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“Shy Voter” Hypothesis and Poll Error: Tests Based
on the 2016 US Presidential Election

Wang Zhongyuan & Wu Jiyuan
( Fudan University Shanghai)

Abstract: The huge poll errors and the failure of election forecast in the 2016 US presidential election have led to an unprecedent—
ed crisis of the poll industry. The pollsters attribute the underestimation of Trump’ s vote share to “shy voters”. The core mecha—
nism of the shy voter hypothesis is that in order to avoid being labeled with negative social images or facing the pressure of becom—
ing politically correct interviewees in election polls chose to answer questions to appeal to social expectations. The mechanism of
“social desirability bias” and “group pressure” originated from social psychology has always been used to explain poll errors and
was also introduced to explain why polls underestimated Trump’ s performance in 2016. However the explanatory power of this
hypothesis is still a lack of scientific verification. This article adopts five methods to test the “shy voters” problem in the 2016 US
election. The results show that the shy voter hypothesis can’ t fully explain the forecasting failure. By further research this paper
finds that the primaries have reshaped the support bases of the two parties which renders the pollsters ill — prepared to estimate
the changes. In addition the traditional polling — based forecasting methods need to be further improved on the issues like survey—
ing key demographic groups and understanding early voting. Moreover exploring a variety of election prediction methods beyond
polls is also what the forecasting community should strive for.

Key words: Poll Error; Shy Voter; Election Forecasting; Preference Aggregation

— 109 —



