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Introduction

Surveys are a very old research technique. In the
0ld Testament, for example, we find the following:

After the plague the Lord said to Moses and
to Eleazar the son of Aaron, the priest, “Take a
census of all the congregation of the people of
Israel, from twenty old and upward.”

(Numbers 26:1-2)

Ancient Egyptian rulers conducied censuses to
help them administer their domains. Jesus was born
away from home because Joseph and Mary were
journeying to Joseph’s ancestral home for a Roman
census.

A little-knowm survey was attempted among
French workers in 1880, A German political sociol-
ogist mailed sorne 25,000 questionnatres to work-
ers tg determine the extent of their exploitation by
employers. The rather lengthy questionnaire in-
cluded items such as these:

Does your emplover or his representative resort
to trickery in order to defrand you of a part of
your earnings?

If you are paid piece rates, is the quality of
the article made a pretext for fraudulent deduc-
tions from your wages?

The survey researcher in this case was not
George Gallup but Karl Marx ([1880] 1956:208).
Though 25,000 questionnaires were mailed out,
there is no record of any being returned.

Today, survey research is a frequently used
mode of observation in the social sciences. In a
typical survey, the researcher selects a sample of
respondents and administers a standardized ques-
tionnaire to them, Chapter 7 discussed sampling
techniques in detail. This chapter discusses how to
prepare a questionnaire and describes the various
options for administering it so that respondents an-
swer your questions adequately.

The chapter condudes with a short discussion
of secondary analysis, the analysis of survey data col-
lected by someone else. This use of survey results
has becomte an important aspect of survey research
in recent years, and it's especially useful for srudents
and others with scarce rescarch funds.

Let's begin by looking at the kinds of topics that
researchers can appropriately study by using survey
research.

Topics Appropriate
for Survey Research

Surveys may be used for desaiptive, explanatory,
and exploratery purposes. They are chiefly used in
studies that have individual people as the units of
analysis. Although this method can be used for
other units of analysis, such as groups or inter-
actions, some individutal persons must serve as
respondents or informants. Thus, we could un-
dertake a survey in which divorces were the unit
of analysis, but we would need to administer the
survey questionnaire te the participants in the di-
vorces {or to some other informants).

Survey research is probably the best method
available to the social researcher who is interested
in collecting original data for describing a popula-
tion too large 1o observe directly. Careful probability
sampling provides a group of respondents whose
characteristics may be taken to reflect those of the
larger population, and carefully constructed stan-
dardized questionnaires provide data in the same
form from all respondents.

Surveys are also excellent vehicles for measur-
ing attitudes and orientations in a large population.
Public opinion polls—i{or example, Gallup, Harris,
Roper, and Yankelovich-—are well-known examples
of this use. Indeed, polls have become so prevalent
that at times the public seems unsure what to think
of them. Pollsters are criticized by those who don't
think (or want to believe) that polls are accurate
(candidates who are “losing” in polls often tell vot-
ers not 1o trust the polls), But polls are also criticized
{for being too accurate—for example, when exit polls
on election day are used to predict & winner before
the actual voting is complete.

respondent A person who provides data for analysis
" by responding 1o a survey guestionngaire. -
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The general attitude toward public opinion re-
search is further complicated by scientifically un-
sound “surveys” that nonetheless capture pecple’s
attention because of the topics they cover and/or
their “findings.” A good example is the “Hite Re-
ports” on human sexuality. While enjoying consid-
erable attention in the popular press, Shere Hite
was roundly criticized by the research community
for her data-collection methods, For example, a
1987 Hite report was based on questionnaires com-
pleted by women around the country—but which
women? Hite reported that she distributed some
100,000 questionnaires through varipus organiza-
tions, and around 4,500 were returned.

Now 4,500 and 100,000 are large numbers in
the context of survey sampling, However, given
Hite's research methods, her 4,500 respondents
didn't necessarily represent U.S, women any more
than the Liferary Digest's enormous 1936 sample
represented the U.S. electorate when their 2 million
sample ballots indicated that Alf Landon would bury
FDR in a landslide.

Sometimes, people use the pretense of survey
research for quite different purposes. For example,
you may have received a telephone call indicating
you've been selected for a survey, only to find the
first question was *“How would you like to make
thousands of dollars a week right there in your own
home?” Or you may have been told you could win
a prize if you could name the president whose pic-
nure is on the penny. (Tell them it's Elvis.) Unfortu-
pately, a few unscrupulous telemarketers try to
prey on the general cooperation people have given
to survey researchers.

By the same token, political parties and chari-
table organizaiions have begun conducting phony
*surveys.” Often under the guise of collecting pub-
lic opinion about some issue, callers ultimately ask
respondents for a monetary contribution.

Recent political campaigns have produced an-
other form of bogus survey, called the “push poll.”

- questionnaire A document containing questions and
-other types ol jtems:designed 1o solicit information ap-
: propnate for. analysis Questisrinaires are used primar-
Ay in survey research bt als in experiments, field -
 research, and other modes of observation, '

Here's what the American Association for Public
Opinion Polling had to say in condemning this
practice:

A “push poll” is a telemarketing technique in
which telephone calls are used to canvass po-
tential voters, feeding them false or misleading
“information” about a candidate under the pre-
tense of taking a poll to see how this “informa-
tion” affects voter preferences, In fact, the in-
tent is not to measure public opinion but to
manipulate it—to “push” voters away from
one candidate and toward the opposing candi-
date. Such polis defame selected candidates by
spreading false or misleading information about
them. The intent is to disseminate campaign
propaganda under the guise of conducting a
legitimate public opinion poil.

{Bednarz 1995)

In short, the labels “survey” and “poll” are
sometimes misused. Done properly, however, sur-
vey research can be & useful tool of sccial inquiry.
Designing useful (and trustworthy) survey research
begins with formulating good questions. Let's turn
to that topic now.

Guidelines for Asking Questions

In social research, variables are often operational-
ized when researchers ask people questions as a
way of getting data for analysis and interpretation.
Sometimes the questions are asked by an inter-
viewer; sometimes they are written down and given
1o respondents for completion. In other cases, sev-
eral general guidelines can help researchers frame
and ask questions that serve as excellent operation-
alizations of variables while avoiding pitfalls that can
result in useless or even misleading information.
Surveys include the use of a questionnaire—
an instrument specifically designed to elicit informa-
tion. that will be useful for analysis. While some of
the specific points to follow are more appropriate to
structured questiormaires than to the more open-
ended questionnaires used in qualitative, in-depth
interviewing, the underlying logic is valuable when-
ever we ask people questions in order to gather data.

Choose Appropriate Question Forms

Let's begin with some of the options available to
you in creating questionnaires. These options in-
clude using questions or statements and choosing
open-cnded or dosed-ended questions.

Questions and Statements

Although the term questionnaire suggests a collec-
tion of questions, an examination of a typical ques-
tionnaire will probably reveal as many statements
as questions. This is not without reason. Often, the
researcher is interested in determining the extent
to which respondents hold a particular attitude or
perspective. If you can surnmarize the attitude in a
fairly brief statement, you can present that state-
ment and ask respondenis whether they agree or
disagree with it. As you may remember, Rensis Lik-
ert greatly formalized this procedure through the
creation of the Likert scale, a format in which re-
speondents are asked to strongly apree, agree, dis-
agree, or strongly disagree, or perhaps strongly
approve, approve, and so forth.

Both questions and staternents can be used
profitably, Using both in a given questionnaire gives
you more flexibility in the design of items and can
make the questionnaire more interesting as well.

Open-Ended and Closed-Ended Questions

In asking questions, researchers have two options.
They may ask open-ended questions, in which
case the respendent is asked to provide his or her
own answer 1o the question, For example, the re-
spondent may be asked, “What do you feel is the
most important issue facing the United States to-
day?” and be provided with a space to write in the
answer (or be asked to report it verbally to an in-
terviewer}. As we'll see in Chapter 10, in-depth,
qualitative interviewing relies almost exclusively on
open-ended questions. However, they are also used
in survey research.

In the case of closed-ended questions, the
respondent is asked to select an answer from among
alist provided by the researcher. Closed-ended ques-
tions are very popular in survey research because
they provide a greater uniformity of responses and
are more easily processed than open-ended ones.

Open-ended responses must be coded before
they can be processed for computer analysis, as will
be discussed in Chapter 14. This coding process of-
ten requires that the researcher interpret the mean-
ing of responses, opening the possibility of mis-
understanding and researcher bias. There is also a
danger that some respondents will give answers
that are essentially irrelevant to the researcher’s in-
tent. Closed-ended responses, on the other hand,
can often be translerred directly into a computer
format.

The chief shortcoming of dosed-ended ques-
tions lies in the researcher’s structuring of responses.
When the relevant answers to a given question are
relatively clear, there should be ne preblem, In
other cases, however, the researcher’s structuring
of responses may overlook some important re-
sponses. In asking about “the most important issue
facing the United States,” for example, his or her
checklist of issues might omit certain issues that re-
spoendents would have said were important.

The construction of dosed-ended questions
should be guided by two structural requirements.
First, the response categorics provided should be
exhaustive: They shiould include all the possible re-
sponses that might be expected. Often, researchers
ensure this by adding a category such as “Qther
{Please specify: ).” Second, the answer cat-
egories must be mutually exclusive: The respondent
should not feel compelled to select more than one.
{In some cases, you may wish to solicit multiple an-
swers, but these may create difficulties in data pro-
cessing and analysis later on.) To ensure that your
categories are mutually exclusive, carefully consider
each combination of categories, asking yourself
whether a person could reasonably choose more

-+ open-énded questions Quéstions for which the re-

. spondent isasked to'provide his or her 6wn answers.

", In-depth; qualitarivé interviewing refjes almost exclu- -
51ver an open-ended questions,

closed-ended quesr.ions Survey questions irl which
Jthe n:spondem is: asked 1o sclect an answer {rom among

¢ alistprovided by the researcher, Popular in survey re-

’ ‘search because they provide a greater viniformity of re-

- sporises and are more easxly processed than open-ended

) quesuons
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than one answer. In addition, it’s useful to add an
instruction to the question asking the respondent
to select the one best answer, but this technique
is not a satisfactory substitute for a carefully con-
structed set of responses.

Make Items Clear

It should go withottt saying that questionnaire
irems need to be clear and unambiguous, but the
broad proliferation of unclear and ambiguous ques-
tions in surveys makes the point worth emphasiz-
ing. We can become so deeply involved in the topic
under examination that opinicns and perspectives
are clear to us but not to our respendents—many
of whom have paid little or no attention to the
topic. Or, if we have only a superficial understand-
ing of the topic, we may fail to specify the intent of
a question sufficiently. The question “What do you
think about the proposed peace plan?” may evoke
in the respondent a counterquestion: “Which pro-
posed peace plan?” Questionnaire items should be
precise so that the respondent knows exactly what
the researcher is asking.

The possibilities for misunderstanding are end-
less, and no researcher is immune (Polivka and
Rothgeb 1993). One of the most established re-
search projects in the United States is the Census
Bureau's ongoing “Current Population Survey” or
CPS, which measures, among other critical data,
the nation’s unemployment rate. A part of the mea-
surement of employment patterns focuses on a re-
spondent’s activities during “last week,” by which
the Census Bureau means Sunday through Satur-
day. Studies undertaken to determine the accuracy
of the survey found that more thar half the re-
spondents tock “last week” to include only Mon-
day through Friday. By the same token, whereas
the Census Bureau defines “working full-time” as
35 or more hours a week, the same evaluation stud-
ies showed that some respondents used the more
traditional definition of 40 hours per week. Asa
consequence, the wording of these questions in the
CPS was modified in 1994 to specify the Census
Bureau’s definitions,

Similarly, the use of the term Native American to
mean Awmterican Indian often produces an overrepre-

sentation of that ethnic group in surveys. Clearly,
many respondents understand the term to mean
“born in the United States.”

Avoid Double-Barreled Questions

Frequently, researchers ask respondents for a single
answer 1o a question that actually has multiple
parts. That seems to happen most often when the
researcher has personally identified with a complex
question. For example, you might ask respondents
to agree or disagree with the statement “The United
States should abandon its space program and spend
the money on domestic programs.” Although many
people would unequivocally agree with the state-
ment and others would unequivocally disagree, still
others would be unable 1o answer. Some would
want 1¢ abandon the space program and give the
maney back to the taxpayers. Others would want
to continue the space program but also put more
maoney into domestic programs. These latter re-
spondents could neither agree nor disagree without
misleading you.

As a general rule, whenever the word and ap-
pears in a question or questionnaire statermnent,
check whether you're asking a double-barreled
question. See the box entitled *Double-Barreled
and Beyond” for some imaginative variations on
this theme.

Respondents Must Be Competent to Answer

In asking respondents to provide information, you
should continually ask yourself whether they can
do so reliably. In a study of child rearing, you might
ask respondents to report the age at which they
first talked back to their parents, Quite aside from
the problem of defining talking back to parents, it's
doubtful that most respondents would remember
with any degree of accuracy.

As another example, student government lead-
ers occasionally ask their constituents to indicate
how students’ fees ought to be spent. Typically, re-
spondents are asked to indicate the percentage of
available funds that should be devoted fo a long list
of activities. Without a fairly good knowledge of

Double-Barreled and Beyond

Even established, professional researchers
have sometimes created double-ba rreled

when the country’s refationshig with: leya

_ was at an especially low.point, Sorne obser
ers suggested that the United. States mlght
endupina shooting war with the small
North African nation.The Harns PoII sought
to find out what U.s; publlc oplnlon was, -

if Libyar now inicreases its terror[st acts

* against the U.S.and we keep inflicting.
more damage on Libya, then inevitably .
itwill all eind in the U.S. going to war and’
finally mvadmg that country whlch wou!d
be wrong, :

Respondents were given the opportunity

- Notice the elements contained in the com--
- plex statement:

1. Will Libyai |ncrease atg terrcnst acts
. “againstthe U S

2. Willthe UIS |nﬂ|ct more damage on
Libya?

3. Willthe us. mewtably or otherwnse go to
‘war-against Libya? .

4. Would the U.S.invade Libya? )

5. Would that be rtght orwrong?

‘These severa] elements offer the p055|- c
bility of numerous poirits of view-—far more
than the thrée alternativés offered to the sur-
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“keep inflicting more damage in return, you'

questians and worse. Consider this quest:on, -

: tnig ht have any one of at least seven distinct

expectations about the outcome:
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. ‘Geheral Secretary Gorbachev:
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- What does a simple “agree” or“disagree”really .

mean in such cases? o

' Soune: Reported in Worid Qpnion Updore, October 1985 and May 1986,
Tespectively. .
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the nature of those activities and the costs involved
in them, the respondents cannot provide meaning-
ful answers. Administrative costs, for example, will
receive little support although they may be essen-
tial to the program as a whole,

Qne group of researchers examining the driv-
ing experience of teenagers insisted on asking an
open-ended question concerning the number of
miles driven since receiving a license, Although
consultants argued that few drivers would be able
to estimate such information with any accuracy,
the question was asked nonetheless. In response,
some teenagers reported driving hundreds of thou-
sands of miles.

Respondents Must Be Willing to Answer

Often, we would like t¢ learn things from people
that they are unwilling to share with us. For ex-
ample, Yanjie Bian indicates that it has often been
difficult to get candid answers from people in China,

[Here] people are generally careful about what
they say on nonprivate occasions in order to
survive under authoritarianism. During the
Cultural Revolution between 1966 and 1976,
for example, because of the radical political
agenda and political intensity throughout the
country, it was almost impossible to use survey
techniques to collect valid and reliable data in-
side China about the Chinese people’s life expe-
riences, characteristics, and attitudes towards
the Communist regime.

(1994:19-20)

Sometimes, U.S. respondents say theyre unde-
cided when, in fact, they have an opinion but think
they're in a minority. Under that condition, they
may be reluctant 1o tell a stranger (the interviewer}
what that opinion is. Given this problem, the Gallup
Organization, for example, has used a “secret ballot”
format, which simulates actual election conditions,
in that the “voter” enjoys complete anonymity. In
an analysis of the Gallup Poll election data from
1944 to 1988, Andrew Smith and G. F. Bishop
{1992) have found that this technique substantially
reduced the percentage of respondents who said
they were undecided about how they would vote.

This problem is not limited to survey research,
however. Richard Mitchell (1991:100} faced a
simnilar problem in his field research among U.S.
survivalists:

Survivalists, for example, are ambivalent about
concealing their identities and inclinations.
They realize that secrecy protects them from
the ridicule of a disbelieving majority, but en-
forced separatism diminishes opportunities for
recruittnent and information exchange. . . .

“Secretive” survivalists eschew telephones,
lannder their mail through letter exchanges,
use nicknames and aliases, and carefully con-
ceal their addresses from strangers. Yet once I
was invited to group meetings, I found them

cooperative respondents.

Questions Should Be Relevant

Similarly, questions asked in a questionnaire should
be relevant to most respondents. When attitudes
are requested on a topic that few respondents have
thought about or really care about, the results are
not likely to be useful. Of course, because the re-
spondents may express attitudes even though they
have never given any thought to the issue, you run
the risk of being misled.

This point is illustrated occasionally when re-
searchers ask for responses relating to fictitious
people and issues. In one political poll T conducted,
I asked respondents whether they were familiar
with each of 15 political figures in the community.
As a methodological exercise, I made up a name:
Tom Sakumote. In response, 9 percent of the re-
spondents said they were familiar with him, Of
those respondents familiar with him, about half
reported seeing him on television and reading
about him in the newspapers.

When you obtain responses to fictitious issues,
you can disregard those responses. But when the
issue is real, you may have no way of telling which
responses genuinely reflect attitudes and which re-

flect meaningless answers to an irrelevant question.

Ideally, we would like respondents ta simply
report that they don't knew, have no opinion, or
are undecided in those instances where that is the

case. Unfortunately, however, they often make up
answers.

Short ftems Are Best

In the interests of being unambiguous and precise
and of pointing to the relevance of an issue, re-
searchers tend to create long and complicated items,
That should be avoided. Respondents are often un-
willing to study an item in order to understand it.
The respondent should be able to read an item
quickly, understand its intent, and select or provide
an answer without difficulty. In general, assume
that respondents will read items quickly and give
quick answers. Accordingly, provide dear, short
items that will not be misinterpreted under those
conditions.

Avoid Negative Items

The appearance of a negation in a questionnaire
item paves the way for easy misinterpretation.
Asked to agree or disagree with the statement “The
United States should not recognize Cuba,” a sizable
portion of the respondents will read over the word
#ot and answer on that basis, Thus, some will agree
with the statement when they're in favor of recog-
nition, and others will agree when they oppose it.
And you may never know which are which,

Similar considerations apply to other “negative”
words. In a study of support for civil liberties, for
example, respondents were asked whether they
felt “the following kinds of people should be prohip-
ited from teaching in public schools” and were pre-
sented with a list including such items as a Com-
munist, a Ku Klux Klansman, and so forth, The
Iesponse categories “yes” and “no” were given be-
side each entry. A comparison of the responses to
this item with other items reflecting support for
civil liberties sorongly suggested that many respon-
dents gave the answer “yes” to indicate willingness
for such a person to teach, rather than to indicate
that such a person should be prohibited from
teaching. (A later study in the series giving as an-
swer categories *permit” and “prohibit” produced
much dearer results,)
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Avoid Biased ftems and Terms

Recall from our discussion of conceptualization and
operationalization in Chapter 5 that there are no
uliimately true meartings for any of the concepts
we typically study in social science. Prejudice has

no ultimately correct definition; whether a given
person is prejudiced depends on our definition of
that term. The same general principle applies to
the responses we get from people completing a
questionnaire.

The meaning of someone’s response to a ques-
tion depends in large part on its wording. This is
true of every question and answer. Some questions
seem 1 encourage particular responses more than
do other questions. In the context of questionnaires,
bias refers to any property of questions that en-
courages respondents to answer in a particular way.

Most researchers recognize the likely effect of
a question that begins, “Don’t you agree with the
President of the United States that . . . * and no
reputable researcher would use such an item. Un-
happily, the biasing effect of itemns and terms is far
subtler than this exarnple suggests. )

The mere identification of an attitude or posi-
tion with a prestigious person or agency can bias
responses. The item “Do you agree or disagree with
the recent Supreme Court decision that . . . * would
have a similar effect. Such wording may niot pro-
duce consensus or ever a majority in support of
the position identified with the prestigious person
or agency, but it will likely increase the level of
support over what would have been obtained with-
out such identification,

Sometimes the impact of different forms of
question wording is relatively subtle, For example,
when Kenneth Rasinski (1989) analyzed the re-
sults of several General Social Survey studies of at-
titudes toward government spending, he found that
the way programs were identified had an impact

bias That.quality of a measurement device that tends .
“to result in a misrepresentation of what is being mea-
sured in a partfcu]a.r direction. For example, the qutesi
tionnaire item “Don’t you agree that the presidentis . |,
doing a good job?” would be biased in that it would . .
generally encourage more favorable responses, -
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on the amount of public support they received.
Here are some comparisons:

Mare Suppart {ess Support

“hssistance to the poar” “Weifare” -

“Halting rising crime rate” *Law enforcement”
*Dealing with dnzg addiction” “Drug rehabilitation”
“Solving problems of big cities” “Assistance to big cities”
“Imptaving conditions of blacks™ “Assistance to blacks”
“Protecting social security” “Social sectrity”

In 1986, for example, 62.8 percent of the Tespon-
dents said too little money was being spent on “as-
sistance to the poor,” while in a matched survey
that year, only 23.1 percent said we were spending
too little on “welfare.”

in this context, be wary of what researchers

call the social desirability of questions and answers.
‘Whenever we ask people for information, they an-
swer through a filter of what will make them look
good, This is especially true if they're interviewed
face-to-face. Thus, for example, a particular man
may feel that things would be a lot better if women
were kept in the kitchen, not allowed to vote, forced
to be quiet in public, and so forth. Asked whether
he supports equal rights for women, however, he
may want to avoid looking like a chauvinist. Recog-
nizing that his views are out of step with current
thinking, he may choose to say “yes.”

The best way to guard against this problem is
1o imagine how you would feel giving cach of the
answers you intend to offer to respondents, If you
would feel embarrassed, perverted, inhurmane,
stupid, irresponsible, or otherwise socially disad-
vantaged by any particular response, give serious
thought to how willing others will be to give those
answers.

The biasing effect of particular wording is often
difficult to anticipate. In both surveys and experi-
ments, it Is sometimes useful to ask respondents 10
consider hypothetical situations and say how they
think they would behave. Because those situations
often involve other people, the names used can af-
fect responses. For example, researchers have long
known that male names for the hypothetical people
can produce different responses than do female

narnes. Research by Joseph Kasof (1993) points to
the importance of what the specific names are:
whether they generally evoke positive or negative
images in terms of attractiveness, age, intelligence,
and so forth. Kasof’s review of past research sug-
gests there has been a tendency to use more posi-
tively valued names for men than for women.

Asin all other research, carefully examine the
purpose of your inquiry and construct items that
will be most useful to it. You should never be mis-
led into thinking there are ultimately “right” and
“wrong™ ways of asking the questions. When in
doubt about the best question to ask, moreover,
remember that you should ask mere than one.

These, then, are some general guidelines for
writing questions to elicit data for analysis and in-
terpretation. Next we look at how to construct
questionnaires.

Questionnaire Construction

Questionnaires are used in connection with many
modes of observation in social research. Although
structured questionnaires are essential to and most
directly associated with survey research, they are
also widely used in experiments, field research,
and other data-collection activities. For this reason,
questionpaire construction can be an important
practical skill for researchers. As we discuss the
established techniques for constructing question-
naires, let’s begin with some issues of questionnaire
format.

General Questionnaire Format

The format of a questionnaire is just as Imporiant
as the nature and wording of the questions asked.
An improperly laid out questionnaire can lead re-
spondents to miss questions, confuse them about
the nature of the data desired, and even lead them
to throw the questionnaire away.

As a general rule, a questionnaire should be
spread out and uncluttered. Inexperienced research-
ers tend to fear that their questionnaire will look
too long; as a result, they squeeze several questions

ontio a single ling, abbreviate questions, and try to
use as few pages as possible. These efforts are ill-
advised and even dangerous. Putting more than one
question on a line will cause some responrdents to
miss the second question altogether. Some respon-
dents will misinterpret abbreviated questions. More
generally, respondents who find they have spent
considerable time on the first page of what seemed
a short questionnaire will be more demoralized
than respondents who quickly complete the first
several pages of what initially seemed a rather long
form. Moreover, the latter will have made fewer
errors and will not have been forced to reread con-
fusing, abbreviated questions. Nor will they have
been forced to write a long answer in a tiny space.
The desirability of spreading out questions in

the questionnaire cannot be overemphasized.
Squeezed-together questionnaires are disastrous,
whether completed by the respondents themselves
or administered by trained interviewers, And the
processing of such questionnaires is another night-
mare; Il have more to say about that in Chapter 14.

Formats for Respondents

In one of the most common types of questionnaire
items, the respondent is expected to check one re-
sponse from a series. For this purpose my experi-
ence has been that boxes adequately spaced apart
are the best format. Modern word processing makes
the use of boxes a practical technique these days:
setting boxes in type can also be accomplished eas-
ily and neatly. You can approximate boxes by using
brackets: [ ], but if you're creating a questicnnaire
on a computer, you should take the few extra min-
utes to use genuine boxes that will give your ques-
tionnaire a more professional look. Here are some
easy examples:

0 oa

Rather than providing boxes 10 be checked, you
might print a code number beside each response
and ask the respondent to circle the appropriate
number (see Figure 9-1). This method has the
added advantage of specifying the code number to
be entered later in the processing stage (see Chap-
ter I14}. If numbers are to be circled, however, you
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FIGURE 9-1
Cirding the Answer

) 1_,. . Y__eé
e

3. Don't know

should provide clear and prominent instructions to
the respondent, because many will be tempted to
cross out the appropriate number, which makes
data processing more difficult. {Note that the tech-
nique can be used more safely when interviewers
administer the questionnaires, because the inter-
viewers themselves record the responses.)

Contingency Questions

Quite often in questionnaires, certain questions
will be relevant to some of the respondents and ir-
relevant to others. In a study of birth consrol meth-
ods, for instance, you would probably not want to
ask men if they take birth control pills.

This sort of situation often arises when research-
ers wish Lo ask a series of questions about a certain
topic. You may want to ask whether your respon-
dents belong to 2 particular organization and, if so,
how often they attend meetings, whether they have
keld office in the organization, and so forth. Or. you
might want to ask whether respondents have heard
anything about a certain political issue and then
lzarn the attitudes of those who have heard of it.

Each subséquent question in seties such as these
is called a contingency question: Whether it is to
be asked and answered is contingent on responses

contingeficy question A survey question intended
for only some respondents, determined by their re-
sponses to some other question. For example, all re-
spondents might be.asked whether they belong to the
Cosa Nosire, and only those who sald yes would be

~ asked hiow ofteni they go 16 company meetings and pic-
nics. The latter would be a contingency question.”
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FIGURE 9-2
Contingency Question Format

[1Yes
[INo -

23 Have you ever smoked man]uana?

to the first question in the series. The proper use

of contingency questions can facilitate the respon-
dents’ task in completing the questionnaire, because
they are not faced with trying to answer questions
irrelevant to them,

There are several formats for contingency ques-
tions. The one shown in Figure 9-2 is probably the
clearest and most effective. Note two key elements
in this format, First, the contingency question is
isolated from the other questions by being set off to
the side and enclosed in a box, Second, an arrow
conmects the contingency question to the answer
on which it is contingent. In the illustration, only
those respondents answering yes are expected to
answer the contingency question. The rest of the
respondents should simply skip it

Note that the questions showr: in Figure 9-2
could have been dealt with in a single question.
The question might have read, "How many times,
i any, have you smoked marijuana?” The response
categories, then, might have read: “Never,” “Once,”
“2 to 5 times,” and so {orth. This single question.
would apply to all respondents, and each would
find an appropriate answer category. Such a ques-
tion, however, might put some pressure on respon-
dents to report having smoked marijuana, because
the main question asks how many times they have
smoked it, even though it allows for those excep-
tional cases who have never smoked marijuana even
once. (The emphases used in the previous sentence
give a fair indication of how respondents might

read the question.) The contingency question for-
mat illustrated in Figure 9-2 should reduce the
subtle pressure on respondents 1o report having
smoked marijuana.

Used properly, even rather complex sets of con-
tingency questlons can be constructed without con-
fusing the respondent. Figure 9-3 illustraies a more
complicated example.

Sometimes a set of contingency questions is
long enough to extend over several pages. Sup-
pose you're studying political activities of college
students, and you wish 1o ask a large number of
questions of those students who have voted in a
national, state, or local election. You could separate
out the relevant respondents with an initial ques-
tion such as “Have you ever voted in a national,
state, or local election?” but it would be confusing
to place the contingency questions in a box stretch-
ing over several pages. It would make more sense
1o enter instructions in parentheses after each an-
swer telling respondents to answer or skip the con-
tingency questions. Figure 9-4 provides an illustra-
tion of this method.

In addition to these instructions, it’s worth-
while to place an instruction at the top of each
page containing only the contingency questions,
For example, you might say, “This page is only for
respondents who have voted in a national, state,
or local election.” Clear instructions such as these
spare respondents the frustration of reading and
puzzling over questions that are irrelevant to them

FIGURE 9-3
Contingency Table
l—[l?ve you gver been abductad hy aliens?
Yes o
[INe
FIGURE 9-4
Instructions to Skip

13. Have you ever voted in a national, state, or local election?
[ ] Yes - (Please answei guestions 14-25.)
[ ] No (Please skip questions 14-25. Go directly to guestion 26 on page 8.}

FEGURE 9-5
Matrix Question Format

Undecided (U).

a. What this countfy needs

is more law and order..... .
b. The police should be
digarmed in America....... .

<¢. During riots, looters
. should be shot on sight....
ete. )

17. Beside each of the statements presented below, please indicate whether you
Strongly Agree (Sa), Agree (A), Disagree (D), Strongly Disagree (SD), or are

a P sp u
! ty o1
(3 try [
tr 0 (1 )

and increase the likelihood of responses from those
for whom the questions are relevant.

Matrix Questions

Quite often, you'll war to ask several questions
that have the same set of answer categories, This
is typically the case whenever the Likert response

categories are used. In such cases, it is often pos-
sible to construct a matrix of items and answers as
illustrated in Figure 9-5,

This format offers several advantages over other
formats. Fixst, it uses space efficiently. Second, re-
spondents will probably find it faster to complete
a set of questions presented in this fashion than in
other ways. In addition, this format may increase
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the comparability of responses given 1o different
questions for the respondent as well as for the re-
searcher. Because respondents can quickly review
their answers to earlier iterns in the set, they might
choose between, say, “strongly agree” and “agree”
on a given statement by comparing the strength

of their agreement with their earlier responses in
the set.

There are some dangers inherent in using this
format, however. Its advantages may encourage
you te structure an item so that the responses fit
inte the matrix format when a different, more idio-
syncratic set of responses might be more appropri-
ate. Also, the matrix question format can foster a
response-set among some respondents: They may
develop a pattern of, say, agreeing with all the state-
ments. This would be especially likely if the set of
statements began with several thai indicated a par-
ticular orientation (for example, a liberal political
perspective} with only a few later ones represent-
ing the opposite orientation. Respondents might as-
sume that all the statements represented the same
orientation and, reading quickly, misread some of
them, thereby giving the wrong answers. This
problem can be reduced somewhat by alternating
statements representing different orlentations and
by making ail statements short and dlear,

Ordering Items in a Questionnaire

The order in which questionnaire items are pre-
sented can also affect responses. First, the appear-
ance of one question ¢an affect the answers given
to later ones. For example, if several questions have
been asked about the dangers of terrorism o the
United States and then a question asks respondents
to volunteer {open-ended} what they believe to
represent dangers 1o the United States, terrorism
will receive more citations than would otherwise be
the case. In this sitwation, it is preferable to ask the
open-ended question first,

Similarly, if respondents are asked 1o assess
their overall religiosity (“How important is your re-
ligion 10 you in general?”), their responses to later
questions concerning specific aspects of religiosity
will be aimed at consisiency with the prior assess-

ment. The converse is true as well. If respondents
are first asked specific questions about different as-
pects of their religiosity, their subsequent overall
assessment will reflect the earlier answers.

The impact of item order is not uniform, When
J. Edwin Benton and John Daly (1991) conducted
a local governmient survey, they found that the less-
cducated respondents were more influenced by the
order of questionnaire items than were those with
more education,

Some researchers attempt to overcome this ef-
fect by randomizing the order of iterns. This effort
is usually futile, In the first place, a randomized set
of iterns will probably strike respondents as chaotic
and worthless. The random order also makes it
more difficult for respondents to answer, because
they must continually switch their attention from
one topic 1o another. Finally even a randomized
ordering of items will have the effect discussed pre-
viously—except that yow'll have no control over
the effect.

The safest solution is sensitivity to the problem.
Although you cannot avoid the effect of item ozder,
try to estimate what that effect will be so that you
can interpret resulis meaningfully. If the order of
items seems especially important in a given study,
you might construct more than one version of the
questionnaire with different orderings of the items.
You will then be able to determine the effects by
comparing responses to the various versions. At the
very least, you should pretest your questionnaire in
the different forms. (We'll discuss pretesting in a
moment.)

The desired ordering of items differs between
interviews and self-administered questionnaires,
It the latter, it's usually best to begin the question-
naire with the most interesting set of itemns. The
potential respondents who glance casually over the
first few items should want to answer them. Per-
haps the items will ask for attitudes theyre aching
to express. Al the same time, however, the initjal
itemns should not be threatening. (It might be a bad
idea to begin with items about sexual behavior or
drug use.) Requests for duller, demographic data

(age, gender, and the like) should generally be
placed at the end of a self-administered question-
naire, Placing these items at the beginning, as many

inexperienced researchers are tempted to do, gives
the questionnaire the initial appearance of a rou-
tine formn, and the petson receiving it may not be
motivated to complete it,

Just the opposite is generally true for interview
surveys, When the potential respondent’s door first
opens, the interviewer must gain rapport quickly.
After a short introduction to the study, the inter-
viewer can best begin by enumerating the members
of the houschold, getting demographic data about
each, Such items are easily answered dnd generally
nonthreatening. Once the inftial rapport has been
established, the interviewer can then move into
the area of attitudes and more sensitive matters.
An interview that began with the question “Do you
believe in witcheraft?” would probably end rather
quickly.

Questionnaire Instructions

Every questionnaire, whether it is to be completed
by responderts or administered by interviewers,
should contain clear instructions and introductory
comuments where appropriate.

It's useful to begin every self-administered ques-
tiohnaire with basic instructions for completing it.
Although many people these days have experience
with forms and questionnaires, begin by telling
them exactly what you want: that they are to indi-
cate their answers to certain questions by placing a
check mark or an X in the box beside the appro-
priate answer or by writing in their answer when
asked to do so, I many open-ended questions are
used, respondents should be given some guldelines
about whether brief or lengthy answers are ex-
pected. If you wish to encourage your respendents
10 elaborate on their responses to cosed-ended
questions, that should be noted.

I a questionnaire has subsections—political
attitudes, religious attitudes, background data—
introduce each with a short statement concerning
its content and purpose. For example, “In this sec-
tion, we would like to know what people consider
the most important community problems.” Demo-
graphic iterns at the end of a self-administered
questionnaire might be introduced thus: “Finally,

we would like to know just a little about you so we
can see how different types of people feel about the
issues we have been examining,”

Short introductions such as these help the re-
spondent make sense of the questionnaire. They
make the questionnaire seem less chaotic, espe-
dlally when it taps a variety of data. And they help
put the respondent in the proper frame of mind for
answering the questions. :

Sorme questions may require special instructions
to facilitate proper answering, This is especially rue
if a given question varies from the general instruc-
tions pertaining to the whole questionnaire, Some
specific examples will illustrate this situation.

Despile attempts to provide mutually exclusive
answers in closed-ended questions, often more than
one answer will apply for respondents, If you want
a single answer, you should make this perfectly
clear in the question. An example would be “From
the list below, please check the primary reason for
your decision to attend college.” Often the main
question can be followed by a parenthetical note:
“Please check the one best answer.” If, on the other
hand, you want the respondent to check as many
answers as apply. you should make this clear,

When a set of answer categories are to be rank-
ordered by the respondent, the instructions should
indicate this, and a different type of answer format
should be used (for example, blanks instead of
boxes). These instructions should indicate how
many answers are to be ranked (for example: all;
only the first and second; only the first and last; the
most important and least important). These instruc-
tions should also spell out the order of ranking (for
example, “Place a 1 beside the most important item,
a 2 beside the next most important, and so forth”),
Rank-ordering of responses is often difficult for re-
spondents, however, because they may have to
read and reread the list several times, so thistech-
nique should only be used in those situations where
no other methed will produce the desired resul,

In multiple-part matrix questions, it's useful to
give special instructions unless the same format is
used threughout the questionnaire. Sometimes re-
spondents will be expected 10 check one answer in
each column of the matiix; in other questionnaires
they’ll be expected to check one answer in each
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row, Whenever the questionnaire contains both
formats, it's useful to add an instruction clarifying
which is expected in cach case.

Pretesting the Questionnaire

No matter how carefully researchers design a data-
oollection instrument such as a questionnaire, there
is always the possibility—indeed the certainty—of
error. They will always make some mistake: an am-
biguous question, one that peaple cannot answer,
or some other viclation of the rules just discussed.

The surest protection against such errors is to
Pretest the questionnaire in full or in part. Give the
questionnaire to the ten people In your bowling
league, for example. It's not usually essential that
the pretest subjects comprise a representative
sample, although you should use people for whom
the questionnaire is at least relevant.

By and large, it’s better to ask people to com-
plete the questionnaire than to read through it
looking for errors. All too often, a question seems
to make sense on a first reading, but it proves to
be impossible 1o answer.

Stanley Presser and Johrnny Blair {1994) de-
scribe several different pretesting strategies and re-
port on the effectiveness of each. They also provide
data on the cost of the various methods.

There are many more tips and guidelines for
questionnaire construction, hut covering them all
would take a book in itself. Now I'll complete this
discussion with an illustration of a real question-
naire, showing how some of these comuments find
substance in practice.

Before turning to the lustration, however, [
warntt 10 mention a critical aspect of questionnaire
design: precoding. Because the information col-
lected by questionnaires is typically trarisformed
into some type of computer format, it’s usually ap-
propriate 1o incdude data-processing instructions on
the questionnaire itself. These instructions indicate
where specific pieces of information will be stored
in the machine-readable data files. Notice that the
following illustration has been precoded with the
mysterious numbers thai appear near questions
and answer categories.

A Composite lilustration

Figure 9-6 is part of a questionnaire used by the
University of Chicago’s National Opinion Research
Center in its General Social Survey. The question-
naire deals with people’s attitudes toward the gov-
ermnment and is designed to be self-administered.

Self-Administered Questionnaires

So far we've discussed how to formulate questions
and how to design effective questionnaires. As im-
portant as these tasks are, the labor will be wasted
unless the questionnaire produces useful data—
which means that respondents actually complete
the questionnaire. We turn now to the major
methods for getting responses to questionnaires,

I've referred several times in this chapter to in-
terviews versus self-adminisiered questionnaires.
Actually, there are three main methods of adminis-
tering survey questionnaires to a sample of respon-
dents: self-administered questionnaires, in which
respondents are asked to complete the question-
naive themselves; surveys administered by inter-
viewers in face-to-face encounters; and surveys
conducted by telephone, This section and the next
two discuss each of these methods in turn.

The most cornmon form of self-administered
questionnaire is the mail survey. However, there
are several other techniques that are often used as
well, At times, it may be appropriate to administer
a questionnaire to a group of respondents gathered
at the same place at the same time. A survey of
students taking introductory psychology might be
conducted in this manner during class. High school
students might be surveyed during homeroom
period.

Some recent experimentation has been con-
ducted with regard to the home delivery of ques-
tionnaires, A research worker delivers the ques-
tionnaire to the home of sample respondents and
explains the study. Then the questionnaire is left
for the respondent to complete, and the researcher
picks it up later.

Home delivery and the mail can also be used in
combination. Questionnaires are mailed to families,

" ASample Questiannaire

11

12.

10. Here are some things the government might do for the econemy. circle oné

number for each action to show whether you are in favor of it or against it.

1. §trongly- i
2. In favor ‘of
3. Ne:l.the: in
4. m;a:l.nst
{5- Strongly against

ELEASE CIRCLE B NUMBER

a. Control of wages by legislation.......... 1 2 3 4 5
b. Control of priges by legislation...:..... 1 2 3 4 5
¢. Cuts in government spend.mg. tencreremasan 1 2 3 4 5
d. Government fihancing:of projects to

create new JobS...cveencuvissnnran tenenes 1 2 3 4 5
e. Less government regulation of business... 1 2 3 4 5
£. support for industry to devélop new

preducts and technology....ivievensncaaes 1 2 3 4 5
g- Supporting declining industries to

Protect JobSiv.icsansesissesrvecistnaasens 1 2 3 4 5
h. Reducing the work week to create

more jobs..... P | 2 3 4 5

Listed below are various areas of government spending. Please indicate
whether you would like -to see more or less government spend:.ng in each area.
Remember that' if you say *much more,” it might require a tax increase to pay

for it.

2: Bpend more
3. Spend- the. s
--4.’Spend less
5. Spend. much les
- 8. Can‘t choosg, - .

ELEARGE CIRCLE A WUMBER
a. The environment.....coseuaee vevem=s 1 2 3 4 -] 8
b. Health,....... O | 2 3 4 5 ]
c. The police and law enforcement..... 1 2 3 4 5 ]
d. Education...s-uiveverrnvaenesenasnes 1 2 3 4 5 |
e. The military and defense....c.cve.- 1 2 3 4 5 8
‘f. Retirement benefits.......... casaans 1 2 3 4 5 3
g. Unemployment benefits........ ranases 1 2 3 4 S 8
h. Culture and the aktsS...vevrvraviares 1 2 3 4 5 B

If the government had to choose between keeping down ipflation or keeping
down unemployment, to which do you thmk it should give highest priority?

Keeping down inflation....... tacoenn esanenun veanone resseaas PR |
Keeping down UnemployMent..cecssosrssssnerasurassasnsssotorannanes?
Can’t ChoOBB.cicessitsaesen PR teseens heseseas srmcaese [

Do you think that labor unions in this country have too much power or
little power?

Far to0 much POWET.usvassenvamcanansn rassemeLisasterncddsataranasa 1
TOO MUCHh POWEY . s narmsenavsracassrmonssansrnmutssrrcsnrintsspnrunsad
About the right amount of powar...................................3
Too Yltthle POWEL. . veetorercssaconennanannas Misessamecissananoassas 4
Far £00 Little DOWEK«:re.estecasscscnnsssoancnnanans erermeas teernsnh
Can‘t ChOOSE. veu.a. Fmeserenratiencenssaeaneinanans ranmean vemwenea8

too
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A Sample Questionnaire (continued)
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and then research workers visit homes to pick up
the questionnaires and check them for complete-
ness. Just the opposite technique is to have ques-
tionnaires hand delivered by research workers with
a request that the respondents mail the completed
questionnaires to the research office.

On the whole, when a research worker either
delivers the questionnaire, picks it up, or both, the
comnpletion rate seems higher than it is for straight-
forward mail surveys. Additional experimentation
with this technigue is likely to point to other ways
10 improve completion rates while reducing costs.
The remainder of this section, however, is devoted
specifically to the mail survey, which is still the
typical form of self-administered questionnaire.

Mail Distribution and Return

The basic method for collecting data through the
mail has been to send a questionnaire accompanied
by a letter of explanation and a self-addressed,
starnped envelope for returning the questionnaire.
The respondent is expected to complete the ques-
tionnaire, put it in the envelope, and return ic. If,
by any chance, you've received such a question-
naire and failed to return it, it would be valuable
to recall the 1easons you had for not returning it
and keep them in mind any time you plan to send
questionnaires to others,

A commnon reason for not returning question-
naires is that it’s too much trouble. To overcome
this problem, researchers have developed several
ways to make returning them casier. For instance,
a self-mailing questionnaire requires no return en-
velope: When the questionnaire is folded a particu-
lar way, the return address appears on the ouside.
The respondent therefore doesn't have to worry
about losing the envelope.

More-elaborate designs are available also. The
university student questionnaire described later in
this chapter was bound in a booklet with a special,
tweo-panel back cover. Once the questionnaire was
completed. the respondent needed only to fold out
the extra panel, wrap it around the booklet, and
seal the whole thing with the adhesive strip running
along the edge of the panel. The foldout panel con-
tained my return address and postage. When Ire-

_peated the study a couple of years later, I improved
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on the design. Both the front and back covers had
foldout panels: one for sending the questionnaire

out and the other for getting it back-—thus avoid-

ing the use of envelopes altogether.

The point here is that anything you can do to
make the job of completing and returning the ques-
tionnaire easier will improve your study. [magine
receiving a questionnaire that made no provisions
for its return to the researcher. Suppose you had to
{1) find an envelope, {2) write the address on it,
(3) fipure out how much postage it required, and
(4) put the stamps on it, How likely is it that yon
would return the questionnaire?

A few brief comments on postal options are in
order. You have options for mailing questionnaires
out and for getting them returned. On cutgoing
mail, your choices are essentially between first-class
postage and bulk rate. First class is more certain,
but bulk rate is far cheaper. {Check your local
post office for rates and procedures.} On return
mail, your choice is between postage stamps and
business-reply permits. Here, the cost differential
is more complicated. If you use stamps, you pay for
them whether people return their questionnaires
or not. With the business-reply permit, you pay for
only those that are used, but you pay an additional
surcharge of about a nickel. This means that stamps
are cheaper if a lot of questionnaires are returned,
but business-reply permits are cheaper if fewer are
returned (and you won't know in advance how
many will be returned).

There are many other considerations involved
in choosing among the several postal options, Sorme
researchers, for example, feel that the use of post-
age stamps communicates more *humanness” and
sincerity than bulk rate and business-reply permits.
Others worry that respondents will sieam off the
stamps and use them for some purpose other than
returning the questionnaires. Because both bulk
rate and business-reply perinits require establish-
ing accounts at the post office, you'll probably find
stamps much casler in small surveys.

Monitoring Returns

The mailing of questionnaires sets up a new research
question that may prove valuable to a study. Re-
searchers shouldn' sit back idly as questionnaires
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are returned; instead, they should undertake a
careful recording of the varying rates of return
among respondents,

An invaluable tool in this activity is a return
rate graph., The day on which questionnaires were
matled is labeled Day 1 on the graph, and every
day thereafter the number of retumed question-
naires is logged on the graph. It's usually best 1o
compile two graphs. One shows the number re-
turned each day—rising, then dropping. The sec-
ond reports the cumulative number or percentage.
In part, this activity provides the researchers with
gratification, as they get to draw a picture of their
successful data collection. More important, how-
ever, it is their guide to how the data collection is
going. I follow-up mailings are planned, the graph
provides a clue about when such mailings should
be launched. {The dates of subsequent mailings
should be noted on the graph.)

As completed questionnaires are returned, each
should be opened, scanned, and assigned an identi-
fication number. These numbers should be assigned
serially as the questionnaires are returmned, even if
other identification {ID) numbers have already been
assigned. Two examples should illustrare the im-
portant advantages of this procedure,

Let’s assume you're studying attitudes toward
a political figure. In the midile of the data collec-
tion, the media break the story that the politician is
having extramarital affairs. By knowing the date of
that public disclosure and the dates when question-
naires were received, yow'll be in a position to de-
termine the effects of the disdosure. {Recall the dis-
cussion in Chapter 8 of history in connection with
experiments.)

In a less sensational way, serialized ID nuwmbers
can be valuable in estimating nonresponse biases in
the survey. Barring more direct tests of bias, you
may wish to asswme that those who failed t0 an-
swer the questionnaire will be more Jike respon-
dents who delayed answering than like those who
answered right away. An analysis of questionnaires
received at different points in the data collection
might then be used for estimates of sampling bias.
For example, if the grade point averages (GPAs) re-
ported by student respondents decrease steadily
through the data collection, with those replying

right away having higher GPAs and those replying
later having lower GPAs, you might tentatively con-
ciude that those who falled to answer at all have
lower GFAs yet, Although it would not be advisable
to make statistical estimates of bias in this fashion,
you conld take advantage of approximate estimates
based on the patterns you've observed,

If respondents have been identified for purposes
of follow-up mailing, then preparations for those
mailings should be made as the questionnaires are
returned. The case study later in this section dis-
cusses this process in greater detail.

Follow-up Mailings

Follow-up mailings may be administered iry several
ways. In the simplest, nonrespondents are simply
sent a letter of additional encouragement to partici-
pate. A better method, however, is to send a new
copy of the survey questionnaire with the follow-up
letter. If potential respondents have not returned
their questionnaires after two or three weeks, the
questionnaires have probably been lost or mis-
placed. Receiving a follow-up letter might encour-
age them to look for the eriginal questionnaire,

but if they can't find it easily, the letter may go for
naught

The methodological literature sirongly sug-
gests that follow-up mailings provide an effective
method for increasing return rates in mall surveys.
In general, the longer a potential respondent delays
replying, the less likely he or she is to doso at all.
Properly timed follow-up mailings, then, provide
additional stimuli to respond.

The effects of follow-up mailings will be seen in
the response rate curves recorded during data col-
lection. The initial mailings will be followed by a
rise and subsequent subsiding of returns; the fol-
low-up mailings will spur a resurgence of returns;
and more follow-ups wiil do the same. In practice,
three mailings (an original and two follow-ups)
seem the most efficient.

The timing of follow-up mailings is also impor-
tant. Here the methodological literature offers less-
precise guides, but I have found that two or three
weeks is a reasonable space berween mailings.

(This period might be increased by a few days if the
matiling time—out and in——is more than two or
three days.)

When researchers conduct several surveys of
the same population over timne, they can develap
more-specific guidelines. The Survey Research Of-
fice at the University of Hawaii conducts frequent
student surveys and has been able to refine the
mailing and remailing procedure considerably. In-
deed, they have found a consistent pattern of re-
turns that appears to transcend differences of survey
content, quality of instrument, and so forth. Within
two weeks of the first mailing, approximately 40 per-
cent of the questionnaires are retumed; within two
weeks of the first follow-up, an addltional 20 per-
cent are received; and within two weeks of the final
follow-up, an additional 10 percent are received.
(These response rates reflect the sending of addi-
tional questionnaires, not just letters.) Your results
may'vary. but this illustration should indicate the
value of carefully tabulating return rates for every
survey conducted,

If the individuals in the survey sample are not
identified on the questionnaires, it may not be pos-
sible to remail only to nonrespondents. In such a
case, send your follow-up mailing to all members of
the sample, thanking those who may have already
participated and encouraging those who have not
to do so. {The case study reported later describes
another method you can use in an anonymous
mail survey.)

Acceptable Response Rates

A question that new survey researchers frequently
ask concerns the percentage return rate, or the
response rate, that should be achleved in a mail
survey. The body of inferemial statistics used in con-
nection with survey analysis assumes that all mem-
bers of the initial sample cornplete and return their
questionnaires. Because this almost never hap-
pens, response bias becomes a concern, with the
researcher testing (and hoping) for the possibility
that the respondents look essentially like a random
sample of the initial sample, and thus a somewhat
smaller random sample of the total population,

{For more detailed discussions of response bias, you
might want to read Donald [1960] and Brownlee
11975].)

Nevertheless, overall response rate is one guide
to the representativeness of the sample respon-
dents. K a high response rate is achieved, there is
less chance of significant response bias thanin a
low rate. Conversely, a low response rate is a dan-
ger signal, because the nonrespondents are iikely to
differ from the respondents in ways other than just
their willingness to participate in your survey. Rich-
ard Bolstein {1991}, for example, found that those
who did not respond to a preelection political poll
were Jess likely to vote that those wheo did particl-
pate. Estimating the turnout rate from just the sur-
vey respondents, then, would have overestimated
the number who would show up at the polls.

But what is a high or low response rate? A quick
review of the survey literature will uncover a wide
range of response rates. Each of these may be ac-
companied by a statement like “This is regarded as
a relatively high response rate for a survey of this
type.” (A U.S, senator made this statement regard-
ing a poll of constituents that achieved a 4-percent
return rate.) Event so, it's possible to state some rles
of thumb about return rates. I believe that a re-
sponse rate of 50 percent is adequate for analysis
and reporting. A response of 60 percent is good; a
response rate of 70 percent is very good. Bear in
mind, however, that these are only rough guides;
they have no statistical basis, and a demonstrated
lack of response bias is far more important than a
high response rate. If you want to pursue this mat-
ter further, Delbert Miller {1991:145-55) has re-
viewed several specific surveys to offer a better
sense of the variability of response rates.

As you can imagine, one of the more persistent
discussions ameong survey researchers concerns
ways of increasing response rates, You'll recall that

- yesponse rate The numbérof people parricipating in -
a survey divided by the number selecied in the sample,
in the form ¢f 4 percentage, This s alsb called the wom-
Pletion rate or, in sclf-administezed surveys, the refitrm
rate; the percentagé of guestipnnaires sent out that age

“ rétuened.



262 . Chapter9: Survey Resaarch

this was a chief concern in the earlier discussion of
options for mailing out and receiving question-
naires. Survey researchers have developed many
ingenious techniques addressing this problem.
Some have experimented with novel formats. Oth-
ers have tried paying respondents to participate.
The problemn with paying, of course, is that it’s ex-
pensive 1o make meaningfully high payment to
hundreds or thousands of respondents, but some
imaginative alternatives have been used. Some re-
searchers have said, “We wart to get your two-cents’
worth on some issues, and we're willing to pay”™—
enclosing two pennies. Another enclosed a quarter,
suggesting that the respondent make some little
child happy. $till others have enclosed paper money.

Don Dillman (1978) provides an excellent re-
view of the various techmiques that survey research-
ers have used to increase return rates on mail sur-
veys, and he evaluates the impact of each. More
important, Dillman stresses the necessity of paying
attention 1o all aspects of the study-—what he calls
the “Total Design Method™—rather than one or
two special gimmicks.

More recently, Francis Yammarino, Steven
Skinner, and Terry Childers (1991) have under-
taken an in-depth analysis of the response rates
achieved in many studies using different techniques.
Their findings are too complex to summarize casily,
but you might find some guidance there for effec-
tive survey desigi.

A Case Study

The steps involved in the administration of a mail
survey are many and can best be appreciated in a
watk-through of an actual study. Accordingly, this
section concludes with a detailed description of
how the student survey we discussed in Chapter 7
as an illustration of systematic sampling was ad-
ministered, This study did not represent the theo-
retical ideal for such studies, but in that regard it
serves present purposes all the better. The study
was conducted by the studenis in my graduate
séminar in survey research methods,

As you may recall, 1,100 students were selected
from the university registration ape through a

stratified, systematic sampling procedure. For each
student selected, six self-adhesive mailing labels
were printed by the computer.

By the time we were ready to distribute the
questionnaires, it becarne apparenti that our meager
research funds wouldn't cover several mailings to
the entire sample of 1,100 students {questionnaire
printing costs were higher than anticipated). As a re-
sult, we chose a systematic two-thirds sample of the
mailing labels, vielding a subsample of 733 students.

Earlier, we had dedided to keep the survey
anonymous in the hope of encouraging more-
candid responses to some sensitive questions. (Later
surveys of the same issues among the sante popula-
tion indicated this anonymity was unnecessary.)
Thus, the questionnaires would carry no identifi-
cation of students on them. At the same time, we
hoped to reduce the follow-up mailing costs by
mailing only to nonrespondents.

To achieve both of these aimns, a special post-
card method was devised. Bach student was mailed
a questionnaire that carried no idendfying marks,
plus a postcard addressed 10 the research office—
with one of the student’s maiting labels affixed to
the reverse side of the card. The introductory letter
asked the student to complete and return the ques-
tionnaire—assuring anonymity—and to return
the postcard simultaneously. Recetving the postcard
would 1ell us—without indicating which question-
naire it was—that the student had returned his or-
her questionnaire. This procedure would then facil-
itate follow-up mailings.

The 32-page questionnaire was printed in book-
let form. The three-panel cover described earlier in
this chapter permitted the questionnaire 1o be re-
turned without an additional envelope. ’

A letter introducing the study and its purposes
was printed on the front cover of the booklet. It
explained why the study was being conducted {to
learn how students feel about a variety of issues),
how students had been selected for the study, the
importance of each student’s responding, and the
mechanics of returning the questionnaire.

Students were assured that their responses to
the survey were anonymous, and the postcard
method was explained. A statement followed about
the auspices under which the study was being con-

ducted, and a telephone number was provided for
these who might want more information about the
study. {About five students called for information.)

By printing the introduciory letier on the ques-
tionnaire, we avoided the necessity of enclosing a
separate letter in the ougoing envelope, thereby
simplifying the task of assembling mailing pieces.

The materials for the initial mailing were as-
sembled as follows. {1) One mailing label for each
student was stuck on a postcard. (2) Another label
was siuck on an outgoing manila envelope. (3} One
postcard and ene questionnaire were placed in each
envelope —with a glance to ensure that the name
on the postcard and on the envelope were the same
in each case.

The distribution of the survey questionnaires
had been set up for a bulk rate mailing. Once the
questionnaires had been stuifed into envelopes,
they were grouped by zip code, tied in bundles,
and delivered to the post office.

Shortly after the initial mailing, questionnaires
and postcards began arriving at the research office.
Questionnaires were opened, scanned, and assigned
identification numbers as described earlier in this
chapter, For every postcard received, a search was
made for that student’s remaining labels, and they
were destroyed.

After two or three weeks, the remaining mail-
ing labels were used 1o organize a follow-up mail-
ing. This time a special, separate letter of appeal
was included in the mailing piece. The new letter
indicated that many students had returned their
questionnaires already, and it was very important
for all others to do s0 as well.

The follow-up mailing stimulated a resurgence
of retuns, as expected, and the same logging pro-
cedures were continued. The returned postcards
told us which additional mailing labels to destroy.
Unfortunately, time and financial pressures made
it impossible to undertake a third mailing, as had
been initially planned, but the two mailings re-
sulted in an overall return rate of 62 percent.

This illustration should give you a [airly good
sense of what's involved in the execution of mailed
self-adrministered questionnaires. Let’s turn now to
the second principal method of conducting surveys,
I-person interviews.
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Interview Surveys

The interview is an alternative method of collect-
ing survey data. Rather than asking respondents to
read questionnaires and enter their own answers,
researchers send interviewers to ask the questions
orally and record respondents’ answers. Interview-
ing is typically done in a face-to-face encounter,
but telephone interviewing, discussed in the next
section, follows most of the same guidelines.

Most interview surveys require more than one
interviewer, although you might undertake a small-
scale interview survey yourself. Portions ol this sec-
tion will discuss methods for training and super-
vising a staff of interviewers assisting you with a
survey.

This section deals specifically with survey inter-
viewing, Chapter 10 discusses the less structured,
in-depth interviews often conducted in qualitative
field research.

The Role of the Survey Interviewer

There are several advantages to having a question-
naire administered by an interviewer rather than a
respondent. To begin with, interview surveys typi-
cally attain higher response rates than do mail sur-
veys. A properly designed and executed interview
survey ought to achieve a completion rate of at
least 80 to 85 percent, (Federally funded surveys
often require one of these response rates.) Respon-
dents seem more reluctant to turn dewn an inter-
viewer standing on their doorstep than to throw
away a mailed questionnaire,

The presence of an interviewer also generally
decreases the number of “don’t knows” and “no
answers,” If minimizing such responses is impor-

" tant to the study, the interviewer can be instructed

to probe for answers (*If you had to pick one of the
answers, which do you think would come closest to
your feelings?”}).

-, person a'ﬁ laterviewer) asks quesnons of another {a'
1. Tespordent), [ntemew§ may be conducted faoe-to-face
ssor hy telephon ‘ . .
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Inlerviewers can also serve as a guard against
confusing questionnaire items. If the respondent
dearly misunderstands the intent of a question or
indicates that he or she does not understand, the
interviewer can clarify matters, thereby obtaining
relevant responses. (As we'll discuss shorily, such
clarifications must be strictly controlied through
formal specifications.}

Finally, the interviewer can observe respon-
dents as well as ask questions. For example, the in-
terviewer can note the respondent’s race if this is
considered too delicate a question to ask. Similar
observations can be made regarding the quality of
the dwelling, the presence of various possessions,
the respondent’s ability to speak Bnglish, the re-
spondent’s general reactions to the study, and so
forth. In one survey of students, respondents were
given a short, self-administered questionnaire to
complete—concerning sexual attitudes and be-
havior—during the course of the interview. While
a student completed the questionnaire, the inter-
viewer made detailed notes regarding the dress and
grooming of the respondent.

This procedure raises an ethical issue. Some re-
searchers have objected that such practices violate
the spirit of the agreement by which the respon-
dent has allowed the interview. Although ethical
issues seldom are clear-cut in sodal research, it’s
important to be sensitive to them, as we saw in
Chapter 3.

Survey research is of necessity based on an un-
realistic stimulus-response theory of cognition and
behavior. Researchers must assume that a question-
naire item will mean the same thing to every re-
spondent, and every given response must mean
the same when given by different respondents. Al-
though this is an impossible goal, survey questions
are drafted to approximate the ideal as closely as
possible.

The interviewer must also fit into this ideal sit-
uation. The interviewer’s presence should not affect
a respondent’s perception of a question ot the an-
swer given. In other words, the interviewer should
be a neutral medium through which questions and
answers are transmitted.

As such, different interviewers should obtain
exactly the same responses Irom a given respon-

dent. {(Recall our earlier discussions of reliability.)
This neutrality has a special importance in area
sampiles. To save time and money, a given'imer-
viewer is typically assigned to complete all the in-
terviews in. a particular geographical area-—a city
block or a group of nearby blocks, If the interviewer
does anything to affect the responses obtained, the
bias thus interjected might be interpreted as a char-
acteristic of that area.

Let's suppose that a survey is being done to de-
termine attitudes toward low-cost housing in order
10 help it the selection of a site for a new govern-
ment-sponsored development. An interviewer as-
signed to a given neighborhood might—through
word or gesture—communicate his or her own
distaste for low-cost housing developments. Re-
spondents might therefore tend to give responses in
general agreement with the interviewer’s own posi-
tion. The results of the survey would indicate that
the neighborhood in question strongly resists cor-
struction of the developmnent in its area when in
fact their apparent resistance simply reflects the
interviewer’s attitudes.

General Guidelines for Survey Interviewing

The manner in which interviews ought to be con-
ducted will vary somewhat by survey population
and will be affected to some degree by the nature
of the survey content. Nevertheless, some general
guidelines apply o most interviewing situations.

Appearance and Demeanor

As a rule, interviewers should dress in a fashion
similar to that of the peaple they'll be interviewing.
A richly dressed interviewer will probably have
difficulty getting good cooperation and responses
from poorer respondents; a poorly dressed inter-
viewer will have similar difficulties with richer re-
spondents. To the extent that the interviewer's
dress and grooming differ from these of the respon-
dents, it should be in the direction of cleanliness
and neamess in modest apparel. If deanliness is not
next to godliness, it appears to be next 1o neutral-
ity. Although middle-class neatness and deanliness
may not be accepted by all sectors of U.S, sodiety,

they remain the primary norm and are the most
likely to be acceptable to the largest mumber of
respondents.

Dress and grooming are typically regarded as
signs of a person’s attitudes and orientations. At the
time this is being written, tormn jeans, green hair,
and razor blade earrings may comnrmnicate—cor-
rectly or incorrectly—-that the interviewer is politi-
cally radical, sexually permissive, favorable to drug
use, and so forth. Any of these impressions could
bias responses or affect the willingness of people to
be interviewed.

In demeanor, interviewers should be pleasant
if nothing else. Because they’ll be prying into a re-
spondent’s personal life and attitudes, they must
communicate a genuine interest in getting 10 know
the respondent without appearing to spy. They
raust be relaxed and friendly without being too
casual or dinging. Good intervicwers also have the
ability to determine very quickly the kind of person
the respondent will feel most comfortable with, the
kind of person the respondent would most enjoy
talking to. Clearly, the interview will be more suc-
cessful if the interviewer can become the kind of
person the respondent is comfortable with. Further,
because respondents are asked to volunteer a por-
tion of their time and to divulge personal informa-
tion, they deserve the most enjoyable experience
the researcher and interviewer can provide.

Famifiarity with Questionnaire

If an interviewer is unfamiliar with the question-
naire, the study suffers and an unfair burden is
placed on the respondent, The inferview is likely to
take more time than necessary and be unpleasant.
Morcover, the interviewer cannot acquire familiar-
ity by skimming through the questionnaire two

or three times. He or she must study it carefully,
question by question, and must practice reading

it aloud.

Uhimately, the interviewer must be able to read
the questionnaire items to respondents without er-
ror, without stumbling over words and phrases. A
good model is the actor reading lines in a play or
movie. The lines must be read as though they con-
stitated a natural conversation, but that conversa-
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tion rmust follow exactly the language set dovwm in
the questionnaire.

By the same token, the interviewer must be
familiar with the specifications prepared in con-
junction with the questionnaire. Inevitably some
questions will not exactly fit a given respondent’s
situation, and the interviewer must determine how
the guestion should be interpreted in that situa-
tion. The specifications provided to the interviewer
should give adequate guidance in such cases, but
the interviewer must know the organization and
contents of the specifications well enough to refer
to them efficiently. It would be better for the inter-
viewer to leave a given question unanswered than
to spend five minutes searching through the speci-
fications for clarification or trying to interpret the
relevant instructions.

Foltewing Question Wording Exactly

The first part of this chaper discussed the signifi-
cance of question wording for the respenses ob-
tained. A slight change in the wording of a given
question may lead a respondent to answer “yes”
rather than “no,” It follows that interviewers must
be instructed to follow the wording of questions ex-
actly. Otherwise all the effort that the developers
have put into carefully phrasing the questtonnaire
iterns to obtain the information they need and to
ensure that respondents interpret items precisely
as intended will be wasted.

Recording Responses Exactly

Whenever the questionnaire contains open-ended
questions, those soliciting the respondent’s own an-
swetr, the interviewer must record that answer ex-
actly as given, No attempt should be made (o sum-
marize, paraphrase, or carrect bad grammar,

This exaciness is cspecially important because
the interviewer will not know how the responses
are to be coded. Indeed, the researchers themselves
may not know the coding umd they've read a hun-
dred or so responses, For example, the question-
naire might ask respondents how they feel about
the traffic sitwation in their community. One re-
spondent might answer that there are toc many
cars on the roads and that something should be
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done to limit their numbers. Another might say
that more roads are needed. If the interviewer re-
corded these two responses with the same surn-
mary—“congested traffic"—the researchers would
not be able to take advantage of the important dif-
ferences in the original responses,

Sometimes, verbal responses are too inarticu-
late or ambiguous Lo permit interpretatiorr. How-
ever, the interviewer may be able to understand
the intent of the response through the respondent’s
gestures or tone. In such a situation, the interviewer
should still record the exact verbal response but
also add marginal comments giving both the inter-
pretation and the reasons for arriving at it.

More generally, researchers can use any mar-
ginal comments explaining aspects of the response
not conveyed in the verbal recording, such as the
respondent’s apparent anger, embarrassment, un-
certainty in answering, and so forth, In each: case,
however, the exact verbal response should also be
recorded.

Probing for Responses

Sometimes respondents in an interview will give an
inappropriate or incomplete answer, In such cases,
a prabe, or request for an elaboration, can be use-
ful. For example, a dlosed-ended question may
present an attitudinal statement and ask the re-
spondent 1o strongly agree, agree somewhat, dis-
agree somewhat, or strongly disagree. The respon-
dent, however, may reply: “I think that's true.” The
interviewer should follow this reply with: “Would
you say you strongly agree or agree somewhat?” If
necessary, interviewers can explain that they must
check one or the other of the categories provided. If
the respondent adamanily refuses to choose, the
interviewer should write in the exact response
given by the respondent.

Probes are more frequently required in eliciting
responses to open-ended questions. For example,

probe Al techmque employed in mtememng.to solmt

thmgmo 5‘ and 'Howu thatz

in response to a question about traffic conditions,
the respondent might simply reply, “Pretty bad.
The interviewer could obtain an elaboration on this
response through a variety of probes, Sometimes
the best probe is silence; if the interviewer sits qui-
etly with pencil poised, the respondent will proba-
bly fill the pause with additional comments. (This
technique is used effectively by newspaper report-
ers.) Appropriate verbal probes might be “How is
that?” or “In what ways?” Perhaps the most gener-
ally useful probe is “Anything else?”

Often, interviewers need (o probe for answers
that will be sufficiently informative for analytical
purposes. In every case, however, such probes must
be completely neutral; they must not in any way
affect the nature of the subsequent response. When-
ever you anticipate that a given question ray re-
quire probing for appropriate responses, you should
provide one or more useful probes next to the ques-
tion in the questionnaire. This practice has two im-
portant advantages. First, you'll have more time to
devise the best, most neuiral probes, Second, all
interviewers will use the same probes whenever
theyre needed. Thus, even if the probe isn't per-
fectly neutral, all respondents will be presented with
the same stimulus. This is the same logical guide-
line discussed for question wording. Although a
question should not be loaded or biased, it’s essen-
tial that every respondent be presented with the
same question, even if is biased,

Coordination and Control

Most interview surveys require the assistance of
several interviewers, In large-scale surveys, inter-
viewers are hired and paid for their work. Student
researchers might find themselves recruiting friends
to help them interview. Whenever more than one
interviewer is invelved in a survey, their efforts
must be carefully comtrolled. This control has two
aspects; training interviewers and supervising them
after they begin work,

The interviewers’ training session should begin
with the description of what the study is all about.
Even though the interviewers may be involved only
in the data-collection phase of the project, it will be

useful to them to understand what will be done
with the interviews they conduct and what pur-
pose will be served. Morale and motivation are usu-
ally lower when interviewers don't know what's
going on.

The training on how to interview should begin
with a discussion of general guidelines and proce-
dures, such as those discussed earlier in this section.
Then the whole group should go through the ques-
tionnaire together—aquestion by question. Don't
simply ask if anyone has any questions about the
first page of the questionnaire, Read the first ques-
tion aloud, explain the purpose of the question,
and then entertain any questions or comments the
interviewers may have. Once all their questions
and comments have been handled, go on to the
next question in the questionnaire,

It's always a good idea 1o prepare specifications
0 accompany an interview questionnaire, Specifica-
tions are explanatory and darifying comments abeut
handling difficuit or confusing situations that may
occur with regard to particular questions in the
questionnaire. When drafting the questionnaire,
try to think of all the prablem cases that might
arise —the bizarre circumstances that might make
a question difficult to answer. The survey specifica-
tions should provide detailed guidelines on how to
handle such situations. For exampile, even as simple
a matier as age might present problemns. Suppose
a respondent says he or she will be 25 pext week.
The interviewer might not be sure whether to take
the respondent’s current age or the nearest one.
The specifications for that question should explain
what should be done. (Probably, you would specify
that the age as of last birthday should be recorded
in all cases.}

If you've prepared a set of specifications, review
them with the interviewers when you go over the
individual questions in the questionnaire. Make
sure your interviewers fully understand the specifi-
cations and the reasons for them as well as the
questions themselves.

This portion of the interviewer training is likely
to generate many troublesome questions from your

interviewers. Theyll ask, “What should Ido if . .. ?”
In such cases, avoid giving a quick, offhand answer.
I you have specifications, show how the solution to
1
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the problem could be determined from the specifi-
cations. If you do not have specifications, show
how the preferred handling of the situadon fits
within the general logic of the question and the
purpose of the study. Giving unexplained answers
1o such guestions will only confuse the interview-
ers and cause them 1o take their work less seriously.
If you don't know the answer to such a question
when it is asked, admit it and ask for some time to
decide on the best answer. Then think out the situ-
ation carefully and be sure to give all the interview-
ers your answer, explaining your reasons.

Once you've gone through the whole question-
naire, conduct one or two demonstration interviews
in front of everyone. Preferably, you should inter-
view someone other than one of the interviewers.
Realize that your interview will be a madel for
those you're training. so make it good. It would be
best, moreover, if the demensiration interview were
done as realistically as possible. Do not pause dur-
ing the demonstration to point out how you've
handled a complicated situation: Handle it, and
then explain later. It is irrelevant if the person you're
interviewing gives real answers or takes on some
hypothetical identity for the purpose, as long as the
answers are consistent.

After the demonstration interviews, pair off
your interviewers and have them practice on each
other. When they've completed the questionnaire,
have them reverse roles and do it again. Interviev-
ing is the best training for interviewing. As your in-
terviewers practice on each other, wander around,
listening in on the practice so you'll know how well
they're doing. Once the practice is completed, the
whole group should discuss their experiences and
ask any other questions they may have.

The final stage of the training for interviewers
should involve some “real” interviews. Have them
conduct some interviews under the actual condi-
tions that will pertain to the final survey. You may
warll to assign them people 10 interview, or perhaps
they may be allowed to pick people themselves. Do
not have them practice on people you've selected
in your sample, however. After each interviewer
has completed three to five interviews, have him or
her check back with you. Look over the completed
questionnaires for any evidence of misunderstand-
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ing. Again, answer any questions that the inter-
viewers have. Once you're convinced that a given
interviewer knows what to do, assign some actual
interviews, using the sample you've selected for
the study.

It's essential to continue supervising the work
of interviewers over the course of the study. You
should check in with them after they conduct no
more than 20 or 30 interviews, You might assign
20 interviews, have the interviewer bring back
those questiormaires when theyre completed, look
thern over, and assign another 20 or so. Although
this may seem overly cautious, you must continu-
ally protect yourself against misunderstandings that
may not be evident early in the study.

If you're the only interviewer in your study,
these comments may not seem relevant. However,
it would be wise, for example, to prepare specifica-
tions for potentally troublesome questions in your
questionnaire, Othrerwise, you run the risk of mak-
ing ad hoc decisions during the course of the study
that you'll later regret or forget. Also, the emphasis
on practice applies equally 1o the one-person proj-
ect and to the complex funded survey with a large

interviewing staff.

Telephone Surveys

For years telephone surveys had a rather bad repu-
tation among professional researchers. Telephone
surveys are limited by definition to people whe
have telephones. Years ago, this method produced
a substantial social-class bias by excluding poor
people from the surveys. This was vividly demon-
strated by the Literary Digest fiasco of 1936. Recall
that, even though voters were contacted by mail,
the sample was partially selected from telephone
subscribers, who were hardly typical in a nation
just recovering from the Great Depression. By 1993,
however, the Census Bureau (1996a: Table 1224)
estimated that 93.4 percent of all housing units had
telephones, so the earlier form of class bias has been
substantially reduced.

A related sampling problem involved unlisted
numbers. A survey sample selected from the pages

of a Jocal telephone directory would totally omit
all those people—typically richer—who requested
that their numbers not be published. This poten-
tial bias has been erased through a technique that
has advanced telephone sampling substantially:
random-digit dialing.

Telephone surveys have many advantages that
underie the growing popularity of this method,
Probably the greatest advantages are money and
time, in that order. In a face-to-face, household
interview, you may drive several miles to a respon-
dent’s home, find no one there, return to the re-
search office, and drive back the next day—possibly
finding no one there again. It's cheaper and quicker
1o let your fingers make the trips.

Interviewing by telephone, you can dress any
way you please without affecting the answers re-
spondents give. And sometimes respondents will be
more honest in giving socially disapproved answers
if they don’t have to look you in the eve. Similarly,
it may be possible to probe into more sensitive ar-
eas, though this isn't necessarily the case. People are,
to some extent, more suspicious when they can't
see the person asking them questions—perhaps a
consequence of “surveys” aimed at selling maga-
Zine subscriptions and iime-share condominiurms.

Interviewers can communicate a lot about
themselves over the phone, however, even though
they can't be seen. For example, researchers worry
about the impact of an interviewer's name (particu-

larly if ethnicity is relevant to the study) and debate
the ethics of having all iInterviewers use bland “stage
names” such as Smith or Jones. (Female interview-
ers sometimes ask permission to do this, to avoid
subsequent harassment from men they interview:)

Telephone surveys can allow greater control
over data collection if several interviewers are en-
gaged in the project. If all the interviewers are call-
ing from the research office, they can get darifica-
tion from the person in charge whenever problems
occur, as they inevitably do. Alene in the boon-
docks, an interviewer may have to wing it between
weekly visits with the interviewing supervisor.

Finally, another important factor involved in
the growing use of telephone surveys has to do
with personal safety, Don Dillman (1978:4:; de-
scribes the situation this way:

Interviewers mmust be able to operate comfort-
ably in a dimate in which strangers are viewed
with distrust and must successfully counter re-
spondents” objections to being interviewed. In-
creasingly, interviewers must be willing to work
at night 10 contact residents in many house-
holds. In some cases, this necessitates providing
protection for interviewers working in areas of
a city in which a definite threat to the safety of

individuals exists.

Concerns for safety, thus, work in two ways to
hamper face-to-face interviews. Potential respon-
dents may refuse to be interviewed, fearing the
stranger-interviewer. And the interviewers them-
selves may incur some risks. All this is made even
worse by the possibility of the researchers being
sued for huge sums if anything goes wrong.

There are problems involved in telephone in-
terviewing, however. As I've already mentioned,
the method is hampered by the proliferation of bo-
gus “surveys” that are actually sales campaigns dis-
guised as research. If you have any questions about
any such call you receive, by the way, ask the inter-
viewer directly whether you've been selected for a
survey only or if a sales “cpportunity” is involved.
It's also & good idea, if you have any doubts, to get
the interviewer’s name, phone number, and com-
pany. Hang up if the caller refuses to provide any

of these,

For the researcher, the ease with which people
can hang up is another shortcoming of telephone
surveys. Once you've been let inside someone’s
home for an interview, the respondent is unlikely
to order you out of the house in midinterview. It’s
much easier to terminate a telephone interview
abrupily, saying something like, “Whoops! Some-
ane’s at the door. L gotta go.” or “Omigod! The pigs
are eating my Volvol” {That sort of thing is much
harder to fake when the interviewer is sitting in
your living room.)

Another potential preblem for telephone inter-
viewing is the prevalence of answering machines,
A study conducted by Walker Research (1988}
found that half of the cwners of answering ma-
chines acknowledged wsing their machines ©
“screen” calls at least some of the time. Research
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by Peter Tuckel and Barry Feinberg (1991), how-
ever, showed that answering machines had not yet
had a significant effect on the ability of telephone
researchers to contact prospective respondents.
Nevertheless, the researchers concluded that as
answering machines continued to proliferate, “the
sociodemnographic characteristics of owners will
change.” This fact made it likely thal “different be-
havior patterns associated with the utilization of
the answering machine” could emerge {1991:216).

Computer-Assisted Telephone
Interviewing (CATI)

In Chapter 14, we'll see some of the ways comput-
ers have influenced the conduct of social research
—-particularly data processing and analysis. Cotn-
pulers are also changing the nature of telephone
interviewing. One innovation is computer-assisted
telephone interviewing (CATI). This method is in-
creasingly used by academic, government, and com-
mercial survey researchers, Though there are varia-
tions in practice, heres what CATI can look like.
Imagine an interviewer wearing a telephone
headset, sitting in front of a computer terminal and
its video screen. The central computer has been
programuned to select a telephone number at ran-
dom and dials it. {Random-digit dialing avoids the
problem of unlisted telephone numbers.) On the
video screen is an introduction (“Hello, my name
is. .. *} and the first question to be asked {*Could
you tell me how many people live at this address?”}.
When the respondent answers the phone, the
interviewer says hello, introduces the study, and
asks the first question displayed on the screen.
When the respor;dent answers the question, the
intexviewer types that answer into the comptiter
terminal——either the verbatim response to an
open-ended question or the code category for the
appropriate answer to a closed-ended question.
The answer 1s immediately stored in the computer.
The second question appears on the video screen,
is asked, and the answer is entered into the com-
puter, Thus, the interview continues.
In addition to the obvious advantages in terms
of data collection, CATT automatically prepares the
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Voice Capture
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data for analysis; in fact, the researcher can begin
analyzing the data before the interviewing is com-
plete, thereby gaining an advanced view of how
the analysis will turn gut. Sill another innovation
that computer technology makes possible is de-
scribed in the box entitled “Voice Capture.”

New Technologies
and Survey Research

As we have already seen in the case of computer-
assisted telephone interviewing (CATI), many of
the new technologies affecting people’s lives also

open new possibilities for survey research, For
example, recent innovations in self-adrninistered
questionnaires make vse of the computer. Among
the techniques that are being tested are these
(Nicholls, Baker, and Martin 1996):

CAPI {computer-assisted personal interviewing):
Similar to CATI but used in face-to-face interviews
rather than over the phone.

CASI {computer-assisted self-interviewing): A re-
search worker brings a computer to the respon-
dent's home, and the respondent reads questions
on the computer screen and enters his or her own
answers.

€84Q (computerized self-administered question-
naire): The respondent receives the questionmaire
via foppy disk, bulletin board, or other means and
runs the software, which asks quesiions and ac-
cepts the respondent’s answers. The respondent
then returns the data file.-

TDE (touchtone data entry): The respondent initi-
ates the process by calling a number at the research
organization. This prompts a series of computerized
questions, which the respondent answers by press-
ing keys on the telephone keypad.

VR {voice recognition): Instead of asking the re-
spondent to use the telephone keypad, as in TDE,
this systemn accepts spoken responses.

Nicholls and his colleagues report that such 1ech-
niques are more efficient than conventional tech-
niques and that they do not appear to result in a
reduction of data quality.

Jeffery Walker {1994) has explored the possi-
bikity of conducting surveys by fax machine. Ques-
tionmnaires are faxed to respondents, who are asked
to fax their answers back. Of course, such surveys
can only represent that part of the population who
have fax machines. Walker repoxts that fax surveys
don't achieve as high a response rate as do face-1o-
face interviews, but, because of the perceived ur-
gency, they do produce higher response rates than
do mail or telephone surveys. In one test case, all
those who had ignored a mail questionnaire were
sent a fax follow-up, and 83 percent responded.

I've already noted that as a consumer of social
research you should be wary of “surveys” whose
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apparent purpose is to raise money for the sponsor.
This practice has already invaded the realm of “fax
surveys,” evidenced by a fax entitled, “Should Hand
Guns Be Outlawed?” Two fax numbers were pro-
vided for expressing either a “Yes” or “No” opinion.
The smaller print noted, “Calls to these numbers
cost $2.95 per minute, a small price for greater de-
mocracy. Calls take approx. 1 or 2 minutes.” You
can imagine where the $2.95 went.

The new technology of survey research includes
the use of the Internet and the World Wide Web—
twe of the most far-reaching developments of the
late 20th century. Some researchers feel that the
Internet can also be used to conduct meaninigful
survey research.

Mick Couper {2001) provides an excellent over-
view of the jssues concerning the present and pro-
spective state of online surveys.

The rapid development of surveys on the World
Wide Web (WWW) is leading some te argue
that soon Internet {and, in particular, Web}
surveys will replace wraditional methods of sur-
vey data collection. Others are urging cantion
or even voicing skepticism about the future
role Web surveys will play. Clearly, we stand at
the threshold of a new era for survey research,
but how this will play out is not yet clear.
{Couper 2001 464)

One immediate objection that many social re-
searchers make to online surveys concerns repre-
sentativeness: Will the people who can be surveyed
online be representative of meaningful populations,
such as all U.S, adults, all voters, and so on? This is
the criticism raised with regard to surveys via fax
and, earlier, with regard to telephone surveys.

Carnile Wilson {1999), founder of Cogix (www
.cogix .comy) points cut that some populations are
ideally suited to online surveys: specifically, those
who visit a particular Web site. For example, Wil
son indicates that market research for online com-
pandes should be conducied online, and his firm
has developed software called ViewsFlash for pre-
cisely that purpose. Although Web site surveys
could easily collect data from all who visit a par-
ticular site, Wilson suggests that survey sampling
techniques can provide suificieni consumer data
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without irritating thousands or millions of potential
customers.

But how about general population surveys? As
I write this, a debate is brewing within the survey
research community. Hamphrey Taylor and George
Terhanian {1999) prompted part of the debate with
an article, “Heady Days Are Here Again.” Acknowl-
edging the need for caution, they urged that online
polling be given a fair hearing:

One test of the credibility of any new data col-
lection method hinges on its ability to reliably
and accurately forecast voting behavior, For this
reason, last fzll we attempted to estimate the
1998 election outcomes for governor and US
Senate in 14 srates on four separate occasions
using internet surveys.

(1999:20)

The researchers compared their results with
52 telephone polls that addressed the same races,
Online polling correctly picked 21 of the 22 win-
ners, or 95 percent. However, simply picking the
winmner is not a sufficient test of effectiveness: How
close did the polls come to the actual percentages
received by the various candidates? Taylor and Ter-
hanian report their online polls missed the actual
vote by an average of 6.8 percentage points. The
52 telephone polls missed the same votes by an
average of 6.2 percentage points.

Warren Mitofsky (1999} is a critic of online poll-
ing. In addition to disagreeing with the way Taylor
and Terhanian calculated the ranges of error just re-
ported, he has called for a sounder, theoretical basis
on which to ground the new technique.

One key to online polling is the proper assess-
ment and use of weights for different kinds of re-
spondents—as was discussed in the context of quota
sampling in Chapter 7. Taylor and Terhanian are
aware of the criticisms of quota sampling, but their
initial experiences with online polling suggest to
them that the technique should be pursued. Indeed,
they conclude by saying, “This is an unstoppable
train, and it is accelerating. Those who don't get on
board run the risk of being left far behind” (1999:23).

Many of the cautions urged in relation to on-
line surveys today are similar to those urged in re-
lation to telephone surveys in the first edition of

this book, in 1975. Mick Couper (2001 :466) makes
a similar observation;

Several years ago, I predicted that the rapid
spread of electronic data collection methods
such as the Internet would produce a bifurcation
in the survey industry between high-quality
surveys based on probability samples and using
traditional data collection methods, on the one
hand, and surveys focused more on low cost
and rapid ternaround than on representative-
ness and accuracy on the othrer. In hindsight, I
was wrong, and Iunderestimated the impact of
the Web on the survey industry. It has become
much more of a fragmentation than a bifurca-
tion (in terms of Web surveys at least), with ven-
dors trying to find or create a niche for their
particular approach or product. No longer is it
just “quick and dirty” in one corner and “ex-
pensive but high quality” in the other; rather,
there is a wide array of approaches represent-
ing varying levels of quality and cost.

Whether online surveys will gain the respect
and extensive use enjoyed by telephone surveys to-
day remains 1o be seen. Students who consider us-
ing this technique should do so in full recognition
of its potential shortcomings.

In the meantime, researchers are amassing a
body of experience with this new technique, yield-
ing lessons for increasing sttecess. For example, Sur-
vey Sampling, Inc., suggests the following do% and
don'ts for conducting online surveys:

Do use consistent wording between the invita-
tion and the survey. Dion’t use terms such as
“unique ID number” in the invitation, then ask
respondents to type their “password” when
they get to the survey. Changing terminology
can be confusing.

Do use plain, simple language.

Don‘t force the respondent to scroll down the
screen for the URL for the study location.,

Do offer to share selected results from the
study with everyone who completes the sur-
vey. Responrdents will often welcome informa-
tion as a reward for taking the study,-especially
when they are young adults and teens.

Do plan the time of day and day of week to mail,
depending on the subject of the study and type
of respondent. Send the invitation late after-
noon, evening, or weekend, when respondents
are most likely to be reading mail at home,
especially if the study requests respondents to
check an item in the kitchen or other avea in
the home. Ii a pareni-child questionnaire Is
planned, send the invitation late afternoon
when children are home, not early in the day,
when respondents can’t complete the study
because children are at school.
Do be aware of technical limitations. For ex-
ample, WebTV users currently cannot access
surveys using Java. If respondenis’ systems
need to be Java-enabled or require access to
streaming video, alert panelists a1 the beginning
-.of the study, not midway through.
Do test incentives, rewards, and prize draw-
ings 1o determine the optimal offer for best
response. Longer surveys usually require larger
incentives.

Do limit studies to 15 minutes or less.*
The Www is already secing extensive use as a

marketplace for surveys and other research tech-
niques. As only a few illustrative examples, see

The Gallup Organization: http://www.gallup.com/
Harris Poll Ondine: http:/iwww.harrisinteractive
.com/

SMS Research: hup:/fwwwsmshawaii.com/

The Survey/Marketing Research e-Store: htip://
www.streamlinesurveys.com/Streamline/estoref
index.hun

Zogby International: htp://www.zogby.com/

Comparison of the Different
Survey Methods

Now that we've seen several ways to collect survey

data, let's take a moment to compare them directly.
Self-administered questionnaires are generally

cheaper and quicker than face-to-face interview

*Source: hup:Hwww.worldopinion.cori/the_frame/
framed, htm!.
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surveys. These considerations are likely to be im-
portant for an unfunded student wishing to under-
take a survey for a term paper or thesis. Moreover,
if you use the self-administered mail formar, it
costs no more to conduct a national survey than

a local one of the same sample size. In contrast, a
national interview survey (cither face-to-face or
by telephone) would cost far more than a local one.
Also, mail surveys typically require a small staff:
One person can conduct a reascnable mail survey
alone, although you shouldrrt underestimate the
work involved. Further, respondents are some-
times reluctant to report controversial or deviant
attitudes or behaviors in interviews but are willing
to respond to an anenymous sell-administered
questionnaire,

Interview surveys also offer many advantages.
For example, they generally produce fewer in-
complete questionnaires. Although respondents
may skip questions in a self-administered question-
naire, interviewers are trained not to do so. In CATI
surveys, the computer offers a further check on
this. Interview surveys, moreover, have typically
achieved higher completion rates than have self-
administered questionnaires,

Although self-administered questionnaires may
be more effective for sepsitive issues, interview sur-
veys are definitely more effective for complicated
ones. Prime examples include the enumeration
of household members and the determination of
whether a given address corresponds to more than
one housing unit. Although the concept of housing
unit has been refined and standardized by the Cen-
sus Bureau and interviewers can be trained to deal
with the concept, it’s extremely difficult to commu-
nicate in a self-admirnistered questionnaire. This ad-
vantage of interview surveys pertains generally to
all complicated contingency questions.

With interviews, you can conduct a survey
based on a samaple of addresses or phone numbers
rather than on names, An interviewer can arrive
at an assigned address or call the assigned num-
ber, introduce the survey, and even—Ifollowing in-
structions—choose the appropriate person at that
address to respond to the survey. In contrast, self-
administered questionnaires addressed iQ “accu-
pant” receive a notoriously low response.
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Finally, as we've seen, interviewers questioning
respondents face-to-face can make important ob-
servations aside from responses to questions asked
in the interview. In @ househald interview, they
may note the characteristics of the neighborhood,
the dwelling unit, and so forth. They may also note
characteristics of the respondents or the quality of
their interaction with the respondents—whether
the respondent had difficulty communicating, was
hostile, seemed to be lying, and s0 on.

The chief advantages of telephone surveys over
those conducted face-to-face center primarily on
time and money. Telephone interviews are much
cheaper and can be mounted and executed quickly.
Also, interviewers are safer when interviewing in
high-crime areas. Moreaver, the impact of the inter-
viewers on responses is somewhat lessened when
they can't be seen by the respondents. As only one
indicator of the pgpularity of telephone interview-
ing, when Johnny Blair and his colleagues (1995}
compiled a bibliography on sample designs for tele-
phone interviews, they listed over 200 items.

Online surveys have many of the strengths and
weaknesses of mall surveys, Once the available soft-
ware has been further developed, they are likely to
be substantially cheaper. An important weakness,
however, lies in the difficulty of assuring that re-
spondents to an online survey will be represcnta-
tive of some more general population,

Clearly, each snrvey method has its place in so-
cial research, Ultimately, you must balance the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of the different meth-
ods in relation to your research needs and your
resources.

Strengths and Weaknesses
of Survey Research

Regardless of the specific method used, surveys—
like other modes of observation in social research—
have special strengths and weaknesses. You should
keep these in mind when determining whether a
survey is appropriate for your research goals.
Surveys are particularly useful in describing the
characteristics of a large population, A carefully se-

lected probability sample in combination with a
standardized questionnaire offers the possibility of
making refined descriptive assertions about a stu-
dent body, a city, a nation, or any other large popu-
lation. Surveys determine unemployment rates, vot-
ing intentions, and the like with uncanny accuracy.
Although the examination of official documents—
such as marriage, birth, or death records—can
provide equal accuracy for a few topics, no other
method of cbservation can provide this general
capability.

Surveys—especially self-administered ones—
make large samples feasible, Surveys of 2,000 re-
spondents are not unusual. A large number of cases
is very important for both desaiptive and explana-
tory analyses, especially wherevet several variables
are 1o be analyzed simultaneously.

In one sense, surveys are flexible. Many ques-
tions can be asked on a given topic, giving you con-
siderable flexibility in your analyses. Whereas an
experimental design may require you to commit
yourself in advance 1o a particular operational defi-
nition of a concept, surveys let you develop opera-
tional definitions from actual observations.

Finally, standardized questionnaires have an
important srength in regard to measurement gen-
erally. Earlier chapters have discussed the ambigu-
ous nature of most concepts: They have no ulti-
mately real meanings. One person’s religiosity is
quite different from another’s. Although you must
be able to define concepts in those ways most rele-
vant 1o your research geals, you may not find it
easy to apply the same definitions uniformly to
all subjects. The survey researcher is bound to this
requirement by having to ask exactly the same
questions of all subjects and having to impute the
same intent to all respondents giving a particular
response.

Survey research also has several weaknesses,
First, the requirement of standardization often
seems to result in the fitting of round pegs into
square holes, Standardized questionnaire itemns
often represent the least common denomiinator in
assessing people’ attitudes, orientations, circum-
stances, and experiences. By designing questions
that will be at least minimally appropriate to all re-
spondents, you may miss what is most appropriate

to many respondents. In this sense, surveys often
appear superficial in their coverage of complex
topics, Although this problem can be partly offset
by sophisticated analyses, It is inherent in survey
research.

Similarly, survey research can seldom deal with
the context of social life. Although questionnaires
can provide information in this area, the survey
researcher rarely develops the feel for the total life
situation in which respondents are thinking and
acting that, say, the participant observer can {see
Chapter 10).

In many ways, surveys are inflexible, Studies
invoiving direct observation can be modified as
field conditions warrant, bur surveys typically re-
quire that an initial study design remain unchanged
throughout. As a field researcher, for example, you
<an becomne aware of an important new variable
operating it the phenomenon you're studying and
begin making careful observations of it. The survey
researcher would probably be unaware of the new
variable’s importance and could do nothing about
it in any event.

Finally, surveys are subject 1o the artificial-
ity mentioned earlier in connection with experi-
ments, Finding out that a person gives conserva-
tive answers int a questionnaire does not necessarily
mean the person is conservative; finding out that
a person gives prejudiced answers in a question-
naire does not necessarily mean the petson is prej-
udiced. This shortcoming is especially salient in
the realm of action. Surveys cannot measure so-
cial action; they can only collect self-reports of re-
<alled past action or of prospective or hypothetical
action.

The problem of artificiality has two aspects.
First, the topic of study may not be amenable to
measurement through questionnaires. Second, the
act of studying that topic—an attitude, for example
—may affect it. A survey respondent may have
given no thought to whether the governor should
be impeached unti] asked for his or her opinion by
an interviewer. He or sh¢ may, at that point, form
an opinion on the matter.

Survey research is generally weak on validity
and strong on reliability. In comparison with feld
rescarch, for example, the artificiality of the survey
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format puts a strain on validity. As an illustration,
people’s opinicns on issues seldom take the form of
strongly agreeing, agrecing, disagreeing, or strongly
disagreeing with a specific statement. Their survey
responses in such cases must be regarded as ap-
proximate indicators of what the researchers had
in mind when they framed the questions. This
comment, however, needs to be held in the context
of carlier discussions of the ambiguity of validity it-
self. To say something is a valid or an invalid mea-
sure assumes the existence of a “real” definition of
what’s being measured, and many scholars now
reject that assumption.

Reliability is a clearer matter. By presenting
all subjects with a standardized stimulus, survey
research goes a long way toward eliminating
unreliability in observations made by the re-
searcher. Moreover, careful wording of the ques-
tions can also significantly reduce the subject’s
own unreliability,

As with ali methods of observation, a full
awareness of the inherent or probable weaknesses
of survey research can partially resolve them in
some cases. Ultimately, though, researchers are on
the safest ground when they can employ several
researcll methods in studying a given topic.

Secondary Analysis

As a mode of observation, survey research involves
the following steps: {1} questionnaire construc-
tion, (2} sample selection, and (3) data collection,
through either interviewing or self-administered
questionnaires. As you've gathered, surveys are
usually major undertakings. It’s not unusual for a
large-scale survey to take several months or even
more than a year to progress from conceptualiza-
tion to data in hand. (Smaller-scale surveys can, of
course, be done more quickly.) Through a method
called secondary analysis, however, researchers can
pursue their particular social research interests—
analyzing survey data from, say, a national sample
of 2,000 respondents—while avoiding the enor-
mous expenditure of time and money such a sur-
vey entails.
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Secondary analysis is a form of research int
which the data collected and processed by one re-
searcher are rcanalyzed— often for a different pur-
pose—by another. Beginning in the 1960s, survey
researchers became aware of the potential value
that lay in archiving survey data for analysis by
scholars who had nothing 0 do with the survey
design and data collection. Even when one re-
searcher had conducted a survey and analyzed the
data, those same data could be further analyzed by
others who had slightly different interests. Thus, if
you were interested in the relationship between
political views and attitudes toward gender equal-
ity, you could examine that research question
through the analysis of any data set that happened
to contain questions relating to those two variables.

The initial data archives were very much like
book libraries, with a couple of differenices. First,
instead of books, the data archives contained data
sets: first as punched cards, then as magnetic tapes.
Today they're typically contained on computer disks,
CD-ROMs, or online servers. Second, whereas
you're expected to return books to a conventional
library, you can keep the data obtained from a data
archive.

The best-known current example of secondary
analysis is the General Social Survey (GSS). Every
year or two, the federal government commissions
the National Opinion Research Center (NORC) at
the University of Chicago to conduct a major na-
tional survey to collect data on a large number of
social science variables. These surveys are con-
ducted precisely for the purpose of making data
available to scholars at little or no cost. You can
learn more about the GS§ at hutp:/ fwwwlcpsr
.umich.edu/gss/, :

Numerous other resources are available for
tdentifying and acquiring survey data for secondary
analysis. The Roper Center for Public Qpinion Re-

“$econdary analysis A forin df rescarchin whidh the -
data collected and processed by one researcher are re-
analyzed—~often for a different purpose—by another, -
“This is espetially appropriate in the case of survey data.
Data aichives are repositories or libraries for the storage
anid distibution of data for secondary analysis. '

search (http:/fwww.ropercenter.uconn.edu/) at the
University of Connecticut is one excellent resource.
The center also publishes the journal Public Perspec-
tive on public opinion palling, Polling the Nations
{http:/fwww.pollingthenations.com/} is an online
repository for thousands of polls conducted in the
United States and 70 other nations. A paid sub-
scription allows users to obtain specific data results
from studies they specify, rather than obtaining
whole studies. ‘

Outside the United States, the Netherlands In-
stitute for Scientific Information Services at htp://
www.niwi knaw.nl/cgi-bin/nph-star_search pl
allows users to track down Buropean: siudies that
contain variables of interest. You might also try the
Central Archive for Social Science Research at the
University of Cologne in Germany (htip:/fwww
.gesis.orglenfzaf).

With a somewhat different format, Polling the
Nations (www.pollingthenations.com/) offers ac-
cess to thousands of surveys conducted around the
world. Instead of providing the data, Polling the Na-
tions lets subscribers retrieve the distribution of re-
sponses to questions in those surveys, with the
questions linked to an index of topics. While the
cost of the subscription may be too steep for the
average student, you might check to see if your
school’s Kbrary has subscribed.

The advantages of secondary analysis are obvi-
ous and enormous: It's cheaper and faster than do-
ing original surveys, and, depending on who did
the original survey, you may benefit from the work
of topflight professionals. There are disadvantages,
however. The key problem involves the recurrent
question of validity. When one researcher collects
data for one particular purpose, you have nio assur-
ance that those data will be appropriate for your re-
search interests. Typically, you’ll find that the origi-
nal researcher asked a question that “comes dose”
to measuring what you're interested in, but you'll
wish the question had been asked just a little differ-
ently—or that another, related question had also
been asked. Your question, then, is whether the
question that was asked provides a valid measure of
the variable you want to analyze. Nevestheless, sec-
ondary analysis can be immensely useful. More-
over, it illustrates once again the range of possibilities

available in finding the answers to questions about
social life. Although no single method unlocks all
puzzles, there is no limit to the ways you can find
out about things. And when you zero in on an is-
sue from several independent directions, you gain
that much more expertise.

:MAIN POINTS.

* Survey research, a popular social research
method, is the administration of questionnaires
to a sample of respondents selected from some
population.

® Survey research is especially appropriate for
tnaking descriptive studies of large populations;
survey data may be used for explanatory pur-
poses as well. |

* Questionnaires provide a method of collecting
data by (1) asking people questions or (2} ask-
ing them to agree or disagree with statements
representing different points of view. Questions
may be open-ended (respondents supply their
own answers) or closed-ended (they select
from a list of provided answers).

» Jiems in a questionnaire should answer to
several guidelines: (1) The form of the items
should be appropriate to the project; (2) the
iterns must be dear and precise; (3) the items
should ask only about one thing (i.e., double-
barreled questions should be avoided); (4) re-
spondents must be competent to answer the
itern; (5} respondents must be willing to an-
swer the item; (6) questions should be relevant
to the respondent; {7} iterns should ordinarily
be short; (8) negative terms should be avoided
so as not to corfuse respondents; (9) the items
should be worded to avoid biasing responses.

¢ The format of a questionnaire can influence the
quality of data collected.

¢ A clear format for contingency questions is nec-
essary to ensure that the respondents answer
all the questions intended for them.

« The matrix question is an efficient format for
presenting several items sharing the same re-
sponse categories.
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The order of items in a questionnaire can
influence the responses given,

Clear instructions are important for getting ap-
propriate responses in a questionnaire,

Questionnaires should be pretested before be-
ing administered to the study sample .-

Questionnaires may be administered in three
basic ways: through self-administered question-
naires, face-to-face interviews, or telephone
SUTVEYS.

It's generally advisable to plan follow-up mail-
ings in the case of self-administered guestion-
naires, sending new questionnaires to those re-
spondents wheo fail to respond to the initial
appeal. Properly monitoring questionnaire
returns will provide a good guide to when a
follow-up mailing is appropriate.

The essential characteristic of interviewers is
that they be neutral; their presence in the data-
collection process must not have any effect on
the responses given to questionnaire items.

Interviewers must be carefully trained to be fa-
miliar with. the questionnaire, 1o follow the
question wording and question order exactly,
and to record responses exactly as they are
givern.

Interviewers can use probes 1o elicit an elabora-
tiont on an incormplete or ambiguous response.
Probes should be neurral. Ideally, alt interview-
ers should use the same probes.

Telephone surveys can be cheaper and more
efficient than face-to-face interviews, and they
can permit greater control over data collection,
The development of computer-assisted tele-
phone inerviewing (CATI) techniques is espe-
cially promising.

New technologies offer additional opportunities
for social researchers. They indude various
kinds of computer-assisted data collection and
analysis as well as the chance to conduct sur-
veys by fax or over ithe Internet. The latter two
methaods, however, must be used with caution
because respondents may not be representative
of the intended population.
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» The advantages of a self-administered question-
naire over an interview survey are economy,
fpv:(:d, Tack of interviewer bias, and the possibil-
ity of anonymity and privacy to encourage can-
did responses on sensitive issues.

e The advantages of an interview survey over a
sel{-adrrﬁnistered questionnaire are fewer in-
complete questionnaires and fewer misunder-
sto:l)d questions, generally higher return rates,
and greater flexibility in terms of i
special obscrvations.Y somplng and

» The principal advantages of telephone surveys
over face-to-lace interviews are the savings in
cost and time. Telephone interviewers haye
more safety than do in-person interviewers,
and.lhey may have a smaller effect on the in-
terview itsell,

+  Online surveys have many of the sirengths and
weakniesses of mail surveys. Although they are
cheaper 1o conduct, it can be difficult to ensure
that the respondents represent 2 more general
population,

+ Survey research in general offers advantages in
terms of economy, the amount of data that can
be collected, and the chance to sample a large
population. The standardization of the data col-
lected represents another special strength of
survey research.

e Survey research has several weaknesses: It is
somewhat artificial, potentially superficial, and
relatively inflexible, Using surveys to gain a
I@ sense of social processes in their natural set-
tings is difficult. In general, survey research is
comparatively weak on valldity and strong on
reliability.

» Secondary analysis provides social researchers
with an important option for “collecting” data
cheaply and easily but at a potential cost in
validity.

e EGTERMS -

The following terms are defined in context in the
!:h_aptcrd ancgd::\t the bottom of the page where the term
is irtroduced, as well as in the comprehensi

at the back of the book. prebensive glossary

respolndem. contingency question
questionnaire response rate
open-ended questions interview
dlosed-ended questions  probe

bias secondary analysis

-AND-EXERCISES -

L. Por each of the following open-ended questions,
construct a dosed-ended question that could be
used in a questionnaire,

a.  What was your family’s total income last year?

b, How do you feel about the space shuttle
program?

¢ How important is religion in your life?
What was your main reasen for attending
college?

e.  What do you feel is the biggest problem facing
YOur community?

2. !::onstruct a S.EI: of contingency questions for use
ina _se]f-adnum’stered questionnaire that would
solicit the following information:

a. Isthe respondent employed?
b. T unemployed, is the respondent looking for
work?

¢ Ifthe unemployed respondent is not looking
for work, is he or she retired, a student, ora
homemaker?

d. I the respondent is looking for work, how
long has he or she been locking?

3. Find a questionnaire printed in a magazine or
newspaper (for a reader survey, for example)
(;onsider at least five of the questions in it am'l cri-
tique each one either positively or negatively,

4. Look at your appearance right now, Identify as-

pects of your appearance that might create a prob-
lf:m if you were interviewing a general cross sec-
tion of the public,

5. LoFate a survey being conducted on the Web.
Briefly describe the survey and discuss its strengths
and weaknesses,
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