How This Guide Works

This is part of Incognati Civics, applying the field-guide format to
election administration and mechanics — the procedural layer beneath
the outcome, examined the same way regardless of which party or
candidate it involves. Each specimen goes deep on one mechanism,
with official records, court citations, and peer-reviewed or nonpartisan

scholarship listed in full on the references page.
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01 Media Projection vs. Certified Result 02 Electoral College Mechanics Misrepresented
03 Certification vs. Concession Confusion 04 Recount Trigger Misunderstanding
05 Late-Counted Ballots Framed as Suspicious 06 Gerrymandering Shown by Map Shape Alone
07 Voter Roll Maintenance Called “Purging” 08 Exit Poll Misread as Final Result
09 Chain-of-Custody Procedures Misread as 10 Margin of Error Ignored in Polling
Suspicious
11 Ballot Measure Title vs. Effect Mismatch 12 Turnout Percentage Base Switching
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CIVICS SPECIMEN - NO. 08

Exit Poll Misread as Final Result

Sciscitatio Egressus

Governing precedent / case 2004 Status Well-documented recurring error pattern

OBSERVED SPECIMEN 2004 GENERAL ELECTION, EARLY EXIT POLL LEAKS
On the afternoon of Election Day 2004, leaked early exit-poll numbers showing John
Kerry leading George W. Bush in several key states circulated widely online and among
campaign stdff, shifting mood and even stock-market betting markets. Final results
showed Bush winning the election. A joint review by the polling consortium later
attributed the skew partly to differential response rates between voters of different
political leanings, not a flaw in the underlying vote count.

THE HOOK THE MECHANISM
An exit poll produces a number that looks just as Exit polls are a survey methodology with their own
concrete as a vote tally, making an early, partial, sampling and response-rate biases, released and
unweighted sample feel like a real-time result. adjusted in waves throughout the day — early,

unweighted numbers are the least reliable, and are
supplemented (not replaced) by actual vote counts

as they come in.

Field mark: treat any “leaked exit poll” number as an early-stage survey estimate, not a result —
the 2004 leak and its reversal is the standard cautionary case.

See the full references page for complete citations.
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Sources - Specimen No. 8

References

every source checkable at the link provided; DOIs given where the source

has one
REFERENCE SOURCE

Edison Media Research/Mitofsky International, "Evaluation of Edison/Mitofsky Election System 2004,"
Jan. 19, 2005.

https://www.aapor.org/
Joint report commissioned by the National Election Pool on the 2004 exit-poll discrepancy; search AAPOR.org for the archived

report.

CONTEMPORANEOUS REPORTING

"The Vote: How Exit Polls Can Be Wrong," Slate/Mystery Pollster archive, Nov. 2004.

https://www.mysterypollster.com/
Contemporaneous methodological analysis of the 2004 leak, archived by polling analyst Mark Blumenthal.

PEER-REVIEWED SOURCE

Traugott, Michael W. "The Accuracy of the National Preelection Polls in the 2004 Presidential Election."

Public Opinion Quarterly 69, no. 5 (2005): 642—654.
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfi061
DOI verified — peer-reviewed methodological review in Public Opinion Quarterly.
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Closing Plate - Field Method
Reading This Mechanism: A Gut Check

four questions before a headline changes what you think happened at the polls

1 Check the release wave
Early exit-poll numbers are the least reliable; later waves are weighted against actual returns.

2 Remember the 2004 case
Leaked early numbers have been wrong before, in a well-documented, still-cited example.

3  Treat it as a survey
Exit polls carry their own sampling and response-rate biases, just like any other poll.

4 Wait for the actual count
Only real ballot tabulation, not survey data, determines the result.

INCOGNATI CIVICS

The Series Continues

This is Specimen No. 8 of the Elections section within Incognati Civics. The
full queue of twelve specimens is listed on the cover. This section joins "How
Federal Laws Actually Get Created" within Civics, with local government,
official data reporting, and institutional communications planned beyond it.
The Incognati Atlas catalogs the underlying patterns across all of it.

Civics Field Edition + Elections : Specimen No. 8 All specimens independently sourced
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