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Fhcto by United Press Infernational, Ire.
Harry Truman displays a copy of the Chicago Datly Tribune
rewspaper that erreneousty reported the ¢lection of Thomas Dewey in
1948, Truman's narrow victory embarrassed pollsters, membérs of his
own party, and the press who had predicled a Dewey landslide.
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Preface

This }hat is a Survey booklet is written primarily for non-
specialists and is free of charge. lts overall goal is to improve
survey literacy ameng individuals who participate in NORC
surveys or use NORC survey results,

The materiat {s taken from an American Statistical Association
(ASA) series of the same name, which [ edited, that was
designed to prontote a better understanding of what is involved
in carrying out sample surveys—especially those aspects that
have to be taken into account in evaluating the results of
surveys.

What Is Coverced

Survey praclice covers an enonnous range of interlocking
technological, mathematical and scientific subjects, Only a few
highlights can be given here. Those shown were selected
because of their imporntance and frequency of use. Ten chaplers
are provided, each on a different aspect:

¢ The first chapter, #hat is a Survey, begins witha
general infroduction, reminding the reader of ways,
both familiar and novel, where surveys play a key role
in obtaining information fer decision making. The
breadih of survey methods and who conducts thein are
also covered.

may be among those currently undergoing the preatest
change. What was an art soon will have science as a full
pariner,

o flow to Canduct Pretesting, is the seventh Chapter and
looks at how to check out or pretest a questionnaire —
among the most important planning steps in any survey.
Care at this point will not guarantee success, but a lack
of care will alinost always lead to extra costs and a lost
appartunity to collect the required information.

s Chapter 8, More About Mail Surveys, gives a broad
introduction to the major aspects of mail surveys—how
best to conduct them, their advantages and
disadvantages, costs, and quality.

s Next comes Chapter 9, AMore About Telephone Surveys,
which provides a brief history of telephone surveys,
emphasizes the innovations made over time, and
discusses the prospects, some of which are bleak, facing
the future of telephone surveying,

o The final chapter, Whai Is a Margin of Error, attempls
ta define the ofien-used joumalistic phrase “Margin of
Error,” Amang the topics covered is how the number of
abservations in the sample, the type of sampling, and
population size affect the margin of error,

When publisked by ASA, during the period 1995 to 1999, each
of the above chapters was issued as separate pamphiets under
my overall editorial dircction. Before the issuance of the

¢ Chapter 2, How to Plan a Survey, outline the major
survey planning steps and highlights issues such as
planning the questionnaire, planning how to achieve
good survey representativeness, survey scheduling, and
budgeting considerations.

+ In Chapter 3, How fo Collect Survey Data, the actual
steps in collecting survey data are discussed. Examples
are drawn primarily from household samnples; 1he
emphasis is on operational issues and recent changes
arising through survey automation.

s Judging the Quality of a Survey, Chapter 4, profiles
ntany of the problems that may occur in a suevey, as
well as some of the popular remedies to these problems.
By knowing what catt go wrong in surveys, and what
can be done abeut it, one ¢an more effectively fudge the
quality of a survey and its findings.

+ [n Chapter 5, What Are Focus Groups, we look at an
important part of survey planning—he focus group,
Broad coverage is given to how and when focus groups
are used, what their results mean, and their advantages
and disadvantages,

. o [n Chapter 6, Designing a Questionnaire, we provide an
elementary treatiment of “questionnaire making” Of all
the topics covered in this series, questionnaire design

pamphlet series, there had been a 1980 ASA boaklet, also
entitled What is a Survey, that was written by Robert Ferber,
Paul Sheatsley, Anthony Tumer, and Joseph Waksberg. This
1980 booklet formed the starting point of much of what has
been done since. The idea of combining all the pamphlets, now
chapiers, to parallel the 1980 beoklet was always one of the
goals of the revision. And 1 am glad to have accomplished this
here.

What {5 Just Fouched

There are many other chapters that could have been included
and that in some settings might be equal or even more
important that those chosen. Some exarnples of these include a
chapter on nonresponse, on privacy and confidentiality, or even
on ethical practices generally. The list goes on and on, What
about handling missing data, editing data detected to be in
error, the speciat challenges of business surveys, or even just
ways to tabulate and report survey results?

Whale libraries have been written on sampling and on the
stalistical analyses of complex sucveys, yet our treatment of
these more mathematicak aspects is very briefand only in
passing for the most part. [ hesitate to offer suggestions here on
where to find additicnal material on sampling.

There are so many good sampling books. One of the problems
in making a recommendation is the level of mathematical
background of the reader. | am tom between suggesting
classics [ike the mathematically advanced Sampling
Technigues book of William Cochran {1977) or fresh new



volumes like Sampling: Design and Analysis by Sharon Lobr
(1998), At the other end are more generally accessible books
like How fo Canduct Your Own Survey by Patricia Satant and
Don Dillman (1994} or Practical Sampling by Gary Henry
(1990}, These four, excellent in themselves, might form
starting points for an individualized search, to wherever your
curiosity leads you,

There is no escaping the fact, though, that survey taking is part
of the general body of statistics, For those who want a basic
grounding in sampling and statistical data analysis, the Rice
University Virtual Lab in Statistics website,
www.mufrice,edw~lanefrvis.himl, offers a delightful
experience that relies on computer literacy to help increase
statistical literacy. Even so, a fivst course in statistics is
recommended. There are many good candidates here — ¢ven
boaks that can be mastered through diligent self-study, One
book to have at your side might be that by Jessica Utts (1999),
entitted Seeing Through Statistics.

Some Additional Survey Sources

+ The National Council on Public Polls publishes another
useful pamphlet, Tywenty Ouestions a Journalist Should
Ask About Poll Results.

+ The Research Industry Coalition, Inc., publishes a
brochure, Integrity and Good Practice in Marketing
and Opinion Research.

+ The Council of American Survey Research
Organizations publishes a pamphlet, Surveys and You.

How to Keep Up

There are many good general survey sources at the level of this
booklet, Four organizations that might be mentioned for
general backgrounds on surveys are —

s  AAPOR or the American Association for Public
Opinion Rescarch, AAPOR offers a number of
publications—perhaps the most relevant of these are
Best Practices for Survey and Public Opinion Research
Survey Practices AAPOR Condemns

discussion given so that readers themsebves can do their own
updates. |

Three journals are worth remembering in this connection.
Rather than repeatediy referring to them in each chapter they
are given below, just once, These are, in ascending order of
mathematical complexity, the Public Opinion Quarferly,
Journal of Offictal Statistics and Survey Methodology
Bespeaking the truly intermational nature of survey going
today, the first jousnal is produced in the United States, the
second in Sweden and the third in Canada.

The material in this booklet was thoroughly updated circa
1997, Not unexpectedly, since then there have been many new
elements added to survey practice that wers only jist hinted at
about 7 years age. Intemet data collection would be an obvious
example, where practice has moved a long, long way towards
maturity since then.

The temptation was strong in preparing this booklet to go
through and make another serious atfempt to add rew material
and focus on pow emerging elements, I did ot do this. After
all whatever was done would become dated quite soon in any
case and another way to keep np made more sense.

What I did instead was fo provide a section at the end of each

chaptez, entitled “How can | get more information.” It is here
that I provide specific suggestions on how to degpen the

A Last Word

In this booklet many of the key elements of survey taking are
brought together in one place. This atlows us to look directly at
surveys as systems of interlocking activities, some sequential,
some paralfel. That flaver is captured by the flow ¢hart, shown
below, that was publisked in the original 1980 What fs A
Srrvey booklet.

Good Surveying,

Fritz Scheuren, 2004
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Chapter 1
What Is a Survey:

t has been said the United States is no longer an “industrial
Isociety" but an “information sociey,” That is, our major

problems and tasks no longer mainly center on the
production of the goods and services necessary for survival and
comfort,

This “sample’ is usuaily just a fraction of the population being
studied,

For example, a sample of voters is guestioned in advance of an
election to determine how the public perceives the candidates
and the issues ... a manufacturer does a survey of the potential
market before introducing a new preduct ... a government

entity commissions a survey to gather the factual information it .
needs to evaluate existing legistation or to draft proposed new
legislation, ’

Qur “society,” thus, requires a prompt and
accurate flow of information on
preferences, needs, and behavior, [t is in
response to this critical need for information
on the part of the government, business, and
social institutions that so much retiance is

used most often to

from a sample of
individuals,”

“.the word “sirvey’

deseribe a method of
gathering information

Not orly do surveys have a wide variety of purposes,
they also can be conducted in many ways—including
over the telephone, by mail, or in person. Nonetheless,
all surveys do have certain characteristics in common.

s

Unlike a census, where all members of the population
are studied, surveys gather information from only a

placed on surveys,

Then, What Is a Survey

Today the word “survey™ is used most often to describe a
methed of gathering information from a sample of individuals,

! The chapter originally was published by the American Stalistical
Association (ASA) as the first of ten pamphlets, The material included in
this Chapter has been updated by Fritz Schearen from the origlnal 1980
What I's a Suryey publication prepared for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul
Sheatsley, Anthony Tumer, and Joseph Waksberg, As with the other
material in this booklel, the contents havé been subjected to a professional
pecr-review process and examined for accnrecy and readability by members
of the swrvey community,

particular individuals who, by chance, are part of the sample
but to cbtain a composite profile of the population.

The industry standard for all reputable survey organizations is
that individual respondents should never be identified in
reporting survey findings, All of the survey’s results should be
presented in completely anonymous summaries, such as
statistical tables and charts.

How Lavge Must The Sample Size Be

The sample size required for a survey partly depends on the -
statistical quality needed for survey findings; this, in turn,
relates 1o how the results wilk be used,

Even so, there is no simple rule for sample size that can be
used for all surveys., Much depends on {he professional and
financial rescurces available. Analysts, though, often find that
a moderate sample size is sufficient statistically and
operationally. For example, the well-known national polls
frequéntly use samples of about 1,000 persons to get
reasonable information about national attitudes and opinions.

Vhen it is realized that a properly selected sample of only
1,000 individuals can reflect various characteristics of the total
population, it is easy to appreciate the value of using

surveys to make informed decisions in a complex

society such as ouss, Surveys provide a speedy and
ecanomical means of determining facts about our

economy and about people’s knowledge, attitudes,

beliefs, expectations, and behaviors.

poriion of a population of interest—the size of the sample
depending on the purpose of the study.

In a bona fide survey, the sampte is not selected haphazardly or
only from persons who volunteer to participate. Tt is
scientifically chosen so that each person in the population will
have & measurable chance of seleciion. This way, the results
can be reliably projected from the sample to the larger
population,

Information is coltected by means of standardized procedures

so that every individual is asked the same questions in more or
less the same way, The survey’s intent is not fo describe the

‘Who Conducts Surveys

Ve all know about the public opinion surveys or “polls” that
are reported by the press and broadcast media. For example,
the Gatlup Poll and the Harris Survey issue reports periodically
describing national public cplnion on a wide range of current
issues, State polls and metropolitan area polls, often supported
by a local newspaper or TV statien, are reported regularly in
many localities, The major broadeasting networks and national
news magazines also conduct polls and report their findings.

The great majority of surveys, though, are

: \
not public opinion polls. Most are directed . zﬁ;ﬂ.:';;?i;?;?f?
. 1o a specific administrative, commercial, or but are directed 16 6

scientific purpose. The wide variety of
issues with which surveys deal is illustrated
by the following listing of actual uses

speclfic administrative,
cammercial, or
sclentific purpose,

»  Major TV networks rely on
surveys to tell them how many and what types
of people are watching their programs

Statistics Canada conducts continuing panal
surveys of children {and their families) to study
educational and other needs

Auto manufaciurers nse surveys to find cut how
satisfied people are with their cars

The 1.5, Buregu of the Census conducts a
survey each month to obtain information on
employment and unemtployment in the nation
The U.S. Agency for Health Care Policy and
Research spansers a periodic survey to



determing how much money people are
spending for different types of medical care

¢ Local transpartation authorities conduct surveys
to acquire information on commuting and travel
habits

» Magazine and trade jounals use sueveys to find
out what their subscribers are reading

+ Surveys are conducted to ascertain who uses our
national parks and other recreation facilities.”

particular product or service. Surveys may also be conducted
with national, state, or local samples. “
Surveys can be classified by their method of data «v
collection, Mail, telephone interview, and in-person

interview surveys are the most cominon, Extracting data from
samples of medical and other records Is also frequently done,

In newer methods of data collection, information is entered

directly into computers eitker by a trained interviewer or,
v increasingly, by the respondent. One well-known

Surveys provide an important source of basic Surveys provide an || example is the measurement of TV audiences carried
scientlfic knowledge, Economists, psychofogists, Important sonrce of || out by devices attached to a sample of TV sets that
health professionals, political scientists, and bastc scientific .|| automatically record the channels being watched.
sociotogists conduct surveys to study such kinowledge.

matters as income and expenditure pattems Mail surveys can be relatively low in cost. As with any

among households, the roots of ethnic or raciak prejudice, the
implications of health problems on people’s lives, comparative
voting behavior, and the effects on family life of women
working outside the home.

What Are Some Comnion Survey Methoeds

Surveys can be classified in many ways. One dimension is by
size and type of sample. Surveys also can be used to study
either human or non-human populations (e.g., animate or
inanimate objects -- animals, soils, housing, ete.). While many
of the principles are the same for all surveys, the focus here
will be on methods for surveying individuals.

Many surveys study all persens living in a defined area, but
others might focus on special population groups—children,
physicians, community leaders, the unemployed, or users of a

¢  Some surveys combing various thethods. Fer instance, a
survey worker may use the telephone to “screen” or
locate eligible respondents (e.g., to locate older
individuals eligible for Medicare) and then make
appointnients for an in-person itterview.

What Survey Questions Do You Ask

You can further classify surveys by their content, Some
surveys focus on opinions and altitudes (such as a pre-election
survey of voters), while others are concemed with factual
characteristics or behaviors (such as people’s health, housing,
consumer spending, or transportation habits).

Many surveys combine questions of both types.
Respondets may be asked if they have heard or read

about an issue ... what they know about it ... their opinion ...
kow strongly they feel and why... their interest in the issve ...
past experience with it ... and certain faciual information that
will help the survey analyst classify their responses (such as
age, gender, marital status, occupation, and place of residence).

Questions may be open-ended (“Why do you feel that way?")
or ctosed (“Do you approve or disapprove?”). Survey takers
may ask respondents to rate a political candidate or a product
on some type of scale, or they may ask for a ranking of various
alternatives, ’

The manner in which a question is asked can greatly affect the
tesults of a survey. For example, a recent NBC/Wall Street
Journal poll asked two very similar questions with very

other survey, problems exist in their use when
insufficient attention is given 10 gelting high levels of
cooperation. Mail surveys can be most effective when directed
at particular groups, such as subscribers o a specialized
magazire or members of a professional association.

s Telephone interviews are an efflcient method of
collecting some types of data and are being increasingly
used. They lend themselves particularty well to
situations where timeliness is a factor and the length of
the survey is limiled.

+ In-person intetviews in a respondent’s home or office
are much more expensive than mail or telephene
surveys, They may be necessary, however, especially
when complex information is to be collected.

different results: (1) Do you favor cutting programs such as
sacial security, Medicare, Medicaid, and fam subsidies to
reduce the budget deficit? The results: 23% favor; 66% oppose;
11% no opinion. (2) Do you favor cutting govermment
entitlements {o reduce the budget deficit? The resulis: 61%

favor; 25% oppose; 14% no opinion. p——
The manner in

The questionnaire may be very brief -- a few which a

queslions, taking five minutes or fess -- or it question is

can be quite long -- requiring an hour or more asked can

greatly affect
the resulis of a
survey.

of the respondent’s time. Since it is inefficlent
to idemify and approach a large national
sample for only a few items of
information, there are “omnibus” surveys
that combine the interests of several clients into a single
interview. In these surveys, respondents will be asked a

=
dozen questions on one stbject, a half dozen more on another

subject, and so on,

Because changes in attitudes or behavior cannot be reliably
ascerjained from a single interview, some surveys emgploy a
“panel design,” in which the same respondetits are interviewed
of bwo or more geeastons. Such surveys are often used during
an election campaign or to chart a family’s health or
purchasing pattern over a period of time.

Wilio YWorks on Surveys

The survey worker best known to the public is the interviewer
who calls on the telephone, appears at the door, or stops people
at a shopping mall.



Traditionally, survey interviewing, although occaslonally
requiring long days in the field, was mainly part-titne work
and, thus, well svited for individuals not waniing full-time
employment or just wishing to supplement their regular
income.

Changes in the labor market and in the level of survey
automation have begun to alter this pattem—with more
and more survey takers seeking to work full time. Experience

is not usually required for an interviewing job, although basic

computer skills have become increasingly imporant for
applicants,

Most research organizations provide their own training for the
interview task. The main requirements for interviewing are an
ability to approach strangers (in person or on the phone), to
persuiade them fo-participate in the survey, and to collect the
data needed in exact accordance with instructlons,

Less visible, but equatly important are the in-house research
staffs, who among other things—plan the survey, choose the
sample, develop the questionnaire, supervise the interviews,
process the data cotlected, analyze the data, and report the
survey's findings.

In most survey research organizations, the senior staff will
have taken courses in survey methods at the graduate level and
will hold advanced degrees in sociology, statistics, marketing,
or psychology, or they will have the equivalent in experience.

«  Omitting the names and addresses of survey
respondents from computer files used for analysis

+ Presenting statistical tabulations by broad enough
categories so that individual respondents cannot be
singled out.

What Are Other Potential Concerns

The quality of a survey is largely determined by its purpose

Middle-tevel supervisors and research associates frequently
have similar academic backgrounds to the senior staff or they
have advanced out of the ranks of clerks, interviewers, or
coders on the basis of their competence and experience,

What About Confidentiality and Integrity

1.5, Bureau of the Census, for example, the

13

data collected are protected by law (Title 13 of
the U.S. Cede), In Canada, the Statistics Act
guarantees the confidentiality of data coflected
by Statistics Canada, and other countries have
similar safeguards.

The cenfidentiality of the data supplied by respondents {s of
prime concern to all reputable survey organizations. At the

The confidentiality
of the data supplied
by respondents is of
prime coneern to all

reputable survey
organizations.

Several professional organizatiens dealing with
survey methods have codes of ethics (Iincluding the American
Statistical Association) that prescribe rules for keeping survey
responses confidential, The recommended policy for survey
organizations to safeguard such confidentiality includes
» Using only number codes to link the respondent to a
questtonnaire and storing the name-to-code linkage
information separately from the questionnaires
¢ Refusing to give the names and addresses of survey
respondents 1o anyone outside the survey organization,
including clients
+ Destroying questionnaires and identifying information
about respondents after the responses have been entered
into the computer ’ .

produce predetermined results or as a ruse for marketing and
similar activities, Anyone asked to respond to a public opinion
poll or concerned about the resulis should first decide whether
the questions are fair.

Another important violation of integrity occurs when what
appears (o be a survey is actually a vehicle for stimulating
donations to a cause or for creating a mailing list to do direct
marketing. ’

and the way it is conducied.

Most call-in TV inquiries (¢.g., 900 “polis™)
or magazine write-in “polls,” for example, ate
highly suspect. These and other “self-selected
opinion polls (SLOPS)” may be misleading
since participants have not been scientifically
selected. Typically, in SLOPS, persons with
strong opinions (often negative) are more
likely to respond.

The quality of a survey Is
- largely determined by its
purpose and the way it is
conducted. ..
Surveys shonld be carried
out solely to develop
statistical information
abour a subject.

Where Can 1 Get More Inl‘or'matlon

In the preface to this booklet provided many general
suggestions are made that might be pursued for more
information, There seems to be no need to repeat
these here, One point of information that might be of
interest is that the clever acronym, SEOPS was
coined by Norman Bradbum who used to head up
NORC. . '

Surveys should be carried out solely to develop statistical
information about a subject. They should rot be designed (o



Chapter 2

How to Plan a Survey:

usutally eriginates when an individual or

survey
institution Is confronted with an information need and
the existing data are insufficient.

At this point, it

is important o consider if the required

information can even be collected by a survey. Maybe it
cannot? Is an experiment needed instead? Perhaps only an

The first step in
‘planning is to
lay out the
obfectives of the
investigation.

indirect way of measuring is possible,

1f a survey is decided upen, the first step is to
fay out the objectives of the investigation, This
is generally the function of the sponsor of the

inquiry.

A sponsor may be...a govemment agency trying to assess the
impact on the primary recipients and their families of 2 social
welfare program...a university researcher examining the

? Thie chapter originally was published 5y the American Statistical
Assoclation (ASA) as the second of ten pamphlets, ‘The material Included in
this Chapter has been updated by Fritz Scheuren from the original §980
What Is a Survey publication prepared for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paut
Sheatsley, Anthony Tumer, ard Joseph Waksberg, As with the other
material in this booklet, the contents have been subjected to a professional
peer-review process and examined for accuracy and readability by mentbers
of the survey commurity.

Consider how we might apply this strategy in a survey to
estimate the Incidence of robbery victimization, One might
start out by siniply asking, “*Were you robbed during the last

six months?” Although apparently
Plamning the straightforward and clear-cut, the question
questionnuire Is one J| does present an ambiguous stimulus, Many
of the most critical respondents are unaware of the legal
stages in the survey || distinction between robbery (involving
developmeiit personal confrontation of the victim by the
process. offender) and burglary (involving breaking
and entering but no confrontation).

Therefore, in the National Critne Survey conducted by the U.S,
Bureau of the Census, the questions on robbery victimization
do not mention “robbery.” Instead, there are several questions
used; when taken together, they seek to capture the desired
responses by using more universally understood phrases.

relationship between zciual voting behavior and expressed
political beliefs...a computer maker gauging the level of
customer satisfaction among existing and potential purchasers.

The objectives of a survey should be as specific, clear-cut, and
unambiguous as possible. Trade-offs typically exist and

sometimes this only becomes apparent as the planning process
proceeds. Therefore, it is important to make the sponsor a full
participant in every planning step.

A survey's
How to Plan a Survey Questionnaire obfectives shonld
First, the mode of data collection most be be as specific,
decided upen (e.g., mail, telephone, or in clearcut, and
person). Once this has been determined a unambignols as
questionnaire can then be developed and possible.

pretested.,

Planning the questionnaire is one of the most critical stages in
the survey development process. Social and behavioral
scientists have given a great deal of thought to the design
issues involved.

Questionnaire construction has efements that often appear to be
just plain commonsense, but, when they are implemented, may

.involve some subtlety. It is common sense to require that the

concepts be clearly defined and questions unambiguously
phrased; otherwise, the tesulting data are apt to be seriously
misleaging. ’

See the following example from the National Crinte Victim
Survey Questionnalre.

I'm going 1o read some examples that will give you an idea of the
kinds of ¢rimas this study covers.

As | go through them, tell me if any of these happenedto yout in
the last 6 months, that is since 200

Was something belenging to YOU stolen, such as—

a)  Things that you cany, tke luggage, a wallet, purse,
brielcase, book—

b)  Clothing, [ewelry, or calculator—

¢)  Bicyde or sports equipment—

dy  Things Inyour home—like a TV, stereo, of tools—

g}  Things {from avehicls, such as a package, grocerles,

) camera, casssite tapes—

OR

1)  Didanyone ATTEMPT to steat anything belonging to
you?

Briefly describe incldent(s})

Designing a suitable questiounaire entails more than well-
defined concepts and distinct phraseology, Attention must also
be givea to its length. Long questionnaires are apt (o induce
respondent fatigue and errors arising from inattention, refusals,
and incomplete answers, They may also contribute to higher
nor-response rates in subsequent surveys involving the same
respondents,

There are other factors to take into account when planning a
questionnaire. These include such diverse considerations



as...the order in which the questions are asked...thelr
appearance... even such things as the questionnaire's physical
size and format.

The guality of the sampling frame—whether it is up-to-date
and complete— is probably the deminant feature for ensuring
adequate coverage of the desired population to be surveyed.

How o Get Good Coverage

A critical element in any survey is to locate (or -
“cover”) all the members of the population being
studied so that they have a chance to be sampled.
To achieve this, a list—ermed a “sampling
Jframe"—is usually constmcted.

The guality of the
sampling frame Is
probably the dominant
Jeatura for ensuring
adequale coverage of
the desired population
fo be surveyed,

Selecting a sample of households for a telephone
interview is easier than that for an in-person
interview, The telephone survey is generally less
expensive and simpler to carry out. Its one main
drawback is that only about 95 percent of all
‘households have telephones. Therefore, some
people will be missed, Persons without
telephones generally have much lower incomes

In a meil survey, a frame could be all of the postal

_ addresses in Tampa, Floridfa....for an in-person business survey,
a frame might be the names and addresses of all the retail
establishments Heensed in Westchester County, New York...n
a telephone survey at The George Washington Universily in
Washington, DC, the frame might simply be a list of student
names and telephone numbers,

A sampling frame can also consist of geographic areas with
well-defined patural or artificial boundaries, when no suitable
population list ¢xists (as might be true in some parts of rural
America}, In this instance, a sample of geographic areas
(referred to as “area segments™) is selected and interviewers
canvass the sample area segments and list the appropriate
units— households, retail stores or whatever—se that these
units have a chance of being included in the final sample.

Methods of random sampling are well grounded in statistical
theory and in the theory of probability. Retiable and efficient
estimates of needed statistics can be made by surveyinga

carefully constnicted sample of a

Virtually all surveys ‘ population, This is provided, of
taken serlously by course, that a large proportion of the
soclal sclentists and sample members give the requested

policymakers use some
form of random
sampling.

information.

The particular type of sample used

- depends upon the objectives and scope
of the survey, Factors irclude the nature of potentially
available frames, the overall survey budget, the method of data
collection, the subject matter, and the kind of respondent
needed,

Scme types of samples are straightforward, requiring little in -
the way of experience or training; others are highly complex
and may require many stages of selection. Consider the range
of difficully between a sample of sixth graders in a particular
school on the one hand and a sample of the homeless in the
same cily on the other.

Whether simple or complex, the goal of a properly designed
samyple is that all of the units in the population have a known,
positive chance of being setected, The sample plan also must
be described in sufficient detail to allow a reasonably accurate
calculalion of sampling errors, These two features make it
scientifically valid to draw inferences from the sample results
about the entire population that the sample represents.

than those in households with telephones—so telephone
surveys do not adequately re p resent the low-income
population. Sampling from a frame of all possible telephone
numbers, including unlisted ones, is called randon digit
dialing (RDD). This may seem relatively easy today but
*weeding cut” non-residential telephone numbers can be
difficult, Nonetheless, several ingenions methods —
have been developed o enable RDD samples to

be picked in an efficlent way, E
How te Choose a Random Sample m

Virtually all surveys taken serjously by social scientists and
policymakers use some form of random sampling.

Even the U,S, Decennial Census employs sampling techniques
for gathering the bulk of the data items. Complete (160
percent) enumeration 1s used for just the basic population
counts—only a subset receives the so-called “long form. "

Ideally, the sample size chosen for a survey should be based on
how precise the final estimates must be. In practice, usually a
trade-off is made between the ideal sample and the expected
cost of the survey.

How to “Plan In" Quality

Anintegral part of a well-designed survey is to “plan in”
quality all along the way. One must devise ways to keep
respondent mistzkes and biases to a minimum, For example,
memory Is imporiant when the respondent is expected to report
on past events, such as in a consumer expenditure survey. In

these “retrospective™ surveys it is essential that

the respondent not be forced to report events
that may have happened too long ago to be
remembered accurately.

Other elements to pretest during the planning

An integral part
of a weil-designed
stirvey is to "plan

- In" quality all

along the way.

phase include...whether any of the questions are

too sensitive...whether they unduly invade the respondent’s

privacy...or whether they are too difficult even fora
respondent to answer. Ezch of these concerns has an

willing
important

bearing on the overall statistical validity of the survey results.

Deciding on the right respondent in a household sample is a
key element in “assuring” quality, For surveys where the
inquiry is basically factual in nature, any knowledgeable
person may be asked to supply the needed information. This
procedure is used in the Crrrens Population Survey (CPS),
where any responsible adult in a household is expected to be




able to provide accurate answers (0 employment or
unemployment questions,

In other surveys, a so-called “household”
respondent may produce erroneous or even invalid
information —for example, when the information is

Perhaps the mosi
common platning
erroristo
naderestimate the
time needed...

known only by a specific individual and no one
else.

A different, but related, issuc arises in “attitude” surveys, It is

generally accepted that a randomly chosen respondent

produces & more valid cross-section of opinion than does a
nenrandomly selected kousehold respoadent. This is because a

nonrandomily selected individual, acting as a housebold

respondent, is more likely to be someene who is al home, so

the working public and their attitudes would be
underrepresented.

Oune final point: for a quality product, checks must be made at
every step to ensure that the sample is selected according to
specifications; that the interviewers do their work properly; that
the information from the questionnaires is coded accurately;

that compulter data entry is done correctly; and that the

computer programs used for data analysis work properly.

How to Schicdule

telephone from a list already available. More
commonty, a survey of 1,000 individuats or more could
take anywhere from a few months to one year— from
initial planning to having resuits ready for analysis.

The steps in a survey are not necessartly sequential;
many of them can be overlapped. Some, such as listing

and sampling housing units in the areas to be covered, can be
carried out while a questionnaire is being put inte final form.

Although they are not additive, all of these steps are titne

consuming. Perhaps the most common planning error is to

underestimate the time needed by making a global estimate,
withiout considering these individual stages.

How to Budgef

A checklist of budget factors, such as this partial one, may be
useful in estimating total survey cosls {whether in time or

How much timte should be allotted for a survey? This vaties
with the type of survey and the particular situation, Sometimes
a survey can be done in two or three weeks—if it involves a

brief questionnaire and if the data are to be collected by

« Labor and material costs for pretesting the

questionnaire and field procedures; the pretesting step
may need to be done more than once and money and

time should be set aside for this (especially when

studying something new)

+ Supervisory costs for interviewer hiring, training, and

monitoring

¢ Interviewer labor costs and travel expenses (including

meals and lodging, if out of town)

+ Labor and expense costs of redoing a certain petcentage

A good survey does not come “cheap,”
although some are more economical
than others,

As a rule, surveys made by an in-person
interviewer are more expensive than those made by mail or by

money). A “traditional” {paper and pencil) in-person interview
survey wlil be used to illustrate the budget steps. Many of these
are general; however, increasing use of survey automation is
altering costs-— reducing some and adding others,

Staff time for planning the study and steering it through
the various stages, including time spent with the
sponsor in refining data needs '

Sample selection costs, including centrat office staff
labor and computing costs

For “area segmenls” samples, ssbstantial field staff
{intervicwer) labor costs and travel expenses for listing
saniple units within the segments

the survey— from plarning activities to the distribution

of results = - =
A good survey does

ot come “cheap,™
altheugh some are
more economical -
than others.

telephone. Costs will increase with the complexity of the

of the interviews (as a quality assueance step) and for

follow-up on non-respondents

+ Laborand material costs for getting the infonbation

from the questionnaire onto a computer file

¢ Cost of spot-checking the quality of the process of

computerizing the paper qiestionnaires

¢ Costof “cleaning” the final data—that is, checking the

questionnaire and the amount of data analysis to be carried oul.

Surveys that involve a large number of interviews tend to be

cheaper on a per-interview basis than surveys with fewer

interviews. This is patticulatly so when the sample size is less

cotnputer files for inconsistent or impossible answers;

this may also include the casts of “filling in™ or
imputing any missing information

o ° Analyst costs for preparing tabulations and special
analyses of the data; computer time for the various

tabulations ard analyses

s Labor time and material costs for substantive analyses

of the data and repont preparation

¢ Potentially important are incidental telephone charges,
postage, reproduction and printing costs for afl stages of

than 1,000 respondents, because “fooling up" is involved for
just about any survey—except one that is to be repeated on the
same group. .

Wlhere Can I Get More Information

The quality of survey efforts can suffer because there is too

little time set aside to do planning. Two imporiant general
sources to examine on planning in quality are Juran (1989)

Quality Planning and Deming (1986) Ouf of the Crisis. The

publications of the American Society for Quality are also worth
looking for and can be searched for on the Intemel, Software

tools like MS Project are also useful in making planning more
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systematic and in Increasing the efficlency of lessons leamed,
as Juran calls them from one survey to the next.



Chapter 3
How to Collect Survey Data:

modes: In person, by mail, telephone or through the

Internet, Currently. mail surveys are the most common
example of seif reporied data collection. One reasen is that
these surveys can be relatively low in cost,

E ; urvey data can be collected, as we have seen, in several

the nigst commaon

This does not mean, however, they are

Mail surveys are . :
necessarily easy to carry out. Planning the

example of self questionnaires for mail surveys is cften
reported data mere difficult than for surveys that use
collection, interviewers. For example, care Is needed

to anticipate issues that respondents may

have and to deal with them ahead of time.

Using the mai! can be particularly effective in business
surveys—such as those conducted by the ULS, Bureau of the
Census or the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Mail surveys

* The chapter originally was published by the American Statlstical
Association {ASA) as the third of ten pamphiets, The material included in
this Chapler has been updated by Fritz Scheuren from the original 1980
What Is a Survey publication prepared for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul
Sheatsley, Anthony Tumer, and Joseph Waksberg, As with the other
material in this booklet, the conteats have been subjected to a professional
peer-review process and examined for accuracy and readability by members
of the sirvey community, -

also work well when they are directed toward specific
groups— such as, subscribers to a specialized magazine or
members of a professional organization,

The marner in which self-ceported data are gbtained has begun
10 move away from the traditional maif-out/mali-back
approach, The use of fax machines—and now the Internet—is
on the rise. Fax numbers and Internct addresses are being
added (o specialized membership and other lists, As a by-
product, they can be used, aleng with more conventional items
ltke names and mailing addresses, in building
potential sampling frames.

Thete are still other methods of obtaining self-
reporied data. For example, the U, S. Bureau of
Labor Statistics has a panel of business

establishments, in which the respondents
supply monthly data via teuch-tone telephone
entries that are direcily connected to the
agency's compulers,

The use of fax
machines—and
now the Interner—
is on the rise.

For the immediate future, this type of
automation will probably be restricted fargely to business or
institutional surveys in which ¢he same information is collected
at periodic intervals— monthly, quarterly, ete.

As computers and telecommunications become more
widespread, touch-tone applications or those involving
respondents” compulers “tafking™ directly to the survey
organizations® computers will increase significantly. This
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increase is already well underway in health surveys, where to be sure the interviewers can deal with any
samples of patient records are often supplied electronically. misunderstandings that may arise,
How to Conduct a Survey Interview In most reputable survey prganizalions. the in}erviewcrs are
also required to take a strict oath of confidentiality before
Interview surveys—whether face-to-face or by telephone— beginning work. .
offer distinct advaniages over self-reported data collection. The
“presence” of an Interviewer can increase cooperation rates Survey materials must be prepared and issued to the
and make it possible for respondents to get immediate interviewers. For traditional paper-and-penci, in-person
clarifications. interviews, ample coples of the questionnaire, plus a reference
manual, information about the identification and location of the
The main requirement for good interviewers is an households, and any cards or pictures 1o be shown to the
ability to approach strangers in person or on the fnterview surveys | respondents must be given to the interviewers.
telephone and persuade them to participate in the offer distinct . .
suevey. Once a respondent’s cooperatien is advantages over Before conducting in-person interviews, survey
acquired, the interviewers must maimtain it, while [ selfreporfeddata || roanizations frequently send an advance letter to the
collecting the needed data— data that must be collection. sample respondents, explaining the purpose of the survey

obtained in exact accordance with instructions,

For high-quality data to be collected, interviewers must be
carefully trained through classroom instruction, self-study, or
both. Good interviewer techniques are stressed, such as,..how
to make initial contacts... how to conduct interviews ina
professional manner...and how to avoid influencing or biasing
responses. Training generally involves practice interviews to
familiarize the interviewers with the variety of situations they
are likely to encounter.

Time must be spent going over survey
concepts, definitions, and procedures, A
question-by-question approach is needed
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and that at icterviewer will be calling soon,

In many surveys, especially those sponsored by the federal
govemnment, information must be given to the respondents
regarding the voluntary or mandatory nature of the survey and
how the answers are {o be used, .

Visils to sample units are scheduled with attention to such
considerations as the best time of day to call or visit, and
allowance is made for repeated attempis (i.e., callbacks} in not-
at-home situations. -



particular question is consistent with other information
reported. [T the editing indicates that a problem may exist, the
respondents are asked to confitm or correct earlier answers,

What Is CATI

The use of computers in survey interviewing is becoming quite
common. [n the United States, most of the large-scale
telephone surveys ate now conducted via CATY
{Comptiter-Assisted Telephone nterviews). With
CATI, the interviewers use 4 computer erminal,

CATI can produce statistical resufts quicker than
traditional methods of data collection. For example,
it eliminates the need for a separate computer date-

The use of computers
in survey interviewing

The questions to be asked appear on tie computer || - s becaming quite

screen, and the interviewers use the keyboard to common. eatey step. Furthermore, with CATL some

directly enter the respondents’ replies as they are organizations ate able to provide summaries of

giver. results as each questionnaire is conipleted or at the
end of each day.

CATI's imporiant advantages are in guality and speed, not in
cost savings, CATI can cost more for small, non-repeated
surveys, due to programming the questionnaire. CATI’s cost
per interview decreases as sample size increases— so in large
and/or repeated surveys, it is cost competitive with
conventionai telephone methods,

What About CAPI

In recent years, there has been a trend toward the use of
portable laptop computers for in-person interview surveys,

Portable computers can be taken into the field, and either the
interviewer or the respondent can directly enter data in

The CATI interviewer's screen is programmned Lo show . B . g ;
prog d to sho response 1o questions. Data collection carried out in this way is .

questions in a planned order, so that interviewers cannot

inadvertently omit questions or ask them out of sequence. For referred to as CAPI (Computer-Assisted

Personal Interviews), wthere has beena

example, the answers to some questions require “branching” _trend toward the
Le., y { i shich other . Hse ¢
{i.e., answers to prior questions determine which ot The CAPI laptops ate not directly . use of poriable
questions are asked). CATI can be programmed to contiecied with a centralized computer laptop computers
do the correct branching automatically. In non- puice. for in-person

compuler-assisted telephone interviewing,
incorrect branchlng has sometimes been an
important source of errors, especially omissions.

In the CATI setting, the computer can be progi‘ammed to edit
replies. The computer can check whether the reply to a

Survey, which measures unemployment, has recently been
converted from conventional in-person and tefephone
interviews to a combination of CAPI and CATL

Nonetheless, most CATI quality and spead

advantages also oceur with CAPL Interview swrveys.

Although only a few organizations currently employ CAPI
methods, their use is expected to expand in the next few years,
For example, the very large monthly Current Population

simply not asked, Preferred practice for missing items is to
provide special codes indicating why the data are not included,
When resourees are available, the “filling in”

Ne matter what type of data
collection is used, there are a
number of “back-end”
processing steps.

Clearly, as electronic tectmology becomes more
widely used traditional paper and pencil methods
may eventually disappear— at least in surveys
conducted by the federal govemment.

or imputation of these missing data items
shoutd be undertaken to reduce any biases
arislag from their absence,

When there is a “clean’ file the survey data

What Is Done After Data Collection

Mo matter what type of data collection is used, there are a
number of “back-end” processes that may be needed to get the
data tn a form so that aggregated totals, averages, or other
statistics can be computed.

For mail surveys and conventional paper and pencil interviews,
this may involve coding after the questlonnaires have been
completed. Coded paper questionnaires are entered into a
computer fe.g., being keyed onto a disk) so that a computer file
can be created. At this point, most of the remaining back-end
steps are common to atl surveys, wiether or not a computet
was used initially for data collection.

Once a computer file has been generated, additional computer
editing, separate from clerical editing, can be accomplished to
alter inconsistent or impossible entries.

Decistons are usually needed on how to handle missing
items— cases in which the respondent did not know the
answer... refused 1o provide one...or in which the question was

are ready for analysts to begin summarizing
what has been leamed. It Is a good idea to use commercially

available software packages to camy out this step rather than

using your own specially written computer programs,

Often the best way to start the analysis is with simple counts
and related percentages for each question, Next, it is common
to produce tables of growing complexity. Eventually, there
may be a need for even more sophisticated forms of data
presentation to address the concemns outfined when the survey
was initially conceived,

The results of surveys are usually printed in publications and
presented at staff briefings or in more formal settibgs.
Additional analyses can also be done by making unidentifiable
computer data fites available to other researchers at a nominal
cost.

Shortcuts fo Aveid

Conducling a credible survey entails scores of aclivities, each
of which must be carelully planned and controlied. Taking
shortcuts can invalidate the results and badly mislead the



sponsor and other users. Here are three shorteuts to avoid, that

“crop up often:

* Not pretesting field procedures
+ Not sufficiently following up on non-respondents
+ Sloppy fieldwork and inadequate gualily controls,

A prelest of the

questionnaire and field

procedures is the only
way of finding out if
everything “works. ™

A pretest of the questionnatre and field
procedures is the only way of finding out if
everylhing “works"— especially if a survey
employs new techniques or a new set of

questions, Because it is rarely possible to

foresee alf the potential misunderstandings

or biasing effects of different questions and procedures, it is
vital for a well-designed survey operation to include provision
for a pretest. There should usually be a series of small-scale
pilot stadies to test the feasibility of the individual techniques
(if new} or to perfect the questionnaire concepts and wording,

This should be followed by a full-scate “dress refiearsal”
to find out if everything connects together as intended,

Failure to follow ug non-respondents can ruin an
otherwise well-designed survey. [t is not uncommon for
the initial response rate in many surveys to be under 50

percent,

To deal with this possibility, survey plans should include
returning to sample households where no one was home
{perhaps at a different fime or on a weekend), allempting o
persuade persons who are inclined to refuse, and so on, In the
case of mail surveys, it is usually necessary to conduct several

Murphy's Law:
“If anything can
gowrong it
will.” The
corollary is
ever more
fmportaut: “If
you didn’t check
on it itdid.”

Without proper checking, erors may go
undetected. With good precedures, on the
other hand, they might even have been
prevented, Insisting on high standards in
recruiting and training of interviewers is
crucial to conducting a quality survey,

Just looking at each step by itself is still not
enough. As W, Edwards Deming
recommends, a complele systems approach
should be developed to be sure each siep fits

into the previous and subsequent steps. Murphy’s Law applies
here, as elsewhere in life. The corollary to keep in mind is that
not only is it true that “If anything can go wrong it will.., but,
“If you didn’t check on it, it did.”
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follow-up maitings—spaced, possibly, about three weeks apari.
There is some evidence that responses to subsequent mailings
may differ from responses to the first mailing. Thus, biases can
result without the extra effort of follow-ups, Depending on the
circumstances, it may even be necessary to conlact 4 subsample

of the remaining non-respondents by telephone
or personal visit, Faifure o follow
: up non-

_ A low response rate does more damage in respondents can
rendering a survey's results questionable than a ruin an otherwise
small sample, because there may be no valid well-designed
way of scientifically inferring the ’ sHrvey.
characteristics of the population represented by

the non-respondents.

Stoppy execution of a survey in the field can seriously damage
results.

‘i Controling the quality of the fieldwork is done in several .

“ways, most often through observatlon or redoing a small

L @ sample of interviews by supervisory or senior personnel,

There should be at least some questionnaire-by-

questionnaire checking, while the survey is being carried
out; this is essential if omissions or other obvious mistakes in
the data are to be uncovered before it is too late to fix (hem,

In other words, (o assure that the proper execution of a survey
corresponds to its design, every facet of a susvey must be
fooked at during imptementation. For example.., re-examining
the sample selection ... re-deing some of the interviews..,
assessing the editing and coding of the respenses.

Where Can 1 Get Move Information

The specific data collection steps taken, naiurally, depend
heavily on the survey mode in use. Some medes, like telephone
and Internet, are imbedded in fast changing technofogies and
there is a compelling need to keep up with the industry, Other
modes, like mail surveys require active contact with improving
Postal Service Operations . Face-to-face surveys continue to be
encountering steep cost increases and a search for best
practices, especially cost containment efforts are going 1o be
needed, Membership in the American Association for Public
Opinion Polling and the Section on Survey Research Methods
of the American Statistical Association are ways io address the
need to keep up here,



Chapter 4
Judging the Quality of a Survey:

One of the most famous examples of a poorly conceived survey is
the 1948 poll that predicted Harry Truman would lose the
presidential election to Thomas Dewey, The survey's main flaw
was its sample, which faited to fairly represent all segments of the
Amierican efectorate—particutazly those who eventually voted for
Truman.

Survey Non-response and Measoreinent

Problems with the semple are not the only source
of uncertainty in survey findings. Non-response
occurs when members of the sample cannot—or
will not— participate in the survey. Measurement
difficulties are linked to problems in gathering

Problems with the
sample are not the
only sonrce gf
wncertainty i

survey findings.

the data used (o generale survey results, Although

* ‘The chapter originatly was published by the Amarcan Statistical
Association (ASA) as the fourth of ten pamphlets. The matesial included in
this Chapter was wiitten by Bill Kalsbeek and is part of the updating done
by Fritz. Scheuren of the original [980 Watf f5 a Survey publication
prepared for the ASA, by Roben Ferber, Paul Sheatsley, Anthony Tumet,
and Joseph Waksberg, As with the other material in this booklet, the
contents have been subjected {o a professional peer-review process and
examined for accuracy and readability by nentbers of the survey
community.

« Sampling—A repeatable plan is developed (o randomly
choose a sample capable of meeting the survey’s goals.
Then a sample is selected.

s Data Collection—A plan for There are niaiy
contacting the sample and “and varied
collecting information from srm!ezguesfar
participants s developed and dealing with
carried out, survey probleis -

s Data Processing—Collected data are entered into the
cotmputer and checked for accuracy.

¢ Analysis—The results of the survey are compiled and
disseminated.

Strategies To Deal With Survey Problems

Thete are many and varied steategics for dealing with survey
problems, although most can be described as an effort ta:

¢ Prevent the problem

¢ Adjust the survey data to compensate

+ Measure any remaining effect of the problem

To the extent resources will allow, all three types of remedies are
at least considered in planning the best surveys.

Three examples of real surveys will help to illustrate how
the types of remedies are used to deal with some common
survey problems:

1, A slate-wide mait survey of high school football

some problems with inferior surveys ean be attributed to
negligence or mistakes, many problems are unaveidable and can
only be minimized tather than eliminated altogether. For example,
noti-response is nearly inevitable for most surveys because some
members of the sample will refuse to participate-— despite every
reasonable effort made by the survey taker. This pamphlet
examines a few of the more common problems arising in surveys
and how competent survey takers may handle them,

How Do Preblems Affect Survey Resulfs?

Survey problems lead (o elther of two effects on survey results.
Bias is the tendency for findings to be off the mark In projecting
from the sample to what is happening in the population as a
whole, Variance, on the other hand, is a less predictabie effect that
may cause projections to be higher one lime but lower the next.

Where Do Problems Arise in Surveys? Survey
Difficulties may atise at any point during these problems lead
. basie steps of the survey process: 1o either bias
orvarignee,

¢ Organization—The survey taker
determines who is to be sampled and what is to be learned
about the sample.

+ Questionnaire Design—Based on the goal of the survey,
questions for survey respondenls are prepared and
amanged in a logical order (o create the survey
questicnnaire,
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coaches Lo profile the use of athletic trainers for varsity
football teams

2. A county-wide telephone interview survey to poll adults®
views on an upcoming school bond referendum

3. A national in-person Interview survey to find out how
often, on average, people visited a doctor in the last year.

Sampling: Specific Problerns and Remedies Sampling
problems are

Sampling problems are tied to how the sample | * ded ro fow the

is chosen and to how the collected survey data  §i sqmple is chosen
are used to produce findings. Sampling and fo how the
problems can cause either bias or variance collected sturvey
effects in survey resulls. data are used to
prodiice
SPECIFIC SAMPLING PROBLEMS findings.

s Imprecise Findings—One common source of error in ail
three survey examples arises because the findings are
extrapolated from a sample rather than obtained dicectly
from the entire population.

Some Remedies

Increase the sample size, particularly for the most important and

heterogensous segments of the population.

Choose a stratified saniple, This might be done in the mail
survey by selecting separate samples for a number of
school categories defined by student enrollment. This
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strafified sampling of schools by size would improve findings for
the state, if those in larger schoals are different (e.g., more likely
1o hire trainers) than those in smaller schools,

Soie Remedies

Figure out the percentage of adults in the county who have no

access lo a telephone.

« Pindings that Disregard the Sample
Deslgn—The plan for selecting football
coaches In the mail survey might call for
those at private schools 1o be sampled at a
relatively higher rate to assure that the
number of respendents from this type of

Survey nonresponse
often biases survey imbalance.
resudls because it makes
the sample less
representative of the
poptilation,

Adjust the findings to try to account for any sample

Nonresponse: Specific Problems and Remedies?

school is large enough, Failure to account
for the relative oversupply of private schools in the sample
during data analysis would cause a biased underestimate in
the projected percentage of the state’s high school football
teams that have a trainer, if private schools are less likely
to have them,

A Remedy )
Give survey data from private schools relatively less influence in
shaping the final results projected for the state.

+ Incomplete Sample Coverage—Some lists used to select
survey samples excluds parts of the population (e.g., adults
without access to a telephone in the school bond survey).
In most cases those excluded differ from those Included,
thus creating a noarandom imbalance in the resulting
sample. An undercoverage problem like this in the

" telephone survey example would produce a biased
underestimate of the level of support for the schooel bond,
if those without a telephone tended to faver it more
strongly.

Some Remedies

Offer cash or some other valued reward for participating in the
survey.

Adjust the findingsto account for sample imbalance.

Send reminders or make follow-up telephone calls
to those who do not respond after the first mailing.

+ Noenresponse in Telephone Surveys—if the
survey of foatball coaches were done by
telephone, the higher 60 to 80 percent response rate
ordinarily would be expected to cause the nonresponse
bias to be less than in the mail survey,

¢ Nonresponse to In-Person Surveys—If the survey of
coaches were collected through an in-person interview, the
expected 80 to 95 percent response rate would cause the
lowest level of nonresponse bias among the three
approaches (mail, telephone, in-person) te data collection,

Some Remedies

The following remedies, and the first two for matl surveys, can be
used for both nonresponse in telephone and in-person surveys.

Develop a plan to be uniformly applied in calling each member of
the sample, requiring that calls be made at various times when
coaches are available.

Survey nonresponse often biases survey results
because it makes the sample less representative of

the population. For example, there tends to be an
overrepresentation of female respondents in surveys of the general
public because women are usually more likely fo participate than

men.

Most preventive remedies for nonresponse are tied to the fact that
its biasing effect on survey resulls is lowest when the percentage
of the eligible members of the sample who participate {i.e.,

response rate) is high,
SPECIFIC NONRESPONSE PROBLEMS

« Nonresponse In Mail Surveys— if the
30 10 50 percent of football coaches

Develop a plan to be

uniformly applied in

calling each member
of the sample...

who complete the mail survey questionnaire are more
likely to have trainers thag those who do not respond, then
the findings from the survey would tend to exaggerate the

use of trainers in the slate’s high schools.
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Alfow as many attempis to Interview each selecied football coach

a§ resources permit.

Prepare the interviewers with effective responses to concemns
about the survey that reluctant coaches might express,

behavior or family income).

A Potential Partial Remedy

s Nonresponse to Certain Questions— A selected adult in
the school bond survey may agree to participate in the
interview but rightfully decline to answer some of the
questions. This type of nonresponse is more common for
questions on sensitive or invasive topics {e.g., sexial

Replace the missing answer with a substitute one that is chosen at
random from other similar participants who answered the

question,

Measurement: What Are Some Specific
Problems and Remedies?

A measurement problem occurs when the

Ask questions
more obfectively
by using “do you

Javor or
oppose...7"

answers pravided by the respondent do not

match the data actually needed. This discrepancy is usvally tied o

»  Questionnaire content

o How well the respondent answers the survey questions
o (Ininterview surveys) How appropriately the interviewer

asks the survey questions.
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SPECIFIC MEASUREMENT PROBLEMS

¢ Inability 1o Recall Answers—Asking a respendent to
remember the number of doctor visits during the ast year
is likely to contribute to a biased underestimate of the
average number of visits per person. This happens because
people tend to underreport less prominent or more distant
past events.

Some Remedies
Encourage respondents to use personal schedules, insurance
tecords, and other soueces to help them remember.

If possible, shorfen the length of the period for which doctor visits
are to be counted (e.g., fo the lust two weeks rather than the last
calendar year).

¢ Leading Questions— Using the fotlowing question to
oblain adulis’ views in the telephone survey might bias the

s Unclear Question Wording—The lack of a ¢lear working
definition for “doctor visit” would lead to a troublesome
measurement problem In the in-person interview survey.
For instance, some might consider an optomelrist,
chiropractor, or osteapath to be a “doctor,” but others
might not. To some a *“visit” would happen only if the
patient travefed to the doctor, but to others it would include
house calls. The effect of allowing y )
variable interpretations of key words and
plrases in survey questions is to reduce
the precision of survey results, .

Some Remedios

Try ons the quesiion on a small but broad cross-section of likely
respondents before interviewing statis.

Find onut what is confusing about the phrase, and then clarify the

results in faver of the referendum:
“Wouldn’t you say it's about tine for
our county to pass the school bond
referendum?” Phrasing an opinion
question this way leads the respondent
to a “yes™ answer and a distorted
penspective of the public's views on the
issue.

The quality of a swrvey Is
hest jrudged not by its size,
scope, or prominence, but

by Jiow much atrention Is

gliven to dealing with all
the many Important
problews that can arlse.

interviewer or respondent instructions as needed.

Check the Interviewer carefully throughout the data-
collection phase (especially early on), to make sure
that definitions of these terms are correcily
interpreted for respondents.

A Remedy
Ask the question more objectively (e.g., by using: “Do you faver
or gppose the school bond referendum?").

How Good IS a Partlawdar Survey?

The potential for problems is a reality in all surveys today. The
good news is, however, that researchers have found at least
* partially effective ways to deal with most problems that occur,

The main issue for the discriminating user of
results from any survey is to detennine whether
Problems like those described previously were
recognized.

Steps were thoughtfully taken to deal with theim.
Indeed, the quality of a survey is best judged not by its size, scope,

or prontinence, but by how much attention is given to dealing with
all the many importanl problems that can arise.

3

Where Can I Get More Information

The Section for Research on Survey Methods of ASA periodically
publishes best practice volumes and these shontd be examined
since the measurement of survey quality continues to improve,
both by applying the common sense methods highlighted in this
Chapter and through oth:er more technical advances of the many
capable practitioners in this field. The work of Deming and Juran
have been cited earlier (in Chapter 2) and their general advise can
always be valuable. Closer to home and an important resource is
the Kalsbeek and Lessler (1991} book entitled Nonsampling
LErrors,
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Chapter 5
What Are Focus Groups:

ualitative data derived from focus groups are extremely
valuable when vivid and rich descriptions are needed,

In facd, focus groups are an
increasingly popular way to leam
about opinions and aitijudes.
According to the [ate political
consultant Lee Atwater, the
conversations in focus groups “give

Focus groups are Rot
polls but in-depth,
gualitative interviews
with a small number of
carefilly selected people,

yout a sense of what makes people tick
and a sense of what Is going on with people’s minds and Hves that
you simply can’t get with survey data.”

Focus groups are not polls but in-depih, qualitative Interviews
with a small number of carefully selected people brought together
to discuss a host of topics ranging from pizza to safe sex.

5 The chapter originally was published by the American Statistical Assoclation
(ASA) as the sixth of ten pamphlets. It was drafted by Fritz Scheuren's survey
sampling students al George Washington University. The material included in
this Chapler is part of the updating denie by Fritz Scheuren of the original 1980
What fs a Survey publication prepared for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul
Sheatsley, Anthony Tusner, and Joseph Waksberg, As with the other material in
this booklet, the contenls have been subjected o a professlonal peer-review
process and examined for accuracy and readabitity by members of the survey
community,

How Are People in Focus Groups Selected

Unlike surveys in which a representative sample of the population
is selected to study, a planned sample is chosen for focus groups.

Unlike the one-way flow of information in a one-on-one
interview, focus groups generate data through the give and take of
group discussion, Listening as peaple share and compare their
different points of view provides a wealth of information—not just
about what they think, but why they think the way they do.

Who Uses Focus Groups?

s Political potlsters use focus groups to ask potential vaters
about their views of political candidates or issues

« Organizational researchers use focus groups to leam how
employees and managers feel about the issues confronting
them in the workplace.

s Marketing firms use focus groups to determine how
customers respond 1o new products.

o Public agencies find focus groups an important tool in
improving customer service.

s Survey designers use focus groups
to pretest their ideas and (o inferpret
the quantitative information
obtained from interviewing.
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» A company testing a new product might conduct focus
groups in different geographical regions.

¢ Organizational decision makers might find it useful to
have separate focus groups for those who favor and those

who oppose a particular issve.

The composition of a focus greup is usually based on the

The composition of a focus
group is usually based on the
homogeneity or similarity of

the group members.

homogeneity or similarity of the
group members, Bringing people
with common interests or
experiences logether makes it easier
for them to carry on a productive

One cautioi—remember that with a
focus grouy, i is not possitle to
compare the resulls from different
groups in a strict quaniitative sense,

One cantion—remember that
with a focus group, It Is not
possible to compare the
resulis from different groups
i a sfrict quantitative sense,

discussion,

Often a research project will use different groups to get differing
views, For example, an organization is planning a major
restructuring. It would be desirable to have three separate focus
groups—union members, nonunion employess, and

because they lack
representativeness,

because they lack representativeness.
Bach group may be characterized as
augmenting the information of the

athers, in an effori to look for as many
different explanations or interpretations as possible.

managers, Bach of these groups would represent a
potentially different perspective on the changes
facing the organization, Imagine the potential
problems in bringing together union members and
management, Neither would feet free to speak
spontaneousty and, depending on the anxiety Jevel,
the discussion might possibly spiral out of control.

Demographic
characteristics
are another way
to determina
Sfocus group
compositfon.

Wha Conducis Focus Groups

Generally, focus groups are conducted by trained
“moderators,” who are skilled in maintaining good group
dynamics. Depending on the purpose of the focus group,
the moderator may also be an expert ina given topic area.
The moderator's basic job is to keep the group *'focused.”
He or she has the goal of helping the group geferale a

Demographic characteristics are another way to determine focus
group composition:

» A political candidate might consider holding separate
focus groups with both men and women or younger and
older voters:

lively and productive discussion of the lopic at hand.

It is imperative that a moderator understand the underlying
objectives of the study, Much of the data quality in focus groups
depends en how effectively the moderator asks the questions and
how well this person keeps the discussion targeted on the research
objectives, Making this work requires the ability to tailor one's
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moderating style to different types of groups. Going back to the
previous exampfe, there may need to be differences in both the
questions and the approach to moderating for the three groups of
union members, nonunion members, and managers.

The moderator’s

busic job is to keep What Types of Questions Should Be

Asked in a Focus Group

the group

Weacused.” Questions should be open-ended so that

there are many possible replies. Short-
answer questions, such as those that can

hear, and generally reacting to each other. [t is a totally different
dynamic from an interview.

What Is the Ideal Size of 2 Focus Group

The ideal size for a focus group is generally between six and
welve people. This size group encourages participants to
contribute their ideas.

Too-small groups are easily dominated by one or two members, ot
they may fall flat if too few people have anything to contribute,

be answered “Yes” or “No" should be avoided. It is
also imgortant to avoid leading questions that suggest
the moderator’s opinion or the answer that he or she
hopes to receive. Questions also should be:

o clearly formulated and easily understood

Questlons should be open-

ended, Those that can be

answered “'Yes™ or “No™
should be avolded.

(Another problem is that the session may lapse
into serial interviewing and lack energy.)

Too large a group lacks cohesion and may

break up into side

conversations, or people The ideal size for

¢ neutral so that the formulation does not
inftuence the answer

+ carefully sequenced with easier, generat questions
preceding more difficult ones

¢ ordered so that less intimate topics precede the more
personal questions.

Focus-group questions are not a form of group interviewing (i.e,
scooping wp 10 inrerviews at one time). “Serial Interviewing™ is
not belng done either— in which the mioderator asks a question
and just passes from person to person getling an answer.

Ideally, the mederator places the question (or issue or fopic)

before the group. They then discuss it among themselves—
talking to each other, asking each other questions about what they

What Is a Typical Focus Greup Like

Prior to the focus group, participants are usually recruited by
telephone. Care needs to be taken to ensure that people who know
each cther are not recruited into the same sessions. Pecple are

generally more open and less guarded with
people they don’t know and don't have to worry
about ever seeing again, Absolutely never put
people together who are in some chain of
command {e.g., supervisors with employees,
teachers with students, etc.).

Participation in a

Socus group is
volitary and
confideritial.

a focus group Is
between six and
twelve people.

may become frustrated if they have to wait
their turn to respond or to gel involved.

1f people are brought together because they
have common experiences to discuss, you run the risk of not
getting much new information when there toa few people in the
group. You bring numerous people together in the hope that they
will bounce ideas off each other so that a "bigger, more
expansive” answer of explanation emerges. However, there is a
point of diminishing retutns where too many participants add
nothing new.
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» introducing the moderator and any co-moderators and
explaining how and why these group members were
invited to participale {e.g., what they may have i common)

+ stating the purpose of note taking and recording,

The moderator typically begins the discussion with an fce-breaker,
giving participants the chance to introduce theimselves to the
group, Once introductions are complete, the moderator guides the
discussion, using an outline of questions, to explore various

When being recruited, potential participants
receive a brief description of what the group will
be about, as well as assurances that their
participation is entirely voluntary and that their
confidentiality will be protected. Focus group

The mederator guides
the discussion, using an
oltline gf questions ta
explore various aspects
of the research topic.

aspects of the research topic. As the group responds
to each question, the moderator can probe for more
information and ask follow-up questions to elicit
maore discussion.

Focus-group sessions are frequently scheduled to last
two hours, with the discussion taking 90 minutes.

participants are often paid $25 to $50 for
reimbursement of their time and travel expenses. In addition, a
comfortable, relaxed atmosphere Is often created by providing
light refreshments or even a meal,

" At the focus group itself, the moderator begins with an
intreduction that should include the following:

« explaining the purposes of the focus group

+ faying down some basic ground rules to
encourage everyone {o participate in the
discussion

« reassuring the participants about the
voluntary and confidentiat natuze of their
patticipation

Once all of the questions have been asked, the
moderator may conciude by giving a summary of the major points
in the discussion and asking the group for feedback. Cr, the
moderator may have each pariicipant think back over what was
diseussed and then have each one choose what he or she felt was
the most important point, Another good way of corcluding is to
ask participants if there are any questions about a particular topic
that were not asked but should have been,




discussion and take nofes. It is just not physically possible,

How Do You Keep Track of What Is Said During a Tecus considering all the other jobs moderators have to do.

Group

The most popular techniques for capturing data from focus groups How Do Focus Groups Compare to Surveys
- include the folldwing: :

There are advantages and disadvantages to using any technique,

*  Video recording: This technique captures both verbal and Focus groups are no different in this respect, The method of
nonverbal information, One drawback is that it can be choice is constrained by your budget, your 1ime, and
intrusive and can inhibit some participants, availabilily of resources.
o Audio recording: With this method you While surveys provide Focus groups and surveys have very
can obtain verbal information verbatim. quantitative information, different strengths, Focus groups
A possible disadvantage is that nonverbal focus groups can provide  -f excel at providing in-depth qualitative insights
information and observational data are qualitative data that gleaned from a refatively small number of
lost. penetrates niore deeply. people, Surveys provide gnantitative data that
can be peneralized to larger populations. Surveys
«  Manual note taking: This procedure measure things—frequencies of behavior,
involves hand writing the discussion verbatim, I¢ is not differences in attitudes, intensity of feelings, and so forth. Focus
recommended, however, glven the speed limitations of groups do not measure. They collect a breadth or range of
writing by hand. With this method, you run the risk of  information so that a “story” can be told.
—_— severely allering the analysis by selectively '
—_— recording things that were said loudly or repeatedly  The best information can often be pathered by using the focus
— and missing the more subtle information that groups and surveys together. Surveys can provide precise
emerged from the discussion. quantitative Information; focus groups can provide qualitative data

that penetrates more deeply.
v Muliiple methods of recording: Notetaking, in conjunction :
with audto or video recording, definitely can be
worthwhile, To take notes there should be a co-moderator,
either in the room or—better—behind one-way glass.
There is no way on easth a single moderator can follow the

k¥)
Advantages of Focus Groups » Focus groups lend themse]\:es tea di_fferem kind of
- = - analysis than would be carried out with survey results, In
Among the advantages of focus groups are the following: surveys, the emphasis is on counting and measuring versus
» Awide range of information can be gathered in a relatively coding/fclassifying/sorting in a focus group,

short time span.

» The moderator can explore refated bul unanticipated topics
as they arise in the discussion.

« Focus groups do not require complex sampling techniques.

A focus group analysis is truly qualitative, You use the actual
words and behaviors of the participants lo answer your questions,
rather than counting response options.

Focus group analysis

Disadvantages of Focus Groups " p
altows researchers 10 | yy)epe Can I Get More Information

There is also a set of accompanying disadvantages: wse the actual words
and behaviors of the §] FOtus Ereups are the best known example of a whole

« The sample is neither randomly selected participants rather set of methods for collecting qualitative data, either in
nor representative of a target papulation, 5o thatt counting their own right or to aid the development or
tha resulls cannot be generalized or treated response oplions. interpretation of a quantitative effort like a survey. The
stalistically. Joint Program in Survey Methods at the University of

s The quality of the data is influenced by the Maryland offers short courses on this topie for those
skills and motivation of the moderator. who want to gain more depth here or who just want io keep up.
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detailing how they wilt answer their fundamental
Chapter 6 . e The data
p data analysis concemns. This pinpoints exactly analysis plan

Designing a Questionnaire& " which pieces of information wilt be required and may be quite

. " N
]ead‘s’ {0 the construction of a “data analyS}S infornial.
plan”—swhich connects every data collection

n survey taking it is clear that special training and expertise objective to each of the specific questions and
are required to draw the sample, or Lo create any BeCessaty o they should be asked, For example, considet answering an

computer programs. But what about writing the questions inquiry, such as How do people differ In their eating habits?
for the survey questionnaire? We've all been asking questions and
obtaining answers from tl}ose around us throughoul oue lives. Visualize a questionnaire that caplutes:
Aren't we atready “question-asking experts™? Maybe. Maybe not! + altitudes about food preferences and fikely food cheices in
different circumstances
Where fo Start + self-reports of quantities, frequencies, and type of food
The place 1o start in designing a questionnaire is with your data intake
collection goals—What information do you need and from whom? ¢ age, income, and gender information to dislinguish
Once these objectives have been clearly different groups
The place 1o stari in || identified, the next step is to decide what L ) A
designing a pieces of specific Informatlon are needed to 1t May also be good to have a question in which people use their
guestionnaire Is salisfy these objectives. own words to describe thele eating habits, Sornetimes this
with your data approach can reveal whether the other questions were really
collection goals. Many experienced questionnaire designers understood.
actually draft an outline of the final report,

The data analysis plan may be quite infonnal— a table or
flowchart linking everything together at a high level, Whalever the

The chapter originatly was published by the American Statistical Asseclation g0 afiey, each broad goal should be clearly set and linked to each

(ASA) as the ninth of ten pamphlets. It was drafted by Linda Stinson. The N . A :
material included in this Chagter is past of the updefing done by Fritz Scheuren. OF the specific questions on the questionnaite as they are

of the original 1980 $#at fs a Survey publication prepared for the ASA, by constructed.
Robent Ferber, Paul Sheatstey, Anthony Tumer, and Joseph Waksberg. As with
the other material in this booklel, the conténls have been subjected to a The use of an analysis plan at this eatly stage may scem

professional peer-review process and examined for accuracy and readability by " . s . e,
mertbers of e survey community, extravagant; however, it is one of the casiest ways, if kept
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updlated, to cnsure that the questiohnaire contains everything that complex questions may require an interviewer 1o be sure that they
is needed and nothing extransous. are understood, and sensitive questions may be best done in a self-
administered format.
The larger and more complex the inquiry, the more emphasis After the mode of collection is determined—but
should be placed on an analysis plan, Otherwise, it becomes befare the designer can draft the first question-—the
virtually impossible to keep all of data coltection team has (o “operationalize” alt the
How to deliver the the details in mind through the variables. For example, continuing our earlier
questionnaire—by mail or || constant revisions a questionnaire illustration, we must define what we mean by an
eniail, by fax, by tefephone, | undergoes. No one wants to cometo  “caling habil" and which behaviors will identify it
or in person must be the end of a $50,000 (or $500,000) We might choose to define an ealing habit as any of the following:
decided early on in the survey project and discover that a ¢ food and drink actually consumed within the past 24 hours,
destgn process critical variable was missing or was whether typical or not
collected in the wrong way. ¢ most frequently consumed food items during a certain time

period, such as last month

o food and beverages preferred when one is given a choice

» ypical patterns of consumption, even if these patlems may
not currently be in place.

Question Context
As the survey team approaches the point of constructing specific
questions, they must decide whether the questionnaire will be self-
3{::.:3:;{2::‘:005;1.[?;::i‘:e:zgg:}ll?gt;ﬁh'rh:\;?f ;nr 2:12;;“:{ fax We also have ta decide whether the information is to reflect the
by telephone, of i r‘oanecause‘the mo:!'e of data » Y 1a%, palterns of food and beverge consumption for the individual

¥ Lelepone, petson, Bec respondent or whether we want the respondent to

ctcton e how stons 001600 [ st et et bl Teedecion

efrl in the deslen l‘OCIESS to convey the sante should take into consideration what needs to be

arly 8P ’ information to all inclided in the final report. The essential task is to
- . . respondents abont convey the same information o all responidents

ions abo I . X

Ll:a ?;tincg;ezﬁsﬁlciaol :OnStr‘;‘ﬁ:::’;:}:&‘:ﬁ;;?i‘; wil what is wanted. about what is wanted. Questions can be formatled

AR o . N for open-ended or close-ended responses.

limitations. Still, considerations such as overall orope ¥

questionnaire length, guestion complexity, and questiot sensitivily
must be weighed in determining the mede of coltection. For
example, long questionnaires may not work well on the telephone,
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For example;

“How many cups of coffce did you drink yesterday?”

Open-ended Response (specify number)
(enter answer)

Close-ended Response (circle one)

Nome 1 2 3 4 5 6 ormore

Close-ended response choices must exhaust the entire range of
answers, These choices must be mutually exclusive so that a
single answer cannot fall into more than ong category, The
differences between the response choices sheuld also be clear, so

If there are terms with precise or technical meanings that everyone
should use, these definitions must be included in the questionnaire
and respondents should be Instructed in them, It is essential to
provide respondents with the tools necessary to translate their
varied experiences accurately infto a commen, relevant set of

" rgsponse options.

One of the first points to think about (and one thal will emerge
quickly if an analysis plan is uscd) is whether a particular question
is included primarily to make comparisons over {ime or
comparisons across groups, Question consistency becomes
paramount, for example, if the new data are to be compared with
previous versions of the same questionnaire or with previeus
stdies that collected some of the same Information,

It is often easier to ensure consistency by repeating word for word

that respondenis find it easy to select the response
that best represents their answer,

n summary, questions and response choices need
to be constructed so that respordents can be

It is crucial thet all
the cancepts be
clear and simply
expressed.

the earlier question. A dilernma may arise if it appears
that the previous question is flawed (when retested, as it
should be in the new contexr), Social changes since the
previous survey also may have altered the meaning of
terms or the frequency of behaviors, Consider the
question: ’

successful in giving answers that meet the analytic
needs of the inquiry.

Good Question Struciure

To design a good question, it is crucial that all the concepts be
clear and simply expressed. The designer must think about how
the answer to the question will be processed and prepared for
analysis.

Nome 1 2 3 4 5+
These options seem unreascnable in the current business world.
Today, we might have:

None 1-5 6-10 11-13 1620 21+

For a comparison over time, it would be better if the response
opiions were;

None 14 58 9-12 13-16 17-20 21+

This way, with an exira cétegory, there would be a better contrast
between today's office world and that of the 1920s,

“Ahout how many times did you speak with someone on the
telephone today?"

How would the range of response opiions have {o change if the
goal is to compare an office worker’s answer in the [920s to what
an office worker might say now? In the 1920s, the response
options might have been:
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It may be necessary to ask the respondents to count the exact
frequency of events within a set period of time or to othezwise
request that they be as precise as possible. You may ask them to

consult records (assuming these are handy and

do not overly delay the data colleciion or rajse The chalce of closed-

the chance af the inferview breaking off before TeSponse oplions cat

completfon). affect how peaple
think about and

If precision needs are not conveyed clearly to respond fo a questiol.

all respondents, ane person may choose to

estimate within very broad ranges and another may make an effort
to closely count the episodes or behaviors. The result would be
that these various respondents would be answering different

- questions and their data would not be comparable.

Another factor {o consider is that the range of Aveid guestlons that || Remember, respondents are not mind readers; they
response categories affects how people think about a tax the responden®s || cannot be expecied 1o guess what is desired by the
question, Pretesting should be conducted 1o tell if memory. researcher or questionnaire designer,

this is occurring, (See the How to Conduct Pretesting &
Chapter in this booklet for more information,)

Conyeying Required Precision

When a question is being created— particularly one requesting
information about the frequency of a behavier—it is important for
“researchers (o agree in advance on the level of precision being
asked from the respondent.

If respondents are asked o estimate the frequency of their
behavior, the questions may be prefaced by such phrases as
“ronghly how often?" or “about how many?”

Many concepts we ask people to report on in surveys do not have
universally agreed-upon definittons. Surprisingly, there is litile
social consensus about the definitions of some commenplace
everyday terms. Straightforward words, such as job, work, or
income, can have many nuances and different meanings for
ditferent people.

There are many things that may make a question difficult to
answer and should be avoided. For instance,
+ questions that tax the respondent’s memory,
« questions that ask for details that may never have been
committed (o memory.
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Pretesting such questions will
quickly reveal the problem.
Likewise, questions thai ask for
sensitive or self-incriminating

For sensitive information,
queestionnaires may need to
be self administered

information (e.g., on illegal drug
wse or cleating on faxes) are ones respendents may not want to
answer. For the most sensitive types of information,
questionnaires reay need to be self administered with an
unbreakable guarantee of respondent anonymity.

Use extra caution: when developing new questions—a great deal of
preliminary effort is needed. Questionnaire designers budget a
good deal of tithe for this.

The Questionnaire as a Whole

Respondents are more likefy {o cooperate If the questions
are simple, clear, casy to answer, and personally relevant to
them, It is recommended that questionnaires be written at the Sth-
prade reading level,

When you think you've finished the individual questions, step
back ard look at the questionnaire as a whole, Remetnber, the
questionnaire is a total package and needs 1o be considered as
such,
s [t needs a strong introduction conveying to the respondent
what the survey is about.
s It should indicate why the questions are being asked.
¢ [t needs interesting and readily answerable questions at the
beginning to gain respondent attention and build rapport.

Most questionnaires are not about rivial

It has been matters. It is the questionnaire designer's
recommcm!e.d that preatest challenge to take important
survey questions be topics and transtate them into simple

writiel ai the 5%

concepts, simple behaviots, and simple
grade reading level,

words. The style of the questionnaire

must not get in the way of respondents’
providing their information; othenwise the resuft could be
incomplete or misteading data, item refusals, respondent fatigue
effects—even the respondent’s refusal to complete the
queslionnaire,

1tis a good idea to ity out the questions on many different
people-—even as the questions are evolving. At diffcrent stages of

+ The conclusion sheuld be gentle and friendly, expressing
gratitude for the respondent’s time and effort.

The questlons need to flow well from one to the next, and
designers should be aware that eatlier questions provide
information and context to the respondents that they may use in
later answers, Often the answer to one question may influence the
answer to a later question. For instance, suppose respondents are
asked first How do you feef about your job? and later on How do
you feel about life in general?

Answers to the second question may be tempered by the first
-question, Because respondents have already reported their
12 feelings about their job, including those feellngs in the
second answer may be redundant. On the other hand, if
their job is very inportant to them (or salient for some
other reason), then the answer to the first question may be
used when constructing the second answer. These so-called
“order effects” are difficult to predict and often become apparent
only through fleld tests of the questionnaire, in which different
orderings of the questions are compared.

KISS Principle—
KISS Principle— Keep It Simple, Keep It Simple,
Statistician Statistician

The three most important things for any

questionnaire designer to remember are simplicity, simplicity, and
simplicity, 1deas need to be conveyed clearly and questions should
be easy to comprehend, There must be no guesswork for the
respondent when it comes to understanding exactly what
information is being requested.

43

difficulties is for the questionnaire designers to aclually serve as
respondents and answer the questions themselves, It is amazing
what insight may be gained by turning the tables in this way, The
questionnaire designer must understand the need to pretest,
pretest, and then pretest some more.

Where Can I Get More Information

Cognitive psychology Is making major inroads into survey
practice, not only in questionnaire design but also improving
methods for eliciting infarmed consent on questions of privacy
and the effective use of incentives, For more information on these
changes as they affect questionnaire design, see Cognition and
Swurvey Research, Sitken, et al (1999), Wiley.

developmiett, the entire questionnaire should

be tested to identify weaknesses and potential Questionnalre .

difficulties. clesigners pust -
“understand the

Think about which respondents might have the " nieed to pretest, .

most problems answering the questions, and
deliberatety seck out those respondents for

- pretest, and then .
pretest some more.

pretests. Another good method for identifying
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Chapter 7.
How to Conduct Pretesting

misinterpretation of individual terms or concepis. Problems with
how to skip or navigate from question to question may result in
missing data and frustration for both inferviewers and respondents.
Questionnaire formatling concems are pariicularly relevant to self-
administered questionnaires, and If unaddressed, may lead to loss

i ) . _ . X of vital information.
The systematic checking or pretesting of a questionnaire Pretesting isa
is c?nlr.al to'ptanping a good survey. As mentioned . broad term that Pretesting is a broad term that inc;)rporates many
earlier in this series, the survey sponsors should play a incorperates many different methods or combinations of méthods.
major role in developing the data-collection instrumenis different methods or
being proposed—including any testing being dore. combinations of This pamphtet briefly describes eight suggested
critical for hin rzon this yretcslin ste| d which should never questiomnaires. These tec‘hmqucs have (Ehfferfam_
identifying be gmiued P B step— strengths an_d weaknesses:The)f can be invaluable for u_ienufymg
questionnaire ' Prob]ems with draft questionnaires and also for evaluating surveys
problems. Pretesting is eritical for identifying questionnaire in the field.
problems. These can occur for both respondents Prefesting
and interviewers regarding question content, “skip patterns,” or Types of Pretesting techniques are
formatting. Problems with question content include confusion Pretesting techniques are divided into two divided inro two
with the overall meaning of the question, as well as major calegories—pre-field and field. Pre- major categories—
field techniques are generally used during the pre-field aud field.
preliminary stages of questionnaire

7 The chapter criginally was published by the American Statistical Association
[ASAYas the fifth of ten pamphiets. It is based on 4 Census Bureau publication
entitled Pretesting Policy and Options: Demmographic Surveys at the Census
Bureaw. 11.5. Census Bureau, 1993, submitled by Themsa Debalo and edited
by Fritz Scheuren, The material inctuded in this Chapter is part of the updating
done by Fritz Scheuren of the original 1980 What Is a Survey publication
prepased for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul Sheatsley, Aathony Turner, and
Joseph Waksberg, As wilh the other materia) in this booklet, the contents have
been subjected to a professlonal peer-review process and examined for accuracy
and readability by members of the survey community.

1. Respondent Focus Groups

Focus groups—a form of in-depth group interviewing— are
conducted early in the questionnaire development cycle and can
be used in a variely of ways to assess the question-answering
process.

Such groups may gather information about a topic before
questionnaire construction begins (for example, to learn how
peaple structure their thoughts abous « ropie, thelr understanding
of general concepts or specific tenminology,

development, They include respondent focus groups and cognitive
laboratory interviews.

Six field techniques that test questionnaires under operational

conditiens are also covered. These include behavior coding of
interviewer/respondent interactions, interviewer debriefings,
respondent debriefings, split-sample lests, and the analysis of item
nonresponse rates and response distributions.
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do not have as much control over the process as with other
pretesting methods. {For example, one or two people in the group
may dominate the discussion and restrict input from other focus
group members.} ’

2, Cognitive Laboratory Interviews

Cognitive laboratory interviews are also generally used early in
the questionnaire development cycle. They consist of one-on-one
interviews using a structured questionnaire in which responderits
describe their thoughts while answering the survey questions.
“Think alond™ Interviews, as this technique is called, can

or their opinions about the sensitivity or
difficulty of the guestions).

Focus groups help identify variations in
language, terminology, or interpretation of
questions and response options, Self-

Focus groups provide
the opportunity to
observe a great deal of
interaction on a tople in
a limited period of time.

be conducted either concurrently or retrospectively fi.e.
the respondents’ verbalizations of their thought processes
can accur elther during or after the completion of the
gquestfonnaire),

Laboratory interviews provide an important means of

administered questionnaires can be pretested

in a focus group, to learn about the appearance and formatting of
the questionnaire. In addilien, knowledge of content problems is
gained.

One of the main advantages of focus groups is the opporiunity to
observe a great deal of interaction on a topic in a limited period of
time,

They also produce information and insights that may be less
accessible without the give and take found in a group. Because of
their interactive nature, however, focus groups do not permit a
good test of the “normal” interviewing process. Researchers also

finding out directly from respondents what their problems
are wilh the questionnaire, In addition, small

numbers of interviews (as few as 15) can yield “Think aloud”
information about major problems—such as interviews can be
respondents repeatedly identifying the same conducted either
questions and concepls as sources of conckrrently or
confusion. Because sample sizes are not large, refrospectively.
repeated preesting of an instrument is often

possible.

After one round of lab interviews is completed, researchers can
diagnose problems, revise question wording to resolve these
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problems, and conduct additional interviews to see if the new
questions are belter.

Cogaitive interviews can incorporate follow-up questions by the
interviewer—in addition to respondents’ statements of their
thoughts, Different types of foflow-up questions are used. Probing
questions are used when the researcher wants to focus the
respondent on particular aspects of the question-response task.
{For example, the interviewer may ask how respondents chose
their anuswers, how they interpreted reference periods, or what
they thought a partictdar tern: meant.) Paraphrasing (L.e., asking
the respondents to repeat the question in their own words) permits
the researcher to leam whether the respondent understands the

interrupts before the intervlewer finishes reading the question,
then the respondent may miss
information that might be impoertant
{o giving a cotrect answer.

Respondent debriefings can
be usefil in deternining the
reason for respondent

In conteast to pre-field techniques, “ntisunderstandings.

behavior coding requires a sample
size sufficient wo address analylic requirements. For example, if
the queestionnaire contains many skip patterus, it is necessary to
sefect a large enough sconple 1o permit observation of various
movements through the guestionnaire. The determining sample
sizes for behavior coding should take into account the relevant
population groups for which separate analyses are desired.

question arxt interprets it in the manner

intended. It may also reveal better wordings for |} Behavior coding | The value of behavier coding is that It allows systematic

questions, allows systemalic § detection of questions that have large numbers of behaviors
detection of that reflect problems. It is net usually designed to provide

3. Behavior Coeding - gliestionnaire answers aboul the source of the problems. It also may not
problems. - distinguish which of several similar versions of a question is

Behavior coding of respondent-interviewer S better,

interactions involves systematic coding of (he interaction between

interviewers and respondents from live er taped interviews, 4. Respondent Debriefings

The emphasis is on specific aspects of how the interviewer asked
the question and how the respondent reacted, When used for
questionnaire assessment, the coding highlights interviewer or
respondent behaviors indicative of a problem with the question,
the response calegories, or the respondent’s ability to forr an
adequate response. For example, if a respondent asks for
clarification after hearing the question, it is likely that some
aspect of the question caused confusion. Likewise, if a respondent

Respondent debriefings involve incorporaling structured follow-
up questions at the end of a field test interview to elicit
quantitative and qualitative information about respondents’
interpretations of survey questions. For pretesting purposes, the

* .primary objective is to determine whether concepls and questions

are understocd by respondents in the same way that the survey
sponsots intended,
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Respondent debriefings can also be used {o evaluate other aspecis
of respondents® tasks, such as their use of records to answer
survey questions or their understanding of the purpose of the
interview. in addition, respondent debriefings can be useful in
detetmining the reason for respondent misunderstandings.
Sometimes results of respondent debriefings show a question is
superfluous and can be ellminated. Altematively, additional
questions may need to be included in the final quesﬁonnaire
Finally, the debriefings may show that concepls or quesuons cause
cenfusion or misunderstanding as far as the
intended meaning is concerned, Some survey goals
may need to be greatly modified or even dropped.

A crilical aspect of a successful respondent
debriefing is that question designers and
researchers must have & clear idea of potential problems so that
good debriefing questions can be developed, [deas about potential
problems can come from pre-field techniques conducted prior to
the field test, from analysis of data from a previous survey, from
careful review of questionnaires, or from observation of actual
interviews.

Respondent debriefings have the potentiat to supplement
information obtained from behavior coding. As previously
discussed, behavior coding can demonstrate the existence of
problems bul does not always indicate the source of the problem.
When designed properly, the results of respondent debriefings can
provide information about the problem sources and may reveal
problems not evident from the response behavior,

Dnterviewer
debriefings
rraditionally have
been the primary
wethod fo evaluate
field tests.

5. Interviewer Debriefings

[nterviewer debriefings traditionally have been
the primary method to evaluate field tests. The
interviewers who conduct the survey field tests
are queried to use their direct contact with
respondents to cnrich the guestionnaire

designer’s understanding of questionnaire problems.

Although important, intetviewer debriefings are not adequate as
the sole evaluation methad. Interviewers may not always be
accurate reporters of ¢certain types of questionnaire problems for
several reasons:

«  When intervlewers report a problem it is not known
whether it was troublesome for one respondent or for
many,

Interviewer reports of problem quesuons may reflect thelr

own preference for a question rather than respondent

confusion,

+ Experienced interviewers sometimes change the wording
of problem questions as a matter of course to make them
waork and may not even realize they have done so.

[nterviewer debriefings can be conducted in severat different
ways:

¢ Group-setting debriefings are the most common method,
involving a focus group with the field test interviewers,
Rating forms obtain more quantitative information by
asking interviewers to rate each question in the pretest
questionnaire on sefected characleristics of interest to the
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researchers (whether the interviewer had trouble reading
the question as written and whether the respondent
understood the words or ideas in the question, among
others).

o Standardized interviewer debriefing questionnaires collect
information about the interviewers’ perceptions of the
problem, prevalence of a problem, reasons for the problem,
and proposed solutions 1o a

substantive interest can be measured well, It is also imperative that
these tests involve the use of randomized assignment so
differences can be atiributed to the question or questionnaire, and
not 1o something else, ’

7. Analysis of Item Nonresponse Rates

Analysis of item nonresponse rates from the data collected during
a field test (invelving one or multiple panefs) can provide

problem. They can also be used to
ask about the magnitude of
specific types of problems and to
test an interviewer’s knowledge
of subject-matier concepts.

be tested under

6. Split-Panel Tests panel fest.

Multiple versions of a
draft questionnaire can

conirolled experimental
conditions in a split-

useful information about how well the questionnaire works.
This can be done by looking at how often items are missing
(iter nonresponse rates).

These rales can be informative in two ways:

s “Don’t know" rates can determine how difficult a task is

Split-panel tests refer to controlled experimental testing among
questionnaire varfants or interviewing modes to determine which
is “better” or to measure differences between them, For prefesting
muitiple versions of a questionnaire there needs to be & previously
determined standard by which to judge the diiferences.

Split-panet tests are also used to calibrate the effect of changing
questions— particularly important in the redesign and testing of
surveys where the comparability of the data collected over time is
an issue.

Split-panel tests can incorporate changes in a single question, a set
of questions, or an enlire questionnaire, It is important to provide
for adequate sample sizes in a split-panel test so that differences of

“When looking at response distributions in split-panel tesls, the
resulis do not necessarily reveal whether one version of a question
produces a better understanding of what is being asked than
another, Knowledge of differences in résponse patierns alone is
not sufficient to decide which question best canveys the concept
of interest.

Combining pre-field At times response distribution analysis

and fleld methods demonstrates that revised question
provides an evaluation || wording has no effect on estimates,
of bread scope. Response distribution analyses should

not be used alone Lo evaluate

modifications in question wording or sequencing. It is useful only

for respondents 1o do.

+ Refusal rates can delerming how often respondents find
certain questions or versions of a question too sensitive to
be answered.

8, Analysis of Response Distributions

Analysis of response distributions for an item can be used to
determine whether different question wordings or question
sequences produce different response pattemns, This kind of
analysis Is most useful when prefesiing more than oag version of a
questionnaire or a single questionnaire in which some known
distribution of characteristics exists for comparative purposes.
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Combining Methods

Both pre-field and field testing should be done when time and
funds permit; but, there are some situations in which it is rot
feasitle fo use afl methods, Still, it is particularly desirable to meld
the objective with the subjective methods— the respondent
centered with the interviewer-éentered, This complementarity
allows for both good prablem identification and problem

. resolution and pravides an evaluation of bread scope.

. Where Can I Get More Information

Information on cost and suggestions on the timing of prelesting
can be found in the Census report from which this Chapter was
excerpted. The March 2004 issue of Public Opinion

in conjunction with other question evaluation

methods-— such as respondent debriefings,
interviewer debriefings, and behavior coding.

Both response and
honrespolise rates
provide useful
informarion about how
well a questionnaire
works.
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Quarterly has an important review article, entitled
“Methods for Testing and Bvaluating Survey Questions,”
that could greatly help the reader who wished to learn
more,



Chapter 8
More About Mail Surveys:

I have no staff and limlted facilities, It's 10 degrees

below O outside, and I'm 1ot going to stand on a comer
intercepting angry commuters all day. The thought of sitting on
the phone repeating, “Do you strongly agree, agree, neither agree
nor disagree, disagree, or strongly disagree” to two hundred

S 0, how could T possibly mun a survey? My budget is tight.

) people is not exactly glamorcus either, Are the
Mail surveys prospects of conducting a survey completely
are a powerfit || i noscible?
gffactive, and
elficient. Certainly not. Mail surveys are a powerful,
effective, and efficient alternative to their more

expensive relatives— the telephone survey and the personal
interview. A quality, medium-scale mail survey can be conducted
with minimal cost, little staff, and no complex equipment, And a

® The chapler originally was published by the American Starlstical Association
(ASA) as the seventh of ten pamphlets, The ofiginal draft was provided mainly
by Justin Fisher when he was student in Frilz Scheuren’s survty sanipling class
21 the George Washingten University. The matenial included in this Chapter is
part of the updating done by Fritz Scheuren of the original 1980 WWhat Is a
Stervey publication prepared for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul Sheatsley,
Anthony Tumner, and Joseph Waksberg. As with the other materdal in this
booklel, the contents have been subjected to a professicnal peer-review process
and examined for sccuracy and readabitity by members of the survey
comrsunity.

survey, where as the time needed to conduct the same number of
telephonte or face-to-face interviews is usually much too great for
a single person, Mail surveys are also significantly cheaper than
telephone and face-to-face interviews, The cost of a medium-seate
mail survey in a single metropolitan area might run from $5,000 to
$10,000. The costs of equal-sized tefephone and
face-to-face sutveys are estimated at 50% and 150%
more, respectively. If a nationat (or worldwide)
survey is considered, these cost differentials would
be even greater.

This is primarily because postage costs are relatively low and
uniform, regardless of the geographic area being covered, but
telephone rates and, especially, personal interviewer expenses are
higher and may also differ from one area to the next. Morcover,
the total cost of sending a three-question sutvey is the same as for
one with 100 questions, assuming that you ¢can mail both aut for
the same antbunt of postage. So, the surveyor gets more for the
dollar.

Geographical Stratilication

In terins gf time
ahd money, mail
Surveys are very

‘cost effective,

Mail surveys also enable specific segments of the population to be
easily targeted. For example, if you are surveying a city on the
hewest location for a garbage dump, you
can compare the different areas of the
town and the reaction to the garbage dumyp
threugh mail surveys directed at certain
neighborhoods.

well-conducted mail survey can be just as effective and
meaningfut as cther more resource-intensive surveys.

QOur nation’s postal workers don’t need Lo tell you about the
volume of mail that ends up in your mailbox each day.
Encouaraging participation in mail surveys is not a simple task
under these circumstances. A survey that is lost in a sea of
magazines, bitls, and personal, business, and advertising mail may
never be found.

Although there are some drawbacks to mail surveys, it is possible
to obtain vatid results with the right kind of questionnaire and
distribution technique. Well-prepated surveys can be executed
successfully when the conditions are right. This pamphlet provides
an overview of some of the strengths and weaknesses of mail
surveys, a basic understanding of what is needed to conduct a
successful mail survey, and ways to determine i this type of
survey is appropriate for yout situation.

The Advantages of Mail Surveys Cost
Effectiveness

The use of mail surveys has increased
dramatically recently—ard for good reason.
In terms of time and money, they are very econommical, One way
to demonstrate this is to compare and contrast matl surveys with
telephone and face-to-face surveys—the other two very common
ways in whicl to conduct a survey.

With regard to human resources, mail surveys require very little
manpower, It is possible for only ore person to conduct a mail
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Honesty

Finally, some studies show that people provide more honest
answers to maif surveys than they do to other interviewing
methods. Privacy—especially if your survey is about a delicate
issue—Inay be important {o the respondent, and mail
surveys may increase the credibility of the answers.

The bottom line is, that given enough time, you may want
to use a mail survey, especially if you are subject to severe
money constraints. But in doing so, you must also be
aware of their disadvantages.

Potential Dlsaclvantages of Mail Surveys Coverage Errors

Many people assume that the bigpest disadvantage to mail surveys
is a low response rate. This is not necessarily true. Good planning

can lead to response rates as high as those obtained in telephone or
face-to-face interviews, The main

problem with mail surveys is procuring
an accurate list of people in the
population from which to draw the
sample for your survey. Failure to do so
can lead te coverage errer. One

The main problem
with mail surveys Is
procuring an acclrate
list to samnple from.

important form of coverage error
occars when mailing lists are incomplete (for example, not
including college strulents living away front home). Mailing lists
may also be blased (« st of licensed drivers may tider represent
poor peaple, the very young, and the very old). Other lists may be
inaceurate (contalning duplicates or names that do not belong on
the list) or out of date (emit people who have recently moved into
the survey area or including people who have moved away),
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Wording of Questions

Anciher area of critical importance to mail surveys is
questionnaire design-—poorly worded questions are a survey
breaker. Questtons must be simgple, short, and precise.

which they will recelve no instart response, benefit, or
gratification, If the survey makes the task difficult by providing an -
unattractive design er format, giving poor directions, or including
confusing questions, the respondent is more likely to choose not to

Unlike telephone and face-to-face interviews, there is no
opportunity for explanation or follow-up questions like
*Da you have something specific In mind?” Questions
left open to interpretation will produce unusable resuits,

A grear deal of
care must go into
selecting and

donate their time "{o the cause,” Extreme care must
be taken to ensure a design and form at that
emphasize professionalism, quality, and
attractiveness. Even faclors such as poor re

designing the production, inadequate stapling (which might allow
questions for the survey to fall 1o pieces), or the lack of a sponsor’s
Other Concerns your mall survey. || name will detract from your final response count.

Other factors can be of particular concern in mail
surveys, For example, did you ask questions that are too personal?
Is the questionnaire too tong? Is the queslionnaire legible and easy
1o follow? Can the person o be surveyed read? If, for instance,
you are conducting a survey in a southem border town in Texas
and neglect (o include a copy of the
questionnaire in both Spanish and English, the
chances for success are greatly reduced.

The disadvantages of mail surveys [eave room
for large errors. But many of these errors can
be reduced significantly with overall ’
awareness, good planning, careful wording of questtons, thorough
preparation, and pretesting.

Design and Format of Mail Surveys

The appearance of mall surveys can have a large impact on the
percentage of responses received. A surveyor is usually asking the
respandents to volunteer their time to fill cut a questionnaire for

they place on the respondent. For instance, if questions require
detailed calculations, research seasitive persenal information, ot
long-term memory recall, they are likely 1o go unanswered and .
may even discourage the respondent from replying to the survey at
all, :

Finatly, the design of the questions must be straightforward,
unambiguous, and togical. It is imporfant that the flow and format
of the survey be intuitive—the more difficult it is to follow the
survey pattem, the less likely the respondent will successfully
complete the questionnaire. If complex
directions cannot be avoided, use formatting,
indenting, and shading to assist (he
respondent. In the following examples, one
answer to A question requires further detail.

A great deal of eare must go into selecting and designing the
questions for your mail survey. First, be sure the questions will
yield the kind of information you are looking for. If you are
conducting a customer satisfaction survey for a magazine, simply
asking people if they are satisfred with the magazine is not very
useful. A follow-up question on why they are dissatisfied will help
to improve your publication in the future, Second, although there
are a number of different formais that can be used in soliciting
responses {e.g., agree/disagree; rank your answers from 1to3; or
opent-ended replies) it Is best nat to jump from one type of
question to another, The respondent is likely to find such a survey
frustrating or, worse, more trouble than it is worth.

Questions must also be examined closely for bias and fairness. Be
aware of leading questions with wording that may influence your
results. Writing appropriate and balanced questions is a very
complicated topic in Itself and requires research beyond the scope
of this pamphlet, so proceed with caution. Questions should also
be designed to take into account the ameunt of effort or burden
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Example 1:
This example causes confusion about how to answer the guestion
if you don’t own your own business.

8. Do you own your own business?
Yes Neo

9, How many workers do you employ fullttme?

Over 100

Under20 20-49  50-100

10, Poes your spouse work full-time?

Example 2!

8. Do you own your own business?

Yes No
IF YES,
8a, How many workers do you employ full-
time?
Under20 20-49 50-100  Over 100

10. Does your spouse work full-time?

In this example, shading and indemation guide the respondent and
do not detract from the flow of the survey.
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Overall, strive for a survey that is uncluttered, legible, easy to
fellow, and uncomplicated to answer. The pubiishing production
of the survey is also a key factor in having the guestiennaire
opened by the respondent, Mail surveys should be printed on high-
quality paper. Be sure all materials are reproduced clearly and
cleanly.

A perscnalized cover letier should be included with the survey
itself. The cover letter should explain the reasons for the survey,

express assurances of confidenttality,
and identify the survey sponsors,
Preparatory and follow-up materials
shoutd use the same fonts, graphics, and
formatting styles as the survey itself, in
order to convey professicnalism.

The questionnaire
should be unclutrered,
easy 1o follow, and
wcomplicated,

Alse, a familiar togo appearing on each document you send
increases the likefiliood that the recipient will associate the
original survey mailing with reminders that come later on.

Mail Survey Logistics

it is importaut to remember that there is more Lo a successful mail
survey than simply sending out one bulk mailing of
questionnalres-— no matter how carefully you have
selected your sample or designed your questionnaire and
printed your materials. In order to get the high response rates that
mail surveys arc capable of achieving, the following
implementation sleps are strongly suggested:

or targer famifies may have multiple phone lines and, therefore,
multiple pkone book listings. Certain professionals tend to have
unlisted phone numbers and would be exeluded from the list
outright. A phione book may also be mare out of date than other
available lists due to deatbs and families that moved. Examine
your list for inhierent biases, check and recheck its accuracy, and
look for ways to make any list more complete and more
comprehensive,

+ Use mulliple contacts, including
o Send a preliminary mailing announcing the survey.
o Mail the survey to afl respondents at the same time,
with an accompanying cover [eiter,
o Send a reminder, with contact information, to
request a replacement questionnaire or answer

general quesiions about the survey.
o Send replacement questionnaires by Mail surveys
Fitst-Class Mail. are capable of
o Send the last replacement questionnaire achieving o
by two-day Priority Mail. high response
o Send an acknowledgment card, thanking rate.

respondents for their cooperatior.

¢ Use printed stationery and personzlized letters with logo
and contact information.

» Include a stamped, pre-addressed retum etivelope.

¢ Include a token of thanks—3$1 to $5— with your initial or
replacement mailing of the questionnaire, as an incentive
and sign of respect.

Common Pitfalls of Mail Surveys

o Pitfall #1: I can use the white pages in the city
phone book to draw my sample of people who live
here.”

Always examine a list before assuming that it answers all of your
problems. In this example, a telephone ook may seen 1o be
comprehensive, but it contains many natural flaws. Poorer
families may not be able to afford their own telephone, Wealthier

55

Simply sending cut a straight mail survey may result in a returm
rate 50 smalk that the results are meaningless. Tite key to success is
follow-up. A reminder postcard, a return incentive, a second copy
of the survey sent to anyone who didn’t retum the first copy, ora
follow-up note outlining the value of the completed survey to the
recipient—these seemingly small follow-up steps can significantly
increase the percentage of surveys which eventually retim to you.
Preparatory steps, such as leaser posteards aferting the reclpient
that the survey is en route, also increase response.

¢ Pitfall #2: “I don't have the money to spend on

, “ To succeed,
tlhesc Janey booklets. Jars{ snck’lhe photocapy show you care || Overall Summary
int an envelope and send it off. That way we can o — 3 -
abont getting These guidelines witl help you achieve very good response

spend mare money on the analysis.”

‘a response. -

rates from your mail survey— perhaps even better than the
results you could obtain by telephone. The key is to show

A bad-looking mail survey wiil guarantee a poor
response rate. With the high volume of mail that flows into ihe
average American home on a daily basis, your survey must be
professional and eye-caiching in appearance; otherwise, it could
simply end up in the trash unread. Investing in an attractive survey
will save you money in the long run by delivering a high intial
response rate and increasing your chances for accurate and
meaningful results,

o Pitfall #3: "Il just send out this stack of surveys, and
when they all come back, we’ll tally the results.”

you care about getting a response— personalized surveys that
include incentives, sent by First-Class Malil or Priority Mall, and
with several follow-ups, send that message to the respondent far
belter than a one-time, photocopied, bulk mailing with njo returm
envelope.

Where Can I Get More Information

Dyon Dillman has written extensively on self-administered surveys,
nolable mail surveys but also their logical extension Internet
surveys., A good recent source for mere information from him is
Dillman (2000}, Mail and Internet Surveys: The Tailored Design
Method. ‘ ’
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Chapter 9
More About Telephone Surveys

It's dinner time. The telephone rings.
Anoiher telemarketer?
Neo, a survey interviewer this fime,
Your initial reaction is nol to cooperate.

The interviewer explains that your household was carefully selected and

So how did the interviewer get your number? And why did the
interviewer say it was so important that your household be in the
survey? If you have been reading the other chapters in this What s a
Stervey booklet you know the answer to the second question, but what
about the first?

Telephone Households

Generally, it Is estimated that 96 percent, or evenmore, of all U5,
households have at least one telephone, For many topics studied in
market research or opinion polling the differences between
telephone and non-telephone households are relatively small.

that cbtaining information from you is important to the
success of the survey. How would you respend?

Certainly, many questions are raised by calls like this,
ircluding the following:
s How did the interviewer get your unlisted
tekephone number?

An estimated
96% of all
American

howseholds have

a telephone.

When exactly are telephone households "representative”
of all households? Households without a telephone are
mere common in the Scuth, in rural areas, and on Indian
reservations, Somewhat more often they have African-
American members, low incomes, and either only one

+  Why won't the interviewer take a polite refusal as
final?.

% The chapter originally was published by the American Statistical Association
(ASA) as the tenth of ten pamphlets This chapter was submitled by James
Lepkawski. As with the oiher material in this booklet, the contents have been
subjected (o a professional peer-review process and examined for accuracy and
readability by smembers of the survey community. The materiad included in this
Chapter is part of the updating done by Frilz Schewren of the original 198}
Whoi I's a Survey publication prepared for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul
Sheatsley, Anthony Tumer, and Joseph Waksberg.

- omitting households without telephones will lead to a

person or six or more persons, Children under age 14 and
unemployed adults are also slightly more likely to live in
households without telephiones.

If the survey lopic is related fo these characteristics,

bias in the survey results. An example where this bias could be
important is in studying crime victimization.

The declsion o use a survey of telephone househalds to obtain

data on a specific topic is not based entirely on the expected lovel
of bias o error that may occur when non-telephone households
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are not included in the sample. The cost, timeliness, and
overall quality of findings are also major considerations.

"Felephone surveys are timelier and less expensive than
those done face to face. Interviewer effects can be better

Telephone surveys
are fimeller and less
expensive than those

done face to face.

Metropolilan areas usually have more than one
prefix, rural exchanges often just one. Rural
exchanges are Lypically the same size
geographically as urban exchanges, even though
they have much smaller populations and lower

controlled in telephone surveying, Self-administered
mail surveys are less costly to conduct than telephone surveys but
generally take more calendar time, See the chapter, More About
Mail Surveys, for additional comparisons. .

The U.8. Telephone System .

Once you decide to conduct a telephone survey, an important issue
is where to obtain a sampte of lelephone housecholds. All are
familiar with the 10-digit system of telephone numbers (a 3-digit

" area code, a 3-digit prefix, and a 4-digit suffix). Lately there have
been many changes, such as the increase in area codes from

splitting existing ones, Until recently, area codes

Unril have not crossed state lines. The introduction of
recently, area 1], number portability across geogrephic areas is
codes have causing some disruption to this system, For the

most part, knowing the area code for a number
stili tells you in what state the number is located

not crossed
state lines.

and sometimes in what patt of the state.

Prefixes are assigned within area codes to an “exchange.”
Exchanges are geographic areas set by public service commissions
within each state. Exchange boundaries seldom comespond to
political boundaries.

service necds. A single prefix of 10,000 numbers
is more than adequate to meet rural requirements. For most such
exchanges only a small share of the 10,000 available numbers are
belng used for residential or commercial service.

Because most of the geographic area of the United States Is rural,
most exchanges have only a single prefix; on the average, those
rural exchange prefixes have a very low density of numbers
currently in use.

Using Telephone Directories

An obvious source for sampling residential numbers would seem
to be telephone directordes. Approximately 3,000 aré published in
the United States each year. Not aif working residential numbers
appear in directories. Excluded are new numbers that were added
since the directories were published, plus households choosing not
to appear in telephone directories,

As a result, roughly 30 percent or more of all telephone i
households are not fourd In directories, although this varies
quite a bit across states, What really matters is that uniisted
telephone households are different. They are more likely
to have lower {not higher!} incomes, to be single-
person households, and to be concentrated in

meiropolitan locations, particulatly central citles.

o
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- Using Completely Random Felephoning thie randomly generated numbers being unusable—a rate that
If directories will not work, then why not simply generate makes it simply too expensive to randomly generate numbers and
telephene numbers randomly and call them? After atl, for each 6- ther just call them.

digit area code/prefix combination, one
Roughly 30 percent can create a full “telephone number” by Clustering
or wore of all appending a randomly generated 4-digit [f we could determine the location of working residential
telephone hmmh.o ks || number. telephone numbers within a given area code/prefix, telephone

are ! tot found in . v , ’ sampling would be straightforward.

directories. This approach avoids bias bul it requires Working residential numbers are known to Working residential

== you to call many, many nonworking be ctustered, but the location of these ntbers are known

telephone numbers to obtain the sample you want, The extra ) clusters is not krown. 10 be clustered.
numbers called make completely random telephone surveys quite
expensive to run, especlally in rural arcas, Calling a loca! telephone company would be time consuming and

R . . I costly; moreover, they usuaily will not give out this information,
It urban [ocations, a telephene nutnber that is not in service is ¥i - they ¥ £

often (but not always) atiached to a system that alerts the caller by

a “tri-tone” followed by a message that the number is not in A Clever Idea

service. Many rural systems do not have such a recording but A statistician then working for CBS News, Warren Mitofsky,
instead are attached to & recording of a ringing telephone. developed a method based on the clustering of telephone numbers.
Screening randomly generuted rural telephone numbers is very .,  His method greatly improved telephone surveying, making it
expensive because of this feature. - economically feasible on a large scale. The approach was two-

: ~ phased. In phase one, he genterated & refatively small sample
Exactly how bad is this problem of “ring no answers"? If of completely random telephone numbers by appending
only a small percentage of telephone numbers did not random 4-digit suffixes to known area code/prefix
have tri-tones bul were connected to ringing recordings,  combinations ard had interviewers call those numbers. Only 25
the cost of screening would be low enough so that percent tumed out to be working residential numbers.

randomly generated numbers could be used in a
4, survey, Unfortunately, the presence of so many Inn phase two, he had interviewers call additional numbers “close™

# rural exchanges with a single prefix, only to those that turmed out to be working residential, He defined

g7 partially used, leads to perhaps 75 1o 80 percent of  “close” 1o be numbers that were in the same “100-bank"—a set of
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nutnbers that have the same first two digits of the suffix. For Another Clever Ilea -

example, suppose that the randomly generated telephone number The Mitofsky-Waksberg method was not without a few problems,
734-555-6780 was a working residential telephone nuember. and researchers continued 1o look for other ways to select samples
Mitofsky would have interviewers dial other numbers selected at mote efficiently, They eventually went back to the telephone

- 1 random in the sequence from 734-335-  gireotaries and augmented them dn a way that Incorporated

Mitofsky developed a || 6700 to 734-555-6799. When he did Mitofsky’s essential insight and reduced costs still

method based on the this, 65 percent of the numbers dialed futther. This method, known as “list-assisted,”
clustering of telephone {| within those 100-banks were working employs a commetcial list as the starting point for

mmbers. residentiaf—a big improvement over sampling. .
L . the 25 percent workihg residential in

the first stage of the sampling. This two-stage design greatly Commercial firms that maif advertisements to

Increases the “hit rate” of working residential numbers in the households need lists of househalds with complete addresses,
second stage and considerably improves the including zip codes, There is 1o master list of
efficiency of telephone sampling operations. ‘The Mitafsky-Waksberg || households in the United Stales avaifable from public

fitofsk ) fih i inethod became the soutces, so a4 commercial firm, MetroMail, Inc.,
Mitofsky was unsure of some of the statistical standard for selecting developed such a list from telephone directories.
properties of his approach, so he asked a ’ i telent

fHeague at Westat, Joseph Waksberg, to sauples of telephone TR ;

coteague > p & households. Their list is updated continuously as telephone
aptimize i Waksbcfg found sevgral useful directories are published throughout the year.
properties of the design. The design became Approximately 65 milllon U.S. telephone households are

known as (he two-stage Mitofsky-Waksberg method. maintained on the file. The list is supplemented with lists of

. 3 , automebile registrations from more than 30 states that seli these

Their method rpidly became standard for selecting telephone lists, The resulting file contains more than 73 million households.
samples of households (and, in a few instances, even of business

firms). It was inexpensive (o obtain a list of all area codes and A second fim, R,H. Donnelley, Inc., utilizes a computer program
prefixes, generate numbers randomly for the first stage, and then that matches addresses to zip codes and assigns a zip code to each
call them to ﬁnc! out \Vl:llcﬁ were wqumg and resndcnlll’al. Inthe eniry ot the MetroMail file, They also assign data from the most
second stage, within a “working restdential 100-bank,"the higher tecent Census of Population and Housing to each household.

hit rate reduced the amount of dialing that had to be done by However, the census data is limited to information about the block
AnETvICwess. : . or the census tract where the household is located.



Even after supplementation, the combined
commercial list is almost entirely made up of listed
telephone numbers. A sample from it would yleld
selections subject to the same kinds of concerns that
are raised for directory-based samples. The

Several commercial firms began to purchase the

The list-assisted counts of listed numbers by 100-bank from
method has become a | Donnelley, These finns selected samples from those
popular alternative lo 100-banks with one (or sometimes two) or more
the Mitofsky- listed numbers and sold the samples to varlous
Waksberg design. market research and public opinlon survey
organizations. Now, a survey organization no longer

commereial list dogs contain valuable information
about the location of telephone numbers within area code/prefix
combinations and a mailing address that can be used to do follow-
up mailings to nonrespondents.

1f sorted by telephone number, the commercial list provides a way
to sereen out 100-banks that did not have any listed numbers
without having to do a first stage of sample sefection. This allows
telephane survey organizations to drop 100-banks that did not
have any listed numbers and draw samples at random fron within
the remaining 100-banks. This design became known as “list-
assisted” because the rapdom selections were “assisted” by
preliminary sereening based on listed working residential
numbers.

The list-assisted method has becoms a popular altemative to the
Mitofsky-Waksberg design, “Hit rates” among randomly
generated numbers drawn from 100-banks with one er

more lisied numbers were initially arcund 55 perceat, a

drop from the 65 percent of the second stage of the )
Mitofsky-Waksberg method, But, the list-assisted . .‘/
method proved to be easier to adininister and had slightly =
better properties in terms of the reliability of estimates

detived from its samples,

numbers can, and typically are now, excluded from sampling to
begin with since they are classified by NXX codes. Conceivably,
celi-phone subscribers may begin using their cell telephones for
residential purposes, requiring that samples of such numbers be
taken. Therefore, households with both traditional and cell phones
would get a higher chance of being selected than households
without cell phones, To-deal with this “overrepreseatation,” we
could correct the probabilities of selection, just as is now being
done for houscholds with multiple line-telephone numbers,

Answering Machines and caller ID’s

i
\’/}4
Ty g

had to generale its own sample. It could simply buy it!

Over time, samples have become increasingly sophisticated.
Sampling fivms link information about the geography of the
exchange, or even the prefix, or t00-bank to each sample number
and sell “1argeted” samples that would have higher proportions of
households with specific chavacteristics, For example, a researcher
may want a sample (hat would have a higher yield of households
with annuak incomes above a ceriain level,
Telephone samples based on income
information linked to the bank, or prefix,
for the number are readily available,

The telephone
sysiem continues
to change as ew

services and
providers enter the

The Future
market.

The telephone system continues to change
as new services and, with deregulation, new providers enter
the market, Consider three challenges:

Cell Phones i

Currently, there are nearly 70 million cell-phone subscribers in
the United States. Most can still be contacted via a traditional
(land line) telephone in a household. Because of this, cell phone
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conducted by telemarketers and the effect this has had on lowering
survey cooperation rates. Survey researchers must work io reverse
this trend in order to maintaln the scientific validity of telephone
surveys, Otherwise, telephone surveys, as we know thent, could
disappear within the next five years.

Where Can I Gef More Information

Since this Chapter was written responss rates have continued to
fall in virtually afl surveys, but especially telephone surveys. Even
s, forunately, the statement that “telephone surveys, as we know
themn, could disappear within the next five years” has proved

Answering machines and caller-ID services pose a growing . premature.
challenge to telephone survey organizations. Recent
data show that as many as 53 percent of all telephone Unless cooperation Efforts to improve the modeling and measurement of
households report that they use an answering machine rates mprove nonresponse biases have gone hand-in-hand with
to screen calls most of the time, or always, telephone mm;ys more use of mixed mode surveys that mix together
Organizations condueting telephone surveys often could disappear mait surveys, which remain relatively cheap with
[eave messages on answering machines with toli-free within the next five Intemet surveys which can be cheaper still but have
numbers for households 1o call. A surprising number years their own nonresponse problems.

. of households using an answering machine to screen )

calls can eventually be reached through toll-free ]
numbers or repeated attempts to reach the household when the
answering machine or caller I is not being used for screening.

TFalling Response Rales

As survey researchers fearn more and more about features of the
telephone system, they continue to modify telephone sampling
procedures to make them mere efficient. One challenge that they
have not yet fully addressed is the near-saturation calling

) ‘The explosion of cell phone use bears watching, as
does the use of the “No Call” list which while it is aimed at
tefemarketers also affects telephone survey response

rates in ways that are yet to be determined, w-:_\\

Two list serves where news on changes In this data
collection mode regularly appears are SRMSNET
and AAPORNET, sponsored respeciively by the
ASA Section on Survey Research Methods an the American
Association of Public Opinion Research.
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Chapter 10
What is a Margin of Error-

When results of surveys are reported in the media, they often
include a statement like—

“55 percent of respondents favor Ms, Smith in the
upcoming mayoral election, ‘There is a margln of
error of 3 percentage points.”

What does a statement like this mean? This pamphlet attempts to
answer this question and to provide some cauticns on the use of
the “margin gf error"” as the sole measuze of

Anestimate froma || 2survey's uncertainty.
survey is unlikely
“to exacily equal the || Surveys are typically designed to provide an
triee population estimate of the true value of one or more
queantity of interest. || characteristics of a population at a glven
time, The target of a survey might be

" “The chapter originally was published by the American Statisticat
Association (ASA) as the eighth of ten paniphlets This chapter was submitted
by Lynne Stokes, working with Tom Belin . As witk the other material in this
booklet, the contents have been subjected to a professional peer-review process
and examined for accuracy and readability by members of the survey
conununity, The matedal included in this Chapter is part of the updating done
by Fritz Scheuren of the eriginal 1980 What Is a Survey publicalion prepared

. for the ASA, by Robert Ferber, Paul Sheatsley, Anthony Tumer, and Joseph
Waksberg, .

Of coumse, just by chance, @ majority ir a particular sample might
support Ms. Smith even if the majosity in the population supparts
Mr. Jones. Such an occurrence might arise due to “sampling
error,” meaning that resulls in the sample differ from a target
population quantity, simply due to the “luck of the draw"—i.e., by

» - which set of 100 peaple were chosen to be in
Thcﬂ margin of the sample.
error” is a commot
swmiary of Does sampling ereor render surveys useless?
sampling error that Fortunatety, the answer to this question is
quqnnﬁes “No.” But how should we summarize the
uncertainty abowt @ N gyrenoih of the information in a survey? That
survey resul. is a role for the margin of error,

Margin of Ervor Defined

»  the average value of a measurable quantity, such as annual
1998 income or SAT scores for a particular group.

* aproportion, such as the proportion of likely voters having
a certain viewpoint in a mayoral election

+  the percentage of children under three years of age
immunized for polio in 1997

An estimate from a survey is unlikely to exactly equal the true
population quantity of interest for a variely of reasons. For one
thing, the questions maybe badly worded. For another, some

people who are supposed to be in
the sample may not be at home, or
even if they are, they may refuse to
participate or may not tell the truth.
These are sources of “nonsampling
error.”

“Sampling error” means that
results in the sanple differ
[from a target population
quantity, simply die to the
“lick of the draw.”

But the estimate will probably still differ from the true value, even
if all nonsampling errors could be eliminated. This is because data
in a survey are collected from only seme—but not atll—members
of the population to make data collection cheaper or faster, usually
both.

Suppose, in the mayoral election poll mentioned earlier, we
sample 100 people who intend to vote and that 55 support Ms.
Smith while 45 support Mr. Jones. This would seem to suggest
that a majority of the town's voters, including people not sampled
but who will vote in the election, would support Ms. Smith.
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probability of any particular sample being Such intervals are
chosen can be calculated. The beauty of a sometimes catted
prebability sample is twofold. Not only does 95% confidence
it avoid blases that might arise if samples intervals and
were selected based on the whims of the would be expected
interviewer, but it also provides a basis for 1o contain the trie
estimating the extent of sampling error. This value at least 95%
latter propetty is whal enables investigators “of the time.

to calculate a “margin of error.” To be
precise, the taws of probability make it possible for us to calculate
intervals of the form estimate +/- margin of error.

Such intervals are sometimes called 95 percent confidence

intervals and would be expecied to contain the true value of the

target quantity (in the absence of nonsatupling errors) af least 95
o percent of the time. An important factor in

The “margin of error” is & common summary of
samnpling error, referred to regularly in the media,
which quantifies uncertainty about a survey resull,

In a sclentific sirvey évery determining the margin of error is the size of
‘person in the population the sample. Larger samples are more [ikely to
“has sotne known positive yield results close to the target population

The margin of error can be lnterpreted by making use ‘robability of being -} Quantity and thus have smatler margins of error

of ideas from the laws of probability or the “laws of
chance,” as they are sometimes called.

“selected into a sample, than more modest-sized samples.

Surveys are often conducted by starting out with a list (known as
the “sampling feame™) of all units in the population and choosing a
sample. In opinion polis, this list often consists of ail possible
phone numbers in a ceriain geographic area (both listed and
unlisted numbers).

In a scientific survey every unit in the population has some known
positive probabitity of being selected for the sample, and the

In the case of the mayoral poll in which 55 of 100 sampled
individuals support Ms, Smith, the sample estimate would be that
55 percent support Ms. Smith—however, there is a margin of
error of 10 percent. There £ o re, a 95 percent confidence interval
for the percentage supporting Ms. Smith would be (55%-10%) to
(55%+10%) or (45 percent, 65 percent), suggesting that in the
broader community the support for Ms, Smith could plausibly
range from 45 percent {o 65 percent. This implies—because of the



small sample size—considerable uncertainty about whather a
majority of townspeople actually support Ms. Smith.

Instead, if there had been a survey of 1,000 people, 550 of whom
support Ms. Smith, the sample estimate would again be 55
percent, but now the margin of error for Ms, Smith’s support
would only be about 3 percent, A 95 percent confidence interval
for the proportion supporting Ms. Smith would thus be (55%-3%)
to (55%+3%) or (52 percent, 58 percent), which
provides much grealer assurance that a majority
of the town’s voters support Ms, Smith.

What Affects the Margin of Error

Three things that seem to affect the margin of
errer are sample size, the type of sampling done, and the size of
the papulation,

Sample Size—As noted eartier, the size of a sampla is a cruciat
actor affecting the margin of emor. In sampling, to try an estimate
a population proportioi—such as in telephone polls— & sample of
100 will preduce a margin of error of no more than about 10
percent, a sample of error of 300 will prodoce a margin of error of
no more than about 4.5 percent, and a sample of size 1,000 will
produce a margin of error of no more than about 3 percent. This
illustrates that there are diminishing returbs when trying to reduce
the margin of error by increasing the sample size. For example, o
reduce the margin of errorto [.5% would require a sample size of
well over 4,000,

Probability Sampling Desigrs—The survey researcher also has
control over the design of the sample, which can affect the margin

O .

of error. Three common types are simple random sampling,
random digit dialing, and stratified sampling.

¢ A simple random sampling design is one in which every
sample of a given slze is equally likely to be chosen. In
this case, individuals might be selected into such a sample
based on a randomizing device that gives each individuat a
chance of selection, Computers are offen used to simulate
a random stream of numbers to

suppott his effort. Telephone surveys

after rely on the
technigue of “random
digit dialing.”

Telephone survefs that altempt to
reach not only people with listed
phone numbers but also people

with unlisted numbers often rely
on the technique of random digit dialing,

« Stratified sampling designs involve defining groups, or
strata, based on characleristics known for everyone in the
population, and then taking independent samples within
each stratum. Such a design offers flexibility, and,
depending on the nature of the strata, they can also
improve the precision of estimates of target quantities (or
equivalently, reduce their margins of emor).

Of the three types of probability sampling, stralified samples are
especially advantageous when the target of the survey is not
necessarily to estimate the proportion of an entire population with
a particular viewpoint bui instead is to estimate differences in
viewpolnts between different groups. For example, if there was a
desire to compare attitudes between individuals of Inuit {(Alaskan
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native) onigin versus other Americans on their
apintoh about drilling for oil on federal land, it
would not make sense {0 take a simple random
sample of all Americans to answer this question
because very few Inuit would likely fall into such a
sample. Instead, one might prefer to take a
stratified sample in which Alaskan Native

Stratified samples are
especially advantageous...
when the target is fo
estimate differences in
viewpoints between
different groups.

Why isn't the margin of error adjusted to reflect
Both sampling and nonsampling uncertainties?
‘The answer is that, unlike sampling error, the
extent of nonsampling error cannot usually be
assessed from the sample ilseif, even if the
sample is a probability sample.

Americans compose eng half of the sample and
non-Inuit compose the other oné half.

Sometimes samples are drawn in clusters in which only a few
counties er cities are sampled or only the interviewer visits a few
blocks. This tends to increase the margin of error and should be
taken into account by whoever calculates sampling error.

Size of Populaticn—Perhaps surprising to some, one factor that
generally ks little influence on the margin of error is the size of
the population. That is, a sample size of 100 In a population of
10,000 will have almost the same margin of error as a sample size
of 100 in a population of 10 million.

Interpreting the Margin of Error

In practice, nonsampling errors occur that can make the margin of
ervor reported for a poll smaller than it should be if it reflected all
sources of uncertainty. For example, some respondents io the
mayoral survey may not have been eligible to vote but may have
answered anyway, while others may have misted the interviewer
about their preferences.

Some things that help assess nonsampling
uncertainties, when available, include the percentage of
respandents who answer “don’t know" or “undecided,” Be wary
when these quantities are not given. Almost ahways there are
people who have not made up their mind, How these cases are
handled can make a big difference. Simply splitting them in
proportion to the views of those who gave an opinion can be
misleading in some seltings.

Nonsampling errors
occur that can make the
margin of error reported
Jfor a poll smaller than it

should be 1o reflect all
sonrces of unceralnty,

It is important 1o fearn if the survey
results are actually from a probability
sample at all. Many media surveys
are based on what are called quota
samples, angd, although margins of
error ars reported from them, they do
not strictly apply.

Overall, nonrespense in surveys has been growing in recent years
and is increasingly a consideration in the interpretation of reported
results. Media stories typically do nct provide the response rate,
even though these can be well under 50 percent. When the results
are important {o you, always try to learn what the nonresponse rate
is and what has been done about it.



Keep Your Eye on What is Being Estimated

It is comman for political polls te quote a margin of error of plus
or minus 3 percent, i might happen, however, that in two separate
polls between Jones and Smith in the same week one might have
Jones ahead by 2 percent in one poll while the cther poll might
have Jones akead by 10 percent. How can this be?

Overall nonresponse in
surveys hias beent
growlng in recent years
and Is increasingly a
consideration in the
uncertaingy of reported
results.

A misleading feature of most current
media stories on political polls is that they
report the margin of error associated with
the proportion favoring one candidate, not
the margin of error of the lead of one
candidate over another, To itlustrate the
problem, suppose one poll finds that Mr.
Jones has 45 percent support, Ms. Smith

has 41 percent support, 14 percent are undecided, and there is a 3
percent margin of error for each category,

If we note that Mr, Jones might have anywhere from 42 percent to
48 percent support in the voling population and Ms, Smith nright
have anywhere from 38 percent to 44 percent suppor, then it
would not be terribly swrprising for another poll to report anything
from & 10-point lead for Mr. Jones (such as 48 percent to 38
percent) to a 2-point lead for Ms. Smith (such as 44 percent lo 42
percent),

In more technical terms, a law of probability dictates that the

difference between two uncertain proportions (e.g., the lead of one
candidaie over another in a political poll in which both are

References

Best practices for survey and public opinion research and
survey practices AAPOR condemns. 1997, Ann Arbor,
Mich.: American Association for Pubtic Opinion
Research,

Cochean, William Gemmell. 1977, Sampling techuigues. 3rd
ed. New York: Wiley 1977,

Councit of American Survey Research Organizations, Surveys
and you: htip:/fwww.casro.org/survandyou.cfm.

Czaja, Ronald, and Johnny Blair, 1996. Designing surveys: a
guide fo decisions and procedures. Thousand Qaks,
Calif.: Pine Forge Press.

Deming, W. Edwards. 1986. Owt of the crisis. Cambridge,
Mass.: Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Center
for Advanced Engineering Study.

Dillman, Don A, 2000. Mail and internet surveys: the
tailored destgn method. 20d ed, New York: Wiley,

Ferber, Robert, Paul Sheatstey, Anthony Turner, and Joseph
Waksberg.. 1980, What is a survey? Washington:
American Statisticat Association,

Gawiser, Sheldon R, and G, Evans Wilt. 20 questions a
joumalist shouid ask about poll results, 2nd ed.
hitp:fwww.nepp.org/qajsa.btm,

estimated) has more uncertainty associated with it than either
praportion alone.

Accordingly, the margin of error associated with the lead of one
candidate over another should be larger than the margin of error
associated with a single proportion, which is what media reports
typically mention (thus the need 10 keep your eye on what's being
estimtated!),

Until media organizations get their reporting practices in fine with
actual variatlon in results across political polls, a rule of thumb is

to maltiply the currently reported margin of error by 1.7 to obtain
a more accusate estimate of the margin of error for the lead of one
candidale over another, Thus, a reported 3 percent margin of error
becomes about 5 percent and a reporied 4 percent margin of ervor
becomes about 7 percent when the size of
the lead is being considered,

It is common for
political polls to qrote
amarghi of error of

Wihere Can I Get More Information /
plus orininus 3%.

There is a lot mote to be said abeut the use
of the term *margin of error,”
Suwiprisingly, there is even some controversy about its meaning.
For those interested it reading more about this controversy, a
Sunday, June 14, 1998, “Unconventional Wisdom” column by
Richard Morin in The Washington Post may be a good start,

With most palis stiil by telephone, there are many nonsampling
etror issues that could arise and overwhelm sampling error
considerations like those embodied in the margin of error. Chapter
4 has more to say on these,

67

Gryna, Frank M., and Joseph M, Juran, 2001. Quality
planning and analysis: from product development
throngh use, 4th ed. Boston: McGraw-Hill.

Heary, Gary T. 1990, -Practical sampling. Newbury Park:
Sage Publications.

Lesster, Judith T., and William D, Kalsbeek, 1992,
Nonsampling error in surveys. New York: Wiley.

Loht, Sharon L. 1999. Sampling: design and analysis,
Pacific Grove, CA: Duxbury Press.

Presser, Stanley, Mick P. Couper, Judith T, Lessler, Etizabeth
Martin, Jean Martin, Jennifer M, Rothgeb, and Eleanor
Singer. 2004, Methods for testing and evaluating '
survey questions. Public Opinion Quarteriy 63
{1):109-130.

Research Industry Coalition, Inc, Integrity and Good Practice
in Marketing and Opinion Research,

Salant, Priscilla, and Don A, Dillman. 1994, How te conduct
your own survey. New York: Wiley,

Sirken, Monroe G. et al. 1999, Cognition and survey
research. New York: Wiley,

Utts, Jessica M. 1999, Seeing through statistics. 2nd ed.
Pacific Grove: Duxbury Press.

68




