
VI. Surveys

Surveys can be classified according to how they are administered. Some surveys

are self-administered; typically these are mailed to the respondent. Other surveys

are administered over the telephone. The final type is administered via a personal

interview. Consequently the first choice confronting the researcher is which type of

survey to use.

In choosing the survey method you should consider your research objectives, your

budget, your sample design, possible sources of bias, and the response rate.

Sometimes your research objectives will involve questions that are too complex for a

self-administered survey. Sometimes the objectives will require interactive questions

which necessitate the intervention of a trained interviewer. Sometimes the questions

may be personal in character. Some personal questions are better administered in a

personal interview in which the respondent and the researcher have an opportunity

to develop a trusting relationship; in other cases the anonymity of a self-administered

survey may elicit more reliable responses.

Your budget includes only financial resources but also the availability of trained inter-

viewers and the available time frame for responses. Self administered questionnaires

require mailing lists, printing and postage costs. In addition you must wait for your

respondents to return the forms and may incur the expense of follow-up mailings.

Telephone surveys can have a quicker turn around but add the expense of trained

interviewers and (except for local surveys) long distance tolls. Personal interviews

are the most expensive in terms of all resources — financial, personnel and time.

Another issue is sample design. Self administered surveys generally require mailing

lists. Telephone surveys require phone directories. Personal interviews will require

either addresses or phone numbers or both to establish the interview appointment.

In each case the sample must be selected from the available list and can only be as
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reliable as the original list.

Each of the survey methods provide potential sources of bias. A self administered

questionnaire may be misinterpreted or may elicit biased responses due to question

wording or order. Since your only contact with your respondents is the survey instru-

ment, you may never discover these problems. Similar problems can arise with tele-

phone and personal interviews, but because the interviewer can interact with the

respondent the researcher has an opportunity to discover errors or sources of bias

in the survey instrument. Of course, because the interviewer is interacting with the

respondent there is potential that this interaction will bias the results; special care

must be taken that the interviewer maintain a completely neutral demeanor and tone.

Another problem with self administered and telephone surveys is that the respondent

may not be the person you selected for your sample.

Finally the researcher needs to choose a method which has a reasonable response

rate. In general you should strive for an 80% response rate to your survey.A survey

with a response rate of less than 50% is not valid for statistical inference unless

there is strong evidence that the non-respondents are similar to the respondents in all

essential features. Since the self administered questionnaire can filled out according

to the respondent’s schedule this will enhance the chance of reply (and of a thoughtful

and accurate reply); of course, it also enhances the chance that the survey will be

discarded or lost. Telephone surveys rely on being able to contact the respondent; this

is exacerbated by the increasing use of answering machines and other call-screening

devices. Personal interviews tend to have the highest response rate.

Response rates can be enhanced by contacting the respondent with a post card or

letter to advise respondents that they have been selected for a survey, inform them

of the purpose of the survey and let them know when the survey instrument (survey,

phone call, interviewer) will arrive.

Some researchers will also include a small payment or gift to the respondent in appre-

ciation for completing the survey. These inducements are sometimes sent with the

survey instrument, sometimes sent only after the instrument is returned and some-

times only offered on follow-up mailings to non respondents. The purpose of the

inducement is to increase the response rate by expressing appreciation and by show-

ing the researcher’s commitment to the project. The purpose of the inducement is
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not to pay the respondents. Paying respondents potentially introduces bias in two

ways: first the respondents may attempt to give answers they believe the researchers

want to hear; secondly, the sample itself may be biased by over sampling from those

who are most susceptible to payments.

Once you have selected the survey method you are ready to begin writing the survey

questions. When you construct your questionsCHECK YOUR RESEARCH OBJEC-

TIVES! Make sure that you ask all of the questions needed to meet your research

objectives. You should start with a list of everything you could possibly ask relating

to your research objectives and hypotheses. Be sure to include questions which will

measure all variables for each respondent. It is both frustrating and expensive to real-

ize after you have gathered your data that you really needed to know the respondents’

gender or income in order to properly account for the variability in responses.

Each question on your survey should be purposeful — do not ask question just because

you think it might be interesting. In a survey on a presidential election, don’t ask

what kind of car the respondent drives. Unnecessary questions waste your time and

are inconsiderate of the respondent — and probably will depress the response rate. A

question does not have to address a research objective to be purposeful: you might

ask a question whose only purpose is to motivate response. (“Do you think that the

national news represents your interests?”)

Often surveys will gather demographic information (gender, ethnicity, age, marital

status, occupation) on the first page of the survey. For this reason these are sometimes

called face sheet questions. Such demographic information is often gathered just to

validate the sample; often the researchers will also check the response variables against

these controls to ascertain if there is a difference in common demographic groups.

Your questions can assume several formats: short answer, open-ended, check lists,

yes/no, Likert scales or some other form. Short answer and open-ended questions

have the advantages of not suggesting responses (and hence less bias) however they

also tend to be much more difficult to tabulate.

Be careful with your checklists: what is wrong with the following questions (taken

from student surveys)?
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What is your age?

© 0-25© 25-35© 35-45© 45-55© 55+

Of course, the choices are not mutually exclusive, so, for example, a

respondent who is 35 years old could give either of two answers.

What is your age?

© 0-24© 25-34© 35-44© 45-54© 55+

This one has been fixed so that the resposnes are mutually exclusive, but

it is difficult to read. It would be better if a list were used:

What is your age?

© 0-24

© 25-34

© 35-44

© 45-54

© 55+

Which of the following best describes your experience with the Armed Forces?

© On Active Duty

© Retired

© Husband on Active Duty

© None

Checklists need to be mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive. Be sure to

include an “other” response with room for the respondent to fill in their own answer

on any checklist. When you construct your checklist, you are making a list of what

you think are all possible answers. You can be undone if what you think you know is

wrong.
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Likert scales can either provide for a continuous response

Strongly Agree Strongly Disagree

or for graduated response:

(a) Strongly Agree

(b) Agree

(c) Neutral

(d) Disagree

(e) Strongly Disagree

The above graduated scale permits a neutral response; an even number of choices

forces a choice:

(a) Strongly Agree

(b) Agree

(c) Disagree

(d) Strongly Disagree

Notice that the graduated Likert responses will be easier to tabulate than continuous

Likert scales.

You should endeavor to save your respondents unnecessary reading. One way to do

this is with filter questions. If your survey deals with CD purchases (for example)

your first question might be:
Do you own a CD player? © Yes © No.

If your answer is “yes” please continue. If your answer is “no” please be sure

to check the “no” circle and return the questionnaire. Your answer is very

important to the accuracy of our research. Thank you very much for your

assistance.

Preliminary versions of surveys will often contain the same question worded in several

different ways and placed in different positions in the questionnaire. This is done
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to check for consistency in responses (as well as to check for bias in the questions

themselves). If you do this, there are statistical tests (such as Cronbach’s alpha) to

help you decide if the responses to a set of questions are consistent. Because this adds

to the expense and length of the survey, many surveys omit such consistency checks

in the final version of the survey instrument.

The formatting of the questionnaire — especially for self administered surveys — can

be very important. A survey needs to both appear to be simple and short to fill out

as well as actually be simple and short. Long and complex surveys will have poorer

response rates; in addition, the accuracy of the response will degrade toward the end

of the survey due to fatigue on the part of the respondents.

Your cover letter, survey title and instructions not only convey information about the

survey but can serve to motivate the respondent to answer your questions. Part of

your goal is to persuade your respondent to assume some ownership in your research

project, investing time and consideration in the responses. While such motivational

efforts are important, care should be taken to avoid biasing the responses: a cover

letter from the National Committee of a political party would almost certainly bias

the responses regardless of political persuasion.

In addition to question formatting, the paper size can influence the response rate,

with Monarch size (7×10 inch) obtaining more responses than letterhead size (8
1
2
×11 inches), which in turn does better than legal size (8 1

2
×14 inches).

As a general rule, the fewer pages the higher your return will be. Of course, there

will be a tradeoff between paper size and number of pages, but often a Monarch sized

four page survey will draw as well as a two page survey printed on letterhead stock.

If you print your survey on colored stock it may be confused with an advertisement,

depressing the response rate. If you need to use colored stock (for example, to help

code different sample groups), use light colors. The paper weight should be sufficiently

heavy to accept printing on both sides without showing through; avoid too heavy a

stock since this will increase mailing costs.

You should select a consistent and legible typeface. You should avoid fancy or peculiar
typefaces since they are difficult to read. Even italics should be avoided — people are

generally able to read italic type at only about 60% of the rate for non-italic type.The
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most legible typefaces tend to be sans serif ( like your lecture notes) as opposed to

fonts like the traditional Times Roman used in newspapers. Typefaces should be at

least ten point size (twelve pitch on a typewriter) but twelve point (ten pitch on a

typewriter) is generally more legible. A line length of five inches is generally best to

avoid eye strain and fatigue.

Your survey should not look cramped or cluttered. Liberal use of white space and

vertical — as opposed to horizontal — lists can make your survey more attractive as

well as clearer. The survey should look professional (but not too slick: you don’t want

to be confused with an advertisement, nor do you want to alienate the respondents

by appearing too affluent). It should always be clear where to respond (and whether

the response is a check box or written). In the case of written responses, the amount

of room you leave will suggest the length of response which you desire.

The questions on the survey should be neutrally worded. Care should be taken not to

suggest answers, either in the format, wording or positioning of the question. Surveys

can be biased in subtle ways.

For example, if you are asking a question about education and expect that all of your

respondents will have at least a high school education, include a choice “grammar

school only” so that respondents will not feel they are falling in the lowest category.

Some questions may embarrass the respondent. Questions about sexual activity or

preference are notorious for unreliable responses. Even if the respondent is certain

that the answers will be confidential, untrue or missing responses are inevitable for

sensitive questions unless the respondents are able to both establish a trusting rela-

tionship with the researcher (for example through personal interviews) and are con-

vinced as to the importance of the project. The Kinsey studies, for example, were

preceded by involving community leaders (religious leaders, newspapers, etc.) in giv-

ing public expressions of support for the project. Then the subjects were interviewed

several times to assist in developing a trusting relationship with the researcher.

The order of questions can influence results by placing the respondent in particular

frame of mind. The question “Do you support the use of public funds to pay for

abortions” is, itself, phrased in a neutral fashion. However, if you precede this question

with a sequence of questions about the respondent’s own children or about child care
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you will get one set of answers. Preceding the question with a sequence of questions

about women’s rights and freedom of choice will produce a different set of responses.

The phrasing and structure of the questions, and the layout and character of the

responses should be designed with problems of tabulating in mind.

As you construct your questions, keep in mind that you will eventually need to tabu-

late and summarize the results of your survey. You will also probably want to be able

to statistically analyze the results in some manner. The final steps in your survey, the

analysis and interpretation of results, can be a nightmare unless you have planned

ahead.

Before you administer your survey, it’s a good idea to make some trial graphs, tables

and charts to describe how you will summarize your data. Also think about the

numerical summaries and cross-tabulations which you will want to make (how did

women answer questions 12-15 differently from men). Finally, think about the statis-

tical tests which you will need to perform in order to realize your research objectives

and answer your hypotheses. Make sure that you can readily capture the required

data from your questionnaire.

Sometimes you will want to consolidate several questions into a single group in order

to get an overall response. For example, if you are interested in attitudes about

women in combat, you may have a set of questions dealing with women serving in

various specific roles (fighter pilot, air evac pilot, tank commander, CIC officer, etc.)

which can be consolidated in a single scaled response. If you do this, make sure that

the scales from question to question are consistent!

Finally, you will need to pay attention to how the responses are coded. Using a

computer will facilitate doing summaries, but computers only understand numbers,

not “attribute” responses. Thus when measuring “gender” for example, you might

want to code one gender as “0” and one gender as “1”:

• “males” = 0; and

• “females” = 1.

On the other hand, if your response includes more than two categories, you should

regard each category as a separate “yes/no” respones. For example, if your survey
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has two questions:

1. What is your gender? ◦ male ◦ female

2. Which best describes your highest educational level?

(a) do not have a high school diploma

(b) high school diploma or GED

(c) two years of college or less

(d) four years of college or less

(e) more than four years of college

In this case you might have the following five respondents:

# Gender Education
1 Female (b)
1 Male (a)
1 Female (e)
1 Female (c)
1 Male (d)

In this case you could code “gender” with a single column of “0’s” and “1’s.” But

“education” becomes five columns, with each of the choices coded “0” for “no” and

“1” for “yes.” Any particular respondent will have exactly one “1” response for the

education choices.

respondent # Gender 5Education
(a) (b) (c) (d) (e)

1 1 0 1 0 0 0
2 0 1 0 0 0 0
3 1 0 0 0 0 1
4 1 0 0 1 0 0
5 0 0 0 0 1 0

Questions. Why is only one column, not two, needed for “gender?” Do you really

need to use five columns for Education?
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