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CHAPTER ONE

AN OVERVIEW OF THE SAMPLE SURVEY 
PROCESS

Surveys have become a widely used and acknowledged research tool in 
most of the developed countries of the world. Through reports pre-

sented by newspapers, magazines, television, and radio, the concept of con-
sidering information derived from a relatively small number of people to 
be an accurate representation of a significantly larger number of people 
has become a familiar one. Surveys have broad appeal, particularly in dem-
ocratic cultures, because they are perceived as a reflection of the attitudes, 
preferences, and opinions of the very people from whom the society’s 
policymakers derive their mandate. Politicians rely heavily on surveys and 
public opinion polls for popular guidance in mapping out campaign strate-
gies and carrying out their professional responsibilities. Commercial enter-
prises use survey findings to formulate market strategies for the potential 
widespread use, distribution, and performance of new and existing prod-
ucts. Television and radio programs are evaluated and scheduled largely 
in accordance with the results of consumer surveys. Government programs 
designed to provide assistance to various communities often rely on the 
results of surveys to determine program effectiveness. Private social organi-
zations obtain information from their members through the use of survey 
techniques. Libraries, restaurants, financial institutions, recreational facili-
ties, and churches, among many others, make use of polls to solicit infor-
mation from their constituents and clientele concerning desired services.
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As a research technique in the social sciences and professional disci-
plines, survey research has derived considerable credibility from its wide-
spread acceptance and use in academic institutions. Many universities 
have established survey research institutes where the techniques of survey 
research are taught and surveys can be conducted within the confines of 
propriety and scientific rigor. Students are often encouraged to use survey 
research for gathering primary data, thereby satisfying the requirement of 
conducting original research. Professors publish countless articles and books 
based on the results of funded and unfunded survey research projects.

Despite the broad-based societal acceptance of survey research, there 
remains a lingering doubt, especially within the general population at 
large, concerning the reliability of information derived from relatively few 
respondents purporting to represent the whole. They frequently ask, for 
instance, “How can fifteen hundred respondents to a survey be said to rep-
resent millions of people?” or, “Why should two thousand television viewers 
dictate to program directors on a national scale what Americans choose to 
watch?” The answers to these and other such questions lie in the systematic 
application of the technique of scientific sample survey research.

Survey research involves soliciting self-reported verbal information from 
people about themselves. The ultimate goal of sample survey research is to 
allow researchers to generalize about a large population by studying only 
a small portion of that population. Accurate generalization derives from 
applying the set of orderly procedures that comprise scientific sample survey 
research. These procedures specify what information is to be obtained, how 
it will be collected, from whom it will be solicited, and how it will be analyzed.

If the researcher needs personal, self-reported information that is not 
available elsewhere and if generalization of findings to a larger population 
is desired, sample survey research is the most appropriate method as long as 
enough general information is known or can conveniently be obtained about 
the subject matter under investigation to formulate specific questions and as 
long as the population that is needed to be sampled is accessible and willing to 
provide self-reported information. The theoretical underpinnings of scientific 
sample survey research, its procedural applications, and analysis of the data  
it generates constitute the substance of this book.

Gathering Information through Research

Researchers must be aware that survey research is only one among several 
methods associated with the process of data collection. The three main 
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techniques used to collect primary data (data collected firsthand, directly 
from the subjects under study) are survey research, direct measurement, 
and observation, all of which in one way or another can make use of sam-
pling. Secondary research is a fourth means of data collection. It consists 
of compiling and analyzing data that have already been collected and exist 
in usable form. These alternative techniques, when they are not appropri-
ate in and of themselves, can often be used as complements to the sur-
vey research process. A brief description of these alternative techniques 
follows:

•	 Secondary research: Certain data may already exist that can serve to satisfy 
the research requirements of a particular study. Any study should investi-
gate existing sources of information as a first step in the research process 
to take advantage of information that has already been collected and 
may shed light on the study. Sources of secondary information include 
libraries, government agencies, and private foundations, among others.

•	 Direct measurement: This technique involves testing subjects or otherwise 
directly counting or measuring data. Testing cholesterol levels, moni-
toring airport noise levels, measuring the height of a building to make 
certain it complies with local ordinances, and counting ballots in a local 
election are all examples of direct measurement.

•	 Observation: A primary characteristic of observation is that it involves the 
direct study of behavior by simply watching the subjects of the study with-
out intruding on them and recording certain critical natural responses 
to their environment. For example, a government official can obtain 
important information about the issues discussed in a speech by observ-
ing the audience’s reactions to that speech.

However, there is no better method of research than the sample survey 
process for determining, with a known level of accuracy, detailed and per-
sonal information about large populations. Opinions, which are the keys to 
public policy, are obtainable with defined and determinable reliability only 
through the survey research process. By combining surveys with scientific 
sampling, the researcher is using the only method of gaining this informa-
tion to a known level of accuracy. The survey process is particularly suited 
to collecting data that can inform the researcher about research questions 
such as the following:

•	 How do Americans feel about proposed changes in social security 
regulations?
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•	 What is the average income of people twenty-five years of age and older 
whose highest level of completed education is high school?

•	 What factors influence people’s choice of banks?
•	 What are the reactions among employees of a local factory concerning 

a newly proposed union policy?
•	 How do members of the New York State Bar Association feel about capi-

tal punishment?
•	 What do various state legislators think about a proposed mandatory 

balanced-budget amendment?
•	 What proportion of drivers observe seat belt laws?
•	 To what extent has the Latino community in Texas experienced job 

discrimination?

The particular use for which a survey is conducted determines the 
informational requirements of that survey. Surveys typically collect three 
types of information: descriptive, behavioral, and attitudinal.

Surveys frequently include questions designed to elicit descriptive 
information or facts about the respondent. Such important data as the 
respondent’s income, age, education, ethnicity, household size, and family 
composition are integral to most sample survey studies. These socioeconomic 
characteristics provide important information that enables the researcher to 
better understand the larger population represented by the sample.

In many survey research projects, the researcher is interested in the 
respondent’s behavior. Patterns of transportation use, recreation, enter-
tainment, and personal behavior are often the desired information in 
sample survey studies. For example, such information as frequency of pub-
lic transit ridership or use of various types of recreational and entertain-
ment facilities is typical of behaviorally oriented information that can be 
obtained from sample surveys.

In addition to descriptive and behavioral information, many surveys 
solicit, as their primary focus, the respondent’s attitudes and opinions 
about a variety of conditions and circumstances. The hallmark of this type 
of sample survey is the public opinion poll, which seeks opinions and pref-
erences regarding issues of social and political relevance. The primary 
objective of such studies is to be predictive and future oriented.

Very rarely does a study include only one of the informational catego-
ries we have noted. Scientific investigation requires that relationships be 
identified in terms of descriptive, behavioral, and attitudinal data so that 
we may fully understand the differential complexities of the population 
from which a sample has been drawn. For instance, in a political public 
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opinion poll, it is much more desirable to know not only the breakdown of 
votes for each candidate but also such factors as the voter’s political party, 
age, gender, past voting patterns, and opinion on a variety of key issues. 
Such a survey requires the researcher to derive information from each of 
the above categories in one sample survey.

Advantages of Sample Survey Research

Generalizations based on a mere fraction of the total population (a sam-
ple) did not gain acceptance until the beginning of the twentieth century, 
when a researcher for a liquor distillery in England named W. S. Gossett 
was faced with the problem of testing the quality of his company’s product. 
Testing the plant’s output involved tasting, and therefore consuming, the 
product. Testing the entire output of the plant, or even as few as one in 
ten bottles, was clearly not economically feasible. Gossett, writing under 
the pseudonym “Student,” developed a theoretical basis for making gener-
alizations about the quality of the plant’s product by sampling only a small 
portion of that output.

The foremost advantage of the sample survey technique, as indicated 
by Gossett’s experience, is the ability to generalize about an entire popula-
tion by drawing inferences based on data drawn from a small portion of 
that population. The cost and time requirements of conducting a sample 
survey are significantly less than those involved with canvassing the entire 
population. When implemented properly, the sample survey is a reasonably 
accurate method of collecting data. It offers an opportunity to reveal the 
characteristics of institutions and communities by studying individuals and 
other components of those communities that represent these entities in a 
relatively unbiased and scientifically rigorous manner.

Surveys can be implemented in a timely fashion. That is, the survey 
project can be organized so that the actual data gathering is performed in 
a relatively short period of time. Besides the convenience afforded by this 
approach, there is also the advantage of obtaining a snapshot of the popu-
lation. Other techniques may involve a longer-term study, during which 
opinions or facts may change from the beginning of the study to the end.

Well-structured sample surveys generate standardized data that are 
extremely amenable to quantification and consequent computerization 
and statistical analysis. This quality has been enhanced through rapid 
advances in computer technology as well as through the development 
and refinement of complex analytical statistical software packages and 
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techniques. For purposes of comparisons among individuals, institutions, 
or communities, surveys offer a further advantage: replicability. A question-
naire that has been used in one city or community can be reimplemented 
in another community or administered once again in the same community 
at a later date in order to assess differences attributable to location or time.

Sampling started gaining general acceptance beginning in 1935 when 
George Gallup established the American Institute of Public Opinion in 
order to conduct weekly polls on national political and consumer issues 
for private and public sector clients. In as much as Gallup was operating a 
business for profit and since he was committed to delivering weekly polls, he 
was necessarily highly sensitive to cost and time factors. Gallup developed 
a method of sampling fifteen hundred to three thousand respondents— 
quite a small number compared to other surveys at that time. His method 
established sample quotas based on age, sex, and geographical region. In 
the 1936 presidential election between Franklin D. Roosevelt and Alfred 
Landon, Gallup forecast a Roosevelt victory, while one of the most respected 
polls at that time, the Literary Digest poll of 2.5 million subscribers, forecast 
a Landon landslide. The final results are well known: a Roosevelt victory with 
61 percent of the vote. The scientifically implemented small sample there-
after became established as the survey method of choice. Advancements 
in the understanding of sample survey methodology that were developed 
in World War II and refined thereafter now provide even greater accuracy 
than Gallup had in 1936, with still smaller sample sizes.

Types of Sample Survey Research

Survey information can be collected by means of any of five general 
methods of implementation: mail-out, web-based, telephone, in-person 
interviews, and intercept. This section addresses the advantages and disad-
vantages of these types of surveys and discusses the procedures for admin-
istering the surveys.

Mail-Out Surveys

The mail-out format for collecting survey data involves the dissemination of 
printed questionnaires through the mail (commonly the postal service) to 
a sample of predesignated potential respondents. Respondents are asked 
to complete the questionnaire on their own and return it by mail to the 
researcher (postage paid by the researcher).
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Advantages and Disadvantages. The advantages of the mail-out technique 
can be stated as follows:

•	 Possible cost savings: Other techniques require trained interviewers, and 
the recruitment, training, and employment of interviewers can be quite 
costly. Access to respondents by mail can, under some circumstances, be 
less expensive than telephone surveys and certainly less expensive than 
in-person interviews.

•	 Convenience: The questionnaire can be completed at the respondent’s 
convenience.

•	 Ample time: The respondent has virtually no time constraints. There is 
enough time to elaborate on answers and consult personal records if 
necessary to complete certain questions.

•	 Authoritative impressions: The researcher can prepare the mail-out ques-
tionnaire form so that it has significant legitimacy and credibility.

•	 Anonymity: Because there is no personal contact with an interviewer, the 
respondent may feel that the responses given are more anonymous than 
is the case with other formats.

•	 Reduced interviewer-induced bias: The mail-out questionnaire exposes all 
respondents to precisely the same wording on questions. Thus, it is not 
subject to interviewer-induced bias in terms of voice inflection, misread-
ing of the questions, or other clerical or administrative errors.

•	 Complexity: Mail-out questions can be longer and more complex than 
telephone questions.

•	 Visual aids: Mail-out questionnaires can make use of photographs and 
maps that would be impossible to use in a telephone survey.

Mail-out questionnaires, however, have the following disadvantages:

•	 Comparatively long time period: Many follow-ups and substitutions of sam-
ple respondents are required in order to achieve the appropriate sample 
size and adequate random distribution necessary for purposes of gen-
eralization. The mail-out therefore generally requires a few weeks for 
questionnaires to be returned.

•	 Self-selection: Mail-outs typically achieve a lower response rate than tele-
phone surveys. Low response rates can imply some bias in the sample. 
For instance, poorly educated respondents or those with reading or lan-
guage deficiencies tend to exclude themselves from this form of survey 
more often than from surveys administered by an interviewer.
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•	 Lack of interviewer involvement: The fact that no interviewer is present 
means that unclear questions cannot be explained, there is no certainty 
that the questions will be answered in the order written (which may be 
important), and spontaneously volunteered reactions and information 
are not likely to be recorded by the respondent and cannot be probed 
by an interviewer as would be the case with other methods.

•	 Incomplete open-ended questions: It is more likely that questions requiring 
an original written response in lieu of fixed answers will be avoided.

Administration of Mail-Out Surveys. Certain guidelines should be followed 
in administering a mail-out questionnaire. First, the questionnaire should 
be designed in the form of a booklet in order to ensure a professional 
appearance and to make it more usable by the respondent. Any resem-
blance to an advertising brochure should be strictly avoided. The aesthetic 
appearance of the questionnaire is important in terms of generating sat-
isfactory response rates. There should be adequate spacing between ques-
tions, and questions should not begin on one page and end on another. 
Instructions to the respondent should be clear and easily distinguished 
from the survey questions themselves. Graphics, such as maps and illustra-
tive photographs, should be carefully integrated into the design of the 
questionnaire.

The cover letter should be prepared in accordance with the principles 
discussed in chapter 2 and should become the first page of the booklet. 
The last page of the booklet should be reserved for three purposes only: to 
express appreciation to the respondents for their participation, provide a 
return mailing address and prepaid postage through a business reply per-
mit, and provide instructions for returning the completed questionnaire. 
An alternative is to provide postage-paid, preaddressed return envelopes, 
but the cost of this approach is somewhat higher.

Questionnaires should be stamped with an identification number or bar 
code for purposes of monitoring the follow-up process. This number or code 
must be explained to the respondent in the cover letter, accompanied by 
assurances of privacy and confidentiality.

The questionnaire booklet is mailed by first-class postage to the respon-
dent in an envelope. The envelope is addressed with the name and address 
of the respondent individually imprinted (in the case of small, more per-
sonalized surveys) or with a mailing label (most commonly used in large-
scale, high-volume surveys). A target date should be designated for the 
return of the questionnaire; this target date is generally recommended 
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to be approximately two weeks from the initial mailing date. Two weeks 
after the initial mailing, a follow-up postcard reminder should be sent to 
potential respondents who have not yet replied, as determined by their 
prestamped identification number. The reminder should be friendly in 
tone and indicate that if the completed questionnaire and the reminder 
postcard have crossed in the mail, the respondent should disregard the 
reminder; it should also again express appreciation for the respondent’s 
cooperation.

Four weeks from the initial mailing, a second follow-up can be mailed to  
all survey recipients who have not yet responded. This follow-up should 
include a new cover letter that does not specify a target due date but 
instead stresses the importance of responding. Another copy of the ques-
tionnaire should accompany the letter in case the original questionnaire 
has been misplaced or discarded.

It can be reasonably expected that this procedure will yield a response 
rate that can approach 50 percent for the general public and a somewhat 
higher rate for specialized populations. The researcher should wait two 
weeks after the second follow-up before closing the mailing process. A 
response rate of 50 percent can be considered satisfactory for purposes of 
analysis and reporting of findings as long as the researcher is satisfied in 
the representativeness of the respondents (see chapter 9). If the researcher 
wishes to increase the response rate and has adequate resources and time 
to do so, the following additional procedures are suggested:

•	 In lieu of using mailing labels, envelopes and the cover letter can be indi-
vidually imprinted with the potential respondent’s name and address.

•	 The cover letters should be individually signed in blue ink to avoid the 
impression that they were impersonally mass-produced.

•	 The follow-up mailings should include eye-catching but tasteful illustra-
tions and graphics.

•	 Six weeks after the initial mailing, nonrespondents can be given a 
reminder telephone call.

•	 A third follow-up mailing, again with a new cover letter and copy of the 
questionnaire, can be sent to all nonrespondents eight weeks after the first 
mailing. This third follow-up should be delivered by certified mail.

These additional procedures are designed to achieve a response rate 
higher than 70 percent for the general population and as high as 90 per-
cent for certain specialized groups.
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Web-Based Surveys

The web-based survey is an alternative to the traditional mail-out technique; 
individuals are contacted by e-mail and asked to participate in a survey that 
is designed to be completed and submitted through the Internet.

Advantages and Disadvantages. The advantages of the web-based survey 
method are as follows:

•	 Convenience: This technique represents a convenient and efficient way of 
reaching potential respondents. They are able to receive the question-
naire and complete it in the privacy of their home or office. This advan-
tage is becoming particularly significant as the availability of computers 
becomes increasingly widespread.

•	 Rapid data collection: Information, especially information that must be 
timely (e.g., a political public opinion poll related to an upcoming elec-
tion), can be collected and processed within days.

•	 Cost-effectiveness: This technique is more cost-effective than the tradi-
tional mail-out survey because there is no need for postage or paper 
supplies. It is also more cost-effective than the telephone and in-person 
surveys because it is not at all labor intensive.

•	 Ample time: The respondent is not pressed for time in responding to 
the web-based survey and has the opportunity to consult records in 
answering the questions. There is time to consider response choices 
and respond to open-ended questions in the form of text.

•	 Ease of follow-up: Potential respondents can be reminded to respond to 
the survey through follow-up e-mail messages.

•	 Confidentiality and security: Personal or sensitive information supplied by 
the respondents can be protected on a secure server through the efforts 
of the research team.

•	 Specialized populations: The survey is particularly useful in reaching spe-
cialized or well-identified populations whose e-mail addresses are read-
ily available. For example, we have successfully used this technique to 
conduct surveys of satisfaction among employees and stakeholders of 
large public organizations.

•	 Complexity and visual aids: As with mail-out surveys, web-based surveys can 
use visual images and more complex questions.

Web-based surveys also have certain disadvantages:

•	 Limited respondent bases: A major disadvantage of this technique is that 
it is limited to populations that have access to e-mail and a computer. 
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Furthermore, the technique assumes a certain minimal level of com-
puter literacy that is necessary for the completion and submission of 
the questionnaire. Such literacy is improving rapidly within the general 
population.

•	 Self-selection: As in the traditional mail-out, there is a self-selection bias 
that leads to lower response rates. Those who do not use e-mail or are 
not comfortable with web-based technology exclude themselves from 
the sample. Also, individuals with reading or language issues tend not 
to respond to web-based surveys. Some researchers send the survey by 
e-mail in multiple languages in an effort to obviate this problem.

•	 Lack of interviewer involvement: Since there is no interviewer involvement 
in the web-based survey, unclear questions cannot be explained, and 
respondents may not follow instructions. These problems can seriously 
compromise the scientific reliability of the survey even though telephone 
contacts are provided to the respondents in the event that they need help.

Administration of Web-Based Surveys. The web-based survey requires 
expertise to prepare a survey instrument for online administration. If the 
research team members have the necessary expertise and the necessary 
equipment, including a secure server, they may set up the survey for online 
response themselves. Alternatively, the researcher can use a service that can 
be purchased, such as Survey Monkey, where the instructions for setting 
up the survey structure, sending it to the intended recipients, and receiv-
ing responses are explicit and relatively straightforward. If such a service is 
used, it is possible to convert the data file to the Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS) for a more robust analysis. The following admin-
istrative tasks are required to implement a web-based survey successfully:

•	 The researcher must have the capability of providing a survey Internet 
link to the intended respondents. For example, respondents may be 
employees in a company who are asked to complete an online job satisfac-
tion survey. The researcher will be given access to the e-mail addresses of 
these respondents in order to send them the survey link. The researcher 
should be able to send e-mail messages to everyone simultaneously as well 
as to other selected individuals as desired and necessary. In other types 
of research efforts, the researcher may be interested in a survey with a 
broader base of potential respondents—perhaps extending to an entire 
community. In this case, the researcher can advertise in local newspapers 
and through community organizations that the survey is available by visit-
ing a specific website and clicking on the appropriate survey link.
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•	 The researcher should strive to prepare an online questionnaire that 
is as user friendly as possible. The online program should guide the 
respondent efficiently through the questions to the final submission of 
the completed survey.

•	 The initial e-mail message or the introduction to the online survey itself 
should specify a deadline for the return of the survey form—about ten 
days. If the researcher knows the e-mail addresses of those who received 
the survey link, approximately five days after sending the initial e-mail, 
the researcher may consider sending a reminder e-mail to those who 
have not yet responded.

It is important that the questionnaire be submitted to a secure server 
so that the privacy of the respondents is maintained.

Web Panels. Web panels are large reservoirs or banks of potential survey 
respondents who are recruited to participate in various online surveys. 
Panel or web companies generally recruit potential respondents to join the 
web panel through advertisements on the Internet and in local newspapers 
and newsletters. Web companies encourage panel participation through a 
series of incentives, including an opportunity to earn money, a chance to 
have a voice in new products and services, and an avenue to enjoy a variety 
of interesting surveys and thereby become introduced to various subject 
areas.

Potential panel recruits are directed to the company’s website, where 
they are asked to provide varying amounts of personal and demographic 
information. This information is used to screen respondents for partici-
pation in surveys requiring a specific demographic profile. For example, 
a researcher may wish to purchase from the web panel administrator the 
e-mail addresses of panel members who are women between the ages 
of twenty and forty and who live in the New England states. Large web 
panels consist of 2 million to 3 million people. Like all other Internet 
surveys, those using a web panel have two essential disadvantages: (1) 
participant self-selection negates random selection and (2) individuals 
who do not have access to the Internet cannot join a web panel. The 
absence of such individuals can create a systematic bias in the sample 
population.1

The Telephone Survey

The telephone survey collects information through the use of telephone 
interviews between a trained interviewer and selected respondents.
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Advantages and Disadvantages. The advantages of the telephone survey 
interviewing process can be stated as follows:

•	 Rapid data collection: Information, especially information that must be 
timely (e.g., a political public opinion poll related to an upcoming 
election), can be collected and processed within days. It is possible to 
complete a telephone survey in the time it would take simply to plan a 
mail-out or in-person survey.

•	 Possible cost savings: The cost of implementing a telephone survey is con-
siderably less than that of in-person interviews; under certain circum-
stances, it can even be less than that of a mail-out survey.

•	 Anonymity: A telephone survey is more anonymous than an in-person 
interview. Hence, the interviewer can conduct in-depth questioning in a 
less-threatening environment than exists in face-to-face situations.

•	 Assurance that instructions are followed: As with the in-person interview, the 
telephone interviewer can make certain that the questions are answered 
in precisely the order intended so that the integrity of the questionnaire 
sequence is maintained.

Telephone surveys also have certain disadvantages:

•	 Less control: The interviewer has less control over the interview situation 
in a telephone survey than in an in-person interview. The respondent 
can easily end the interview at any time by hanging up the telephone.

•	 Less credibility: The interviewer will have greater difficulty establishing 
credibility and trust with a respondent over the telephone than would 
be the case in person or by mail.

•	 Lack of visual materials: Unlike the mail-out survey and the in-person 
interview, the telephone survey does not permit the use of visual aids, 
such as maps, pictures, or charts, as components of the questions.

•	 Less complexity: Related to the lack of visual materials is the fact that tele-
phone questions must be much less complex than most other survey 
forms.

Administration of Telephone Survey. The telephone survey is less complex 
to implement than the mail-out. The most important aspect of this sur-
vey technique is the use of personal interviewers; the proper selection 
and training of these interviewers is critical to the success of the research 
project.
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Selection of Telephone Interviewers. Individuals may be recruited from a num-
ber of sources to serve as telephone interviewers. The single best source 
of interviewers, when available, is a local university. Students, especially 
upper-division undergraduate students and graduate students, are moti-
vated to become involved in the interviewing process for two basic reasons. 
First, there is frequently some substantive interest in the research project 
and its potential findings. Second, students often seek ways to augment 
their income to help fund their education while at the same time gaining 
relevant experience and therefore may be willing to work for wages that 
are relatively modest in relation to their skill level. If the researcher does 
not already have an affiliation with a university, professors in appropriate 
disciplines should be contacted and arrangements made to recruit poten-
tial interviewers. University bulletin boards and newsletters can also be 
used. If universities are not easily available, temporary agencies can be a 
source of employees, and when universities and temporary agencies are 
not readily accessible or when additional assistance is required, newspa-
per “help wanted” ads may be of some additional help. Newspapers that 
can be considered for placement of such ads include not only the major 
metropolitan dailies but also neighborhood weekly newspapers. Another 
source of recruitment is contact with local organizations such as social ser-
vice delivery groups, civic organizations, and church groups, which are 
frequently able to publicize recruitment needs among their memberships.

The content of the recruiting advertisement should enable poten-
tial applicants to determine if they are interested in the job and meet its 
requirements. Thus, the job notice should include such information as 
work hours, pay rate, location of the work site (home or central telephone 
facility), and whether fluency in a language other than English is necessary. 
The job notice should also indicate times and dates for group meetings, 
which are designed to dispense additional information, answer questions, 
and receive interviewer job applications; these applications should contain 
questions about work history, education, professional references, and avail-
ability to perform the required tasks. Group sessions are an efficient way 
to avoid unscheduled and frequent individual recruitment sessions, which 
can be time consuming for the researcher.

Having reviewed the job applications, the researcher should narrow 
the list of applicants by screening out those who clearly do not meet the 
basic requirements. After a brief personal interview, the remaining appli-
cants are asked to administer a practice questionnaire as a final screening 
device. This process will enable the researcher to determine an applicant’s 
ability to read at the appropriate level, follow directions, and relate to other 
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people. Final selection should be based on the written application, the 
personal interviews, the practice questionnaire, and any potential bias-
ing characteristics that the interviewer feels the applicant may possess. A 
poor performance during the practice questionnaire should not necessar-
ily eliminate the applicant from consideration; interviewer training after 
selection may help to mitigate some of the problems that are seen during 
the practice session.

Training of Telephone Interviewers. Interviewer training consists of a two-
pronged process. The researcher first provides the interviewer with gen-
eral training regarding the fundamental techniques of the interviewing 
process and then instructs the interviewer in proper administration of the 
specific survey questionnaire. Several procedures can be used to assist in 
the training process. To begin, an overview of the questionnaire should 
be provided that is specific to the study, with the various types of ques-
tions identified and all interviewer instructions pointed out, especially 
those pertaining to filtering and screening. It is advisable to pay particular 
attention to questions that permit more than one response and to make 
certain that “Other” categories and open-ended questions are recorded 
with precision. The researcher should also discuss the answer code format 
and explain the purpose of the variable fields.

Interviewers should be provided with a general understanding of the 
scope and substantive purpose of the research project. The organization 
sponsoring the survey should also be indicated. It is also important to 
make interviewers aware of the role they play within the survey process as a 
whole; that is, the interviewers should become aware of the sample size, the 
sample selection process employed, and how their role relates to the entire 
survey process, including data entry, data analysis, and the preparation of 
the final report. Trained telephone interviewers become very valuable to 
the researcher, and the services of these employees will be in demand for 
many subsequent surveys. These interviewers become a bank of part-time 
or even full-time personnel to call on as the need arises.

The interviewer must be careful to minimize the amount of bias intro-
duced into the interviewing process. The introductory greeting, as dis-
cussed in chapter 2, should be delivered with sincerity. Questions should 
be read verbatim with appropriate pacing and in a pleasant conversational 
tone. The interviewer should be satisfied that the respondent understands 
the question and must be careful to record responses accurately.

The interviewer should not express any opinions or make extraneous 
comments in reaction to statements made by the respondent. Despite these 
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efforts to minimize bias, there is always the potential for the respondent’s 
answers to be affected to some extent by her or his reaction to one or more 
characteristics of the interviewer, such as ethnic or regional accents, gen-
der, or age. The researcher should be cognizant of these potential prob-
lems and plan the conduct of the research study accordingly. For example, 
during the survey pretest, if it is found that a large number of respondents 
are having difficulty understanding an interviewer with a particularly heavy 
regional accent or it appears that their responses are affected in some 
manner by the accent, the researcher may find it necessary to reassign that 
interviewer to another aspect of the study.

In the not-too-distant past, telephone surveys were conducted by tra-
ditional paper-and-pencil procedures. That is, interviewers would ask the 
question and mark the respondent’s answer on an interview form. During 
the past twenty years, computer technology has displaced these traditional 
techniques. Questions on the survey are programmed to appear on the 
computer screen designed to be read by the interviewer. The respondent’s 
answer is recorded by marking the button that corresponds to the appro-
priate numerical code and having that response entered directly into the 
computer. One of the most popular programs for computer-based tele-
phone interviewing is the Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing 
(CATI) program. The primary advantages of computer technology for 
telephone interviewing are as follows:

•	 This technology enables the interviewer to follow complex question skip 
patterns. For example, if the respondent provides the answer “yes” to 
question 3 and the survey directs such responses to question 6, the com-
puter would automatically place question 6 on the computer screen.

•	 These programs minimize interviewer error because they remove a great 
deal of interviewer discretion in the conduct of the interview. Such tech-
nology saves interview time, which has important cost implications.

•	 Computer-assisted technology allows the recorded responses to be 
stored and transferred into an SPSS data file for immediate analysis.

•	 These programs have the ability to rotate response categories in order 
to minimize the potential bias associated with presenting responses in 
the same patterned order.

•	 Other features of the program include tracking nonresponses and pro-
gramming automatic callbacks.

Computer-assisted telephone interviewing has become common 
practice and the state of the art in telephone interviewing. As such, it is 



An Overview of the Sample Survey Process 19

important that telephone research makes use of this technology in order 
to remain competitive and to achieve the most accurate survey results.

Conducting Telephone Surveys. Interviewing should be conducted in the 
early evening (6:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. local time) and on weekends (noon to 
9:00 p.m.). Evenings provide the interviewer greater opportunity to reach 
working adult household members, whereas daytime calling during the 
week reaches only adults who are not working outside the home. After 9:00 
p.m., the interviewer should stop placing calls to avoid disturbing those 
who may have retired for the night. Similarly, on weekends, calls prior 
to noon may interfere with needed extra hours of sleep or time spent at 
religious services. The overriding principle is to reach as many adult house-
hold members as possible at a convenient time.

If the interviewer encounters a busy signal, the call should be tried 
again in thirty minutes; if the line is still busy, the call should be placed 
again the next day. If the first call on the next day is once again met with 
a busy signal, the interviewer should again wait thirty minutes and try 
one more time. When there are repeated busy signals, the interviewer is 
required to contact the telephone company to ascertain the working sta-
tus of the number. If the telephone company indicates that the line is 
operating, the interviewer may try calling on another day at a time totally 
different from the previous attempts. If the line is still busy, the interviewer 
should classify the number as “nonresponse” to avoid spending an inordi-
nate amount of time in pursuit of one potential respondent. When, instead 
of a busy signal, the first call elicits no answer, the call should be repeated 
the next day. If there is still no answer after four or five such attempts, the 
telephone number can be treated as a nonresponse.

When the sample comprises households rather than specific individu-
als at a given phone number, the interviewer must speak to an adult mem-
ber of the selected household unless the survey is specifically geared to 
minors. The interviewer should try to speak to a representative mix of 
men and women and sometimes may have to specifically request to speak 
to an “adult male” or “adult female” in order to maintain representative-
ness by gender.

When the interviewer has exhausted the sample list of telephone num-
bers, he or she should tell the researcher how many nonresponses have 
been encountered. The researcher will provide the interviewer with a list 
of replacement telephone numbers selected in accordance with the appro-
priate sample selection method (see chapter 9). The interviewer then pro-
ceeds to make these calls as described, returning to the researcher once 



20 Designing and Conducting Survey Research

again reporting all nonresponses from the list. This process continues until 
the interviewer has completed the number of interviews assigned.

Types of Telephone Sampling. The type of telephone sampling method to 
be used in a telephone survey depends on the requirements of the survey 
and the source of telephone numbers. The three major types of telephone 
sampling techniques are random digit dialing, cell phone–only dialing, 
and dialing from a fixed list of telephone numbers.

Random digit dialing (RDD) has become the most prevalent method of 
conducting a telephone survey since its inception in the mid-1960s. RDD 
telephone samples typically use a random sample of telephone numbers 
generated from the entire universe of telephone numbers that could be 
assigned within a specified geographic area. These random telephone num-
bers are associated with traditional landline telephones, the basic telephone 
service that was used almost exclusively by American households through 
the late 1980s. Researchers purchase lists of random landline telephone 
numbers, according to zip code, from independent sample suppliers.

Cell phone–only dialing: The growing popularity of cell phones in the 
United States threatens the representativeness of telephone surveys when 
RDD of landline numbers is conducted exclusively. The reason is that the 
prevalence of cell phones has been increasing at a steady pace since the early 
2000s. More and more households are eliminating their landline phone 
entirely in favor of cell phone use exclusively. Overall, according to a Centers 
for Disease Control (CDC) report, two in every five American homes (39 
percent) had only wireless phones as of the first half of 2013. About 38 
percent of US adults (or 90 million) and 45 percent of US children (33 
million) lived in wireless-only households. The wireless-only share has been 
rising steadily ever since the CDC began asking people about their phone 
status in 2011 when only 26.6 percent of US households were wireless only.2

Wireless-only households are especially predominant among the poor 
and the young. According to the CDC, nearly two-thirds (66 percent) of 
adults ages twenty-five to twenty-nine lived in households with only wire-
less phones, as did three in five (59.9 percent) thirty- to thirty-four-year-
olds and a majority (54 percent) of adults ages eighteen to twenty-four. A 
majority of adults living in poverty (54.7 percent) lived in a wireless-only 
household versus 48 percent of what the CDC calls the “near-poor” and 
35 percent of nonpoor adults; wireless-only households also predominate 
among Hispanics, renters, and adults living with roommates.

Based on these data, it is suggested that telephone surveys that use RDD 
of landline telephones also include a random sample of cell phone–only 
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users. This represents a dual-frame telephone sampling design and will 
mitigate against the geographic and demographic biases that are likely to 
result if cell phone–only users are excluded from the survey. Random cell 
phone numbers can also be purchased from sample suppliers that main-
tain current lists.

The growing body of research suggests that the quality of data obtained 
from cell phone calls is not different from the data quality obtained from 
landline calls. Nonetheless, there are reasons to suspect that data obtained 
from cell phones may be less reliable.

When individuals receive cell phone calls, they could be located at a 
variety of different public places. Although these cell phone users appear 
to be perfectly willing to carry on the telephone conversation, they may 
feel somewhat constrained in answering certain questions of a sensitive 
and private nature. This reluctance, either conscious or unconscious, could 
threaten the integrity of the responses and the validity of the entire survey.

The location of a cell phone user (generally outside of the home) may 
be associated with a number of distractions that could cause the respon-
dent to be less focused on the telephone interview at hand. The data pro-
vided may be less accurate and less thoughtful than if the respondent were 
located in a more serene location. The respondent may be walking or in 
a restaurant or coffee shop where others in the vicinity are engaged in a 
somewhat loud conversation.

At times, cell phones receive poor transmission signals, jeopardizing 
the audio quality of the call. This can potentially cause problems for the 
respondent to clearly understand the question and for the interviewer to 
correctly record the appropriate response.

As a result of potentially poor sound quality and the possibility of dis-
tractions, cell phone calls may last longer than landline calls. If the inter-
view begins to run inordinately long, the user may very well break off the 
interview before the survey is completed. By the same token, the inter-
viewer, in sensing that the interview is running long, may rush through the 
interview. In both cases, data quality is jeopardized. If these circumstances 
come to pass, the cost of the project is likely to increase since more cell 
phone calls will have to be made to make up for the incomplete data and 
ultimately complete the survey project.

Cell phone samples are sold according to area code and zip codes 
much as landline samples are. However, cell phone owners frequently 
retain their cell phone area code even when they move to another part of 
the state or country where a different area code is used. These individuals 
may well be included in a sample of numbers associated with a zip code 
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that is relevant to the project but must be excluded from the survey when 
contacted. This screening process can be time consuming and adds to the 
cost of the survey project.

Fixed List of Telephone Numbers: In some survey projects, the client pro-
vides the researcher with a fixed list of telephone numbers from which 
the random sample is to be drawn. These are simply the contact numbers 
provided by the potential respondents and can be either landline or cell 
phone numbers. The fixed lists often represent a customer base where the 
contact information is frequently updated. For example, a water district 
may be interested in conducting a satisfaction survey among its customers 
or a bus company may wish to survey customers who are enrolled in their 
special service for the disabled.

There are a number of additional rules of interviewing that the researcher 
should insist on having followed. These rules include the following:

•	 An interviewer should never interview more than one adult in the same 
household.

•	 A friend or relative of the research team should not be interviewed. If 
a friend or relative is part of the sample list, the researcher should be 
notified so that the person in question can be reassigned to another 
interviewer.

•	 The interviews should be conducted in as much privacy as possible to 
avoid distraction. It is likely that a professional facility will ensure privacy 
and quiet.

•	 The interviewer should not delegate assigned interviews to anyone else 
unless for reasons of language.

•	 Interviews should never be falsified.

In-Person Interviews

In-person, or face-to-face, surveys are structured to permit an interviewer 
to solicit information directly from a respondent in personal interviews.

Advantages and Disadvantages. The advantages of the in-person interview 
survey technique are as follows:

•	 Flexibility: The interviewer can probe for more detail, explain unclear 
questions, and use visual aids such as maps or photographs.

•	 Greater complexity: Interviewers can administer highly complex question-
naires and provide detailed instructions and lengthy lists of alternative 
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responses that many respondents would find confusing and intimidating 
if the questionnaire were administered by any other means.

•	 Ability to contact hard-to-reach populations: Certain groups, for instance, the 
homeless or criminal offenders, are difficult or impossible to reach by 
any method other than personal interviews.

•	 Assurance that instructions are followed: The interviewer can make certain 
that the questions are answered in precisely the order intended so that 
the integrity of the questionnaire sequence is maintained.

In-person interviews also have certain disadvantages:

•	 High cost: Administering in-person interviews can be very costly in 
terms of time per interview, travel time, interviewer training, and field 
supervision.

•	 Interviewer-induced bias: Although the interviewer obviously serves many 
useful functions in this process, he or she can also be a source of bias. 
For example, the interviewer may inadvertently react in some way to a 
response rather than remaining neutral. This action could affect future 
responses by the interviewee and, hence, the validity of the entire 
questionnaire. By the same token, the respondent may alter his or her 
responses to gain perceived approval from the interviewer.

•	 Respondents’ reluctance to cooperate: If respondents must allow interviewers 
into their homes to participate in a face-to-face survey, they may tend 
to be somewhat less inclined to participate than in a telephone survey. 
Many telephone calls and return visits may be necessary in order to com-
plete an interview.

•	 Greater stress: The in-person interview format is clearly the most intense 
and stressful for both the respondent and the interviewer. It tends to  
be a longer and more complex interviewing process, and it is the only 
one in which a stranger is present in the respondent’s environment. 
Such situations can cause increased stress and fatigue, which may have 
unfavorable effects on the quality of the responses.

•	 Less anonymity: The advantages of the anonymity perceived by the 
respondent in mail-out and telephone surveys are greatly reduced in 
the face-to-face  format.

Administration of In-Person Interviews. The administration of in-person, or 
face-to-face, interviews creates even greater challenges for the researcher 
than do other methods. As with the telephone interview, the selection and 
training of interviewers is critical to the successful solicitation of data.
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Selection of In-Person Interviewers. The process of selecting in-person inter-
viewers should be precisely the same as that used for selecting telephone 
interviewers, with a certain emphasis on physical characteristics that is 
not as important in the telephone survey process. Because in-person 
interviewing involves face-to-face interaction between the respondent 
and the interviewer, the respondent’s willingness to participate is highly 
dependent on the comfort level the respondent perceives. Physical char-
acteristics such as attire, cleanliness, neatness, manners, and overall 
grooming loom considerably larger in the in-person format than in the 
telephone survey, and they set the tone for the seriousness of the research 
study. Consequently, these characteristics must be emphasized in the  
selection process.

A secondary component of the interviewer’s physical characteristics 
can bear strongly on the in-person interview. A series of studies through-
out the years has established that people have been socialized to react dif-
ferently to another person depending on his or her sex, age, ethnicity, 
and social status. These studies indicate that an interviewer with roughly 
the same characteristics as the respondent will tend to obtain more reli-
able information, especially if this information pertains to issues that the 
respondent perceives are sensitive in nature. In the interest of obtaining 
as much reliable information as possible, the researcher must incorporate 
these considerations into the interviewer selection process.

Training of In-Person Interviewers. The principles of interviewer training that 
have been stated with regard to the training of telephone interviewers 
apply also to in-person interviewers. A few additional considerations exist, 
a result of the differences in format between the two methods. Such consid-
erations include maintaining a neat personal appearance and developing 
a facility for displaying visual material to the respondent.

Prearranging the In-Person Interview. It is important to remember that in- 
person interviews must be prearranged in order to protect the privacy and 
safety of both the respondent and the interviewer, in contrast to telephone 
calling, which is performed spontaneously. In addition to refraining from 
making verbal reactions to the respondent, the interviewer should avoid 
any facial expressions or other gestures that may bias or otherwise disturb 
the respondent. It is recommended that all potential respondents be sent a 
letter not dissimilar from the one that introduces a mail-out questionnaire, 
including a description of the nature of the study and a statement con-
cerning the importance of the recipient’s participation. The letter should 
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further state that a telephone call will soon follow in which the interviewer 
will seek to arrange an appointment for a personal interview at a place con-
venient to the respondent—often the respondent’s home or place of work. 
Approximately one week after delivery of the letter, interviewers should 
begin placing the telephone calls. The guidelines for conducting these 
calls should follow the same format in terms of time of day and follow-up 
calling procedures as telephone interview calls.

Intercept Surveys

The intercept survey is a variation of the in-person survey whereby infor-
mation can be obtained from respondents as they pass by a populated 
public area such as a retail mall, a workplace, a transit station, or an air-
port, among others. The interviewer actually “intercepts” individuals and 
asks them to participate in the survey. If the intercept survey is particularly 
long, some respondents may not have time to complete the survey. To avoid 
this problem, the researcher may wish to build a mail-back option into the 
survey. This can be readily accomplished by using a business reply permit, 
which can be purchased through the US Postal Service. When this permit 
is printed on the survey form, the respondent simply drops the completed 
survey in a mailbox and it will be returned to the researcher (postage paid 
by sponsoring agency).

Advantages and Disadvantages. The advantages of the intercept survey can 
be stated as follows:

•	 Complexity: The availability of an interviewer provides the opportunity 
to explain unclear questions and use visual aids in the conduct of the 
interview. The use of maps and graphs is particularly important for  
transportation-related surveys.

•	 Interviewer involvement: The interviewer can ensure that questions are 
not skipped and that all questions that the respondent wishes to answer 
are completed.

•	 Informs larger questionnaires: The intercept survey is useful in informing 
the preparation of questionnaires for larger telephone, web-based, mail-
out, and in-person interview surveys and can also be helpful in structur-
ing the discussion guide for focus groups.

•	 Observed data: The interviewer can observe certain personal charac-
teristics of the respondent (such as gender, ethnicity, age, or physical 
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disability), thereby avoiding the need to ask the respondent. This advan-
tage serves to maintain the brevity of the survey and minimizes verbal-
izing potentially sensitive questions.

•	 Cost-effective: The intercept survey is more cost-effective than the tradi-
tional telephone, mail-out, and in-person surveys.

The disadvantages of the intercept survey are as follows:

•	 Interviewer errors: Interviewers may fail to follow a preestablished random 
procedure for selecting potential respondents. This can occur because 
interviewers may sense that certain potential respondents are threaten-
ing or unfriendly.

•	 Limited information: Since the intercept survey is of necessity quite short, 
the amount of information that can reasonably be obtained is limited. 
The researcher faces the challenge of asking the most important and 
relevant questions.

•	 Lack of anonymity: The anonymity of the respondent that is perceived 
in the telephone and mail-out surveys is greatly compromised in the 
intercept survey.

•	 Interviewer bias: The interviewer can inadvertently serve as a source of 
bias through hand gestures, body language, facial expressions, and 
extraneous comments. Similarly, the respondent may respond to the 
interviewer in a less objective fashion in an effort to seek the interview-
er’s approval.

Administration of the Intercept Survey. The appropriate administration of 
an intercept survey requires adherence to certain rules and guidelines:

•	 A questionnaire should be prepared that takes about three minutes to 
administer. The survey should be pretested to ensure its effectiveness 
and brevity.

•	 The researcher should select a suitable location for the intercept survey. 
This location should be an area populated by potential respondents who 
are the target for the survey. The researcher should make sure that all 
legal requirements for the use of the location have been met.

•	 Ideally, a small incentive or prize should be offered to the respondent 
for completing the survey (e.g., a pen or candy).

•	 Response rates are higher when the interviewer represents a public 
agency such as a city or county government since these affiliations tend 
to provide credibility to the research effort.
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•	 Interviewers should wear a badge or some other form of observable 
identification that identifies them as part of the research project under-
way. They should carry legal identification in the event that authorities 
challenge their presence at the designated location.

•	 The researcher should establish time periods on weekdays as well as 
weekends as appropriate and necessary for the study to ensure that a 
reasonable cross section of the target population has been accessed.

•	 Interviewers who reflect the demographic characteristics of the popu-
lation to be surveyed should be recruited and trained by the research-
ers. This training should include interviewing techniques, obtaining the 
attention and eventual participation of respondents, accurate recording 
of responses, and the importance of conviviality and confidentiality.

•	 The researcher must inform interviewers of the procedures to follow 
if they encounter problems during the administration of the survey 
instrument, procedures for contacting supervisors, and the importance 
of cleanliness and proper attire.

•	 The researcher should provide interviewers careful instructions con-
cerning where to pick up blank surveys and where and when to return 
the completed ones.

•	 Survey forms should be prepared in the language or languages of the 
potential respondents, and interviewers must be selected who are bilin-
gual in the appropriate languages. For intercept surveys in most states, 
survey forms must be prepared in both English and Spanish at a mini-
mum. In several states, various Asian and African languages may also be 
necessary.

•	 The researcher should establish procedures for monitoring interviewers 
in the field as a form of quality control.

On-Board Surveys. The on-board bus and rail survey is a form of intercept 
that can be an effective and useful method for collecting information for 
transportation planning. It enables researchers to gain information about 
travel patterns that aid in the planning of bus and rail routes. Also, it elic-
its opinions about customer satisfaction with bus and rail service so that 
service improvements that meet the needs of bus and rail riders can be 
considered in the planning process. The on-board survey involves placing 
an interviewer on buses or rail cars to interview riders in person or provide 
survey forms for them to complete and return on-board or by business 
reply mail, as discussed. Many of the instructions provided for the admin-
istration of the more general intercept survey can be readily adapted for 
the on-board surveys.
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Stages of the Survey Research Process

To conduct any of the major types of surveys in a rigorous and unbiased 
fashion, it is important to adhere to specific procedures and apply them 
in a systematic manner. Although the stages are presented here as distinct 
steps, there is actually a great deal of overlap over the course of the survey 
research process. An overview of the process is presented here, with each 
stage explained in the following chapters. The following list displays these 
stages, which are explained more fully below it:

Stage 1: Identifying the focus of the study and method of research
Stage 2: Determining the research schedule and budget
Stage 3: Establishing an information base
Stage 4: Determining the sampling frame
Stage 5: Determining the sample size and sample selection procedures
Stage 6: Designing the survey instrument
Stage 7: Pretesting the survey instrument
Stage 8: Selecting and training interviewers
Stage 9: Implementing the survey
Stage 10: Coding the completed questionnaires and computerizing 
the data
Stage 11: Analyzing the data and preparing the final report

Stage 1: Identifying the Focus of the Study and Method of Research

During the initial stage, the researcher must be satisfied that sample sur-
vey research is the most appropriate method of collecting the necessary 
information for the study under consideration among the other potential 
data-gathering techniques of secondary research, direct measurement, and 
observation. The following factors make sample survey research appropriate:

•	 Adequate secondary data are not available.
•	 There is a desire to generalize findings from a small subpopulation to a 

larger population.
•	 The target respondent population is accessible.
•	 The data to be obtained are of a personal, self-reported nature.

Once survey research has been determined to be the most appropriate 
research method, the researcher has two fundamental tasks to consider: 
(1) the goals and objectives of the study should be elaborated and refined, 
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(2) the researcher should identify the format for collecting the data (mail-
out, telephone, web-based, intercept, or in-person interview). The second 
decision will be greatly influenced by the complexity of the data to be 
obtained, the accessibility of the sample population, the budget available 
for the study, and the time constraints that have been imposed for complet-
ing the project.

Stage 2: Determining the Research Schedule and Budget

Once the parameters and objectives of the study have been identified, the 
researcher must establish a timetable for completing the survey research 
project. The timetable should be flexible enough to accommodate unfore-
seen delays and yet be capable of satisfying the needs of the research 
sponsor. In conjunction with this timetable, a detailed budget should be 
prepared. Insofar as budgetary and time considerations permeate and con-
strain each step of the survey research process, it is critical that this stage 
be carefully implemented.

Stage 3: Establishing an Information Base

Prior to the development of a survey instrument (questionnaire), it is nec-
essary to gather information about the subject matter under investigation 
from interested parties and key individuals. Such individuals might be 
brought together in an informal group setting where relevant issues and 
problems can be freely discussed and debated. The goals and objectives of 
the research can be clearly defined, and the practical relevance of the pro-
posed survey can be explained. For example, a research organization may 
have the objective of studying the travel behavior and travel preferences of 
economically disadvantaged residents in a major city in the United States. 
At the outset, it would be important to hold a focus group meeting where 
representatives of social service organizations such as the county welfare 
agency, economically disadvantaged residents, and the researchers involved 
in conducting the study gather to exchange ideas and concerns. The hope 
is that an open and frank discussion will reveal the type of survey informa-
tion that would be helpful in outlining key issues and identifying relevant 
sectors of the population to be targeted in such a study. A detailed treat-
ment of the focus group technique is presented in chapter 4.

In some research endeavors, the subject matter is found to be new or 
vague, and as a result of this lack of general knowledge, it is not immediately 
feasible to devise a series of specific questions to be used in a formal survey 
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process. In such situations, it may be necessary to conduct, as a preliminary 
technique, some form of semistructured direct observation of the population 
using professional observers who are trained to record information about 
the subject population in a systematic way. Such semistructured research 
techniques have been successfully used in anthropological and sociologi-
cal studies of geographical, economic, and behaviorally distinct subcultures. 
This base level of information may then be used to devise a questionnaire 
for the formal survey process. Without such preliminary information, the 
survey questions could prove to be peripheral or tangential to the goals of 
the research study. A thorough reconnaissance of information at this point is 
critical in terms of producing a focused and well-directed study. This chapter 
has already provided some background discussion regarding information 
collection. A more detailed treatment of this topic is in chapter 2.

Stage 4: Determining the Sampling Frame

The population that is identified for formal interviewing derives from 
applying the sampling frame for the survey research project. The research-
ers must be confident that the sample possesses the knowledge and infor-
mation required to fulfill the requirements of the research project. That 
is, the sample represents the population from which they are supposed to 
be selected (called the general population).

After the general population, or universe, is defined in a conceptual sense, 
a list of identifiable and contactable members of this general population must 
be obtained. From this list, a sample of respondents will be drawn. This list is 
called the working population. The sequence of steps that moves the researcher 
from the general population to the sample is known as the sampling frame. 
For example, in a survey project concerning residential preferences and 
relocation tendencies, the general population may be defined as one that 
has demonstrated some mobility within a given metropolitan area. One way 
of operationalizing this concept of mobility is to obtain a list of residents 
who have recently moved. Local utility companies record changes of address 
whenever a new gas or electric hookup is requested, so new hookups within 
a given period of time could easily identify a mobile population. Concepts 
related to identifying an appropriate population are discussed in chapter 8.

Stage 5: Determining the Sample Size and Sample Selection Procedures

The researcher must attempt to select a sample that is an approximate 
microcosm of the working population. Given equally representative 
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samples, larger samples generally yield a higher degree of accuracy than 
smaller ones. The researcher must weigh the desired degree of accuracy 
against the increased time and cost that a larger sample size entails. Once 
the overall sample size is determined, several alternative procedures must 
be considered for selecting a sample. Foremost among these are simple 
random sampling, systematic random sampling, stratified random sam-
pling, and cluster (multistage) sampling. The theoretical basis of sampling 
is discussed in chapters 6 and 7, the criteria for determining sample size 
are described in chapter 8, and various sampling procedures are given in 
chapter 9.

Stage 6: Designing the Survey Instrument

The development of the survey instrument or questionnaire is a crucial 
component of the survey research process. At this stage, the researcher 
must devise a series of unbiased, well-structured questions that will sys-
tematically obtain the information identified in stage 1. Developing the 
questionnaire can be an extremely detailed and time-consuming process. 
Decisions must be made concerning the wording of questions and the for-
mat depending on whether the survey is an in-person interview, intercept, 
mail-out, web-based, or telephone survey. The number of fixed-answer and 
open-ended questions must be determined, and the element of time with 
respect to questionnaire length should be considered. The longer the ques-
tionnaire is, the greater are the variable costs associated with its implemen-
tation, such as interviewing time, computerization of data, and production 
and distribution costs. Furthermore, longer questionnaires tend to lead 
to lower response rates. The questionnaire must be easily understood and 
internally consistent and must lend itself to appropriate and meaningful 
data analysis. Questionnaire design is fully discussed in chapters 2 and 3.

Stage 7: Pretesting the Survey Instrument

After a draft questionnaire has been prepared and the researcher believes 
that the questions will obtain the information necessary to achieve the 
goals of the study, it is important to pretest the instrument under actual 
survey conditions. During the course of the pretest, poorly worded ques-
tions will be identified and the overall quality of the survey instrument 
refined. Based on the experience of the pretest, the questionnaire will be 
fine-tuned for use in the actual survey process. The pretest is discussed in 
chapter 2.
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Stage 8: Selecting and Training Interviewers

Telephone and in-person surveys require trained interviewers. These inter-
viewers can be selected from the student ranks, they can be trained pro-
fessionals, or they can be part-time nonstudent interviewers. Researchers 
select interviewers according to the nature of the study and the character-
istics of the sample respondents.

Prospective interviewers should be thoroughly trained by the research-
ers in the use of the questionnaire. It has been found that when inter-
viewers have facility with the survey instrument, they are better able to 
generate and sustain respondents’ interest in the survey. In order to gain 
this facility with the survey instrument, interviewers should receive specific 
instructions on conducting their interviews and should also be given guide-
lines for handling uncooperative respondents. They should practice survey 
implementation many times before actually engaging in the field research. 
Interviewer selection and training is described previously in this chapter.

Stage 9: Implementing the Survey

The implementation of the survey instrument is a critical phase of the 
research process. Care must be taken that the established random sam-
pling procedure is adhered to and that the timetable is strictly maintained. 
Ensuring the privacy and minimizing the inconvenience of potential 
respondents should be major concerns. In addition, the researcher must 
adhere to a number of ethical standards in the conduct of the survey 
research process. Some ethical guidelines can be found at the end of this 
chapter. (The administrative procedures in the conduct of survey research 
have already been discussed previously in this chapter.)

Stage 10: Coding the Completed Questionnaires 
and Computerizing the Data

The final questionnaire must be formatted in such a way that responses can 
be entered directly into the computer for data processing. (We discuss cod-
ing and formatting issues in chapter 2.) Once the questionnaires have been 
returned, the very important process of cleaning up the forms begins. This 
is especially important for mail-out surveys, where no interviewer was pres-
ent to make certain that instructions were followed. The cleanup entails 
making certain that the appropriate number of entries have been marked 
for each question, ensuring that there are no extraneous responses, and 
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making sure that enough questions have been answered to validate the 
questionnaire. All open-ended answers must be categorized and coded on 
the form itself for ready computer entry. A variety of statistical software 
packages are available for this purpose including the SPSS.

Stage 11: Analyzing the Data and Preparing the Final Report

The recorded data input must be summarized, placed in tabular or graphi-
cal form, and prepared for statistical analyses that will shed light on the 
research issues at hand, using statistical significance tests, measures of cen-
tral tendency, determinations of variability, and correlations among vari-
ables. These formal statistics and data summaries form the basis of the 
report that will be the culmination of the survey research process. Chapters 
10 through 12 elaborate on the essential statistical concepts involved in the 
analysis of survey data. Chapter 13 provides guidelines for the preparation 
of the final report.

Monitoring and Supervision of the Interview Process

For larger projects, a supervisor, hired by the researcher, should be 
expected to work at least twenty hours per week, especially in the early 
stages of the interview process. With smaller projects, the researcher may 
also be able to serve as the supervisor, thereby eliminating the need to 
employ additional staff.

Telephone interviewing and the scheduling of personal interviews are 
best conducted from a centralized facility. This tends to produce higher 
response rates compared with interviews conducted or arranged privately 
from interviewers’ homes or offices. It also affords the supervisor ample 
opportunities to directly monitor telephone conversations by listening to 
them. When such direct monitoring takes place, the respondent must be 
informed.

When telephone interviews and scheduling are conducted from private 
locations, the supervisor should randomly select at least 10 percent of the 
proposed sample and call these households to verify that contact has in fact 
taken place and to ascertain the respondents’ degree of satisfaction with 
the conversation.

The supervisor should review the interviewers’ work, be available for 
questions, and have frequent contact with the interviewers in the form 
of regular telephone or personal conferences. The supervisor should be 
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prepared to reassign cases among interviewers if this is necessitated by such 
factors as language difficulties or varying completion rates. Production 
objectives should be established in terms of the number of interviews to be 
completed in a given amount of time. It is the supervisor’s responsibility to 
constantly monitor interviewer performance in terms of these objectives.

Ethical Considerations in Survey Research

The American Association of Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) has 
approved a code of ethics (latest revision in May 2010). This organization 
has established ethical guidelines for survey and opinion researchers and 
stated its goals as follows: “Our goals are to support sound and ethical prac-
tice in the conduct of survey and public opinion research and in the use 
of such research for policy and decision-making in the public and private 
sectors, as well as to improve public understanding of survey and public 
opinion research methods and the proper use of those research results.”

The key principles from this code of ethics can be summarized as 
follows:

•	 Researchers should avoid practices or methods that may harm, endan-
ger, humiliate, or seriously mislead survey respondents or prospective 
respondents.

•	 Regarding private clients, all proprietary information obtained about 
the client and about the conduct and findings of the research under-
taken for the client must be held in confidence by survey researchers.

•	 Public sector clients should be informed about the AAPOR standards for 
disclosure. Survey researchers should make efforts to encourage public 
clients to disclose essential information about the research that is being 
conducted: a description of the sampling frame, sampling design, sam-
ple sizes and associated margins of error, respondent selection process, 
and any weighting or estimating procedures that may have been used.

•	 Researchers must make it clear to potential respondents that participa-
tion in surveys and other forms of public opinion research is voluntary, 
except for the decennial US Census and other government surveys as 
specified by law.

•	 Researchers should not misrepresent their research or conduct other 
activities, such as sales, fundraising, or political campaigning, under the 
guise of conducting survey and public opinion research.
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•	 Unless the respondent explicitly waives confidentiality, researchers will 
hold as privileged and confidential all information that could be used, 
alone or in combination with other reasonably available information, to 
identify a respondent with his or her responses.

•	 Researchers must not knowingly engage in fabrication or falsification of 
survey data or survey results.

Conclusion

This chapter has introduced sample survey research as a useful technique 
for gathering information. The fundamental advantage of this kind of 
research is the ability to generalize about an entire population by drawing 
inferences based on data derived from a small portion of that population. 
Sample survey research can be applied to any facet of descriptive data, 
behavioral patterns, and attitudinal information about societal preferences 
and opinions. The chapter presents the stages of the survey research pro-
cess and it emphasizes the types of surveys (mail-out, web-based, telephone, 
in-person, and intercept) as well as the procedures for their administration.

Notes

 1. For a thorough review of web panels, consult American Association of Public 
Opinion Research, AAPOR Report on Online Panels (March 2010).

 2. http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2013/12/23/for-most-wireless-only- 
households-look-south-and-west/
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