
      

Survey Research

C H A P T E R  7

In this chapter, we will introduce you to survey research. You will learn about the challenges of 
designing a survey along with some basic rules of question construction. We will also discuss the 
ways in which surveys can be administered. Important ethical issues surrounding surveys are dis-
cussed in the final section. By the chapter’s end, you should be well on your way to becoming an 

informed consumer of survey reports and a knowledgeable developer of survey designs. We hope you will 
have an increased appreciation for the fact that designing a survey involves a great deal of thought and 
planning and is much more difficult than putting a few questions together. In addition, you will become 
a more informed student of the methodological issues surrounding the measurement of violent victimiza-
tion in the United States.

2 Survey Research in Action: Measuring Victimization

Despite a research effort spanning more than three decades, the magnitude of rape, stalking, and intimate-
perpetrated violence (IPV) against men and women is still frequently disputed. For many reasons, including 
the historical stigma attached to these crimes, victims’ fear of retaliation from their perpetrators, and other 
safety concerns, estimating incidence rates of this violence has always been a difficult task. You have already 
learned that one source of statistical information about violent crime in the United States is the Uniform 
Crime Reporting Program, which is compiled by the FBI from reports of victimization to police. In order 
to fill the gaps that we know exist in police reports, random sample surveys of the population are now being 
used as the social science tool of choice for measuring incidents of violent victimization, particularly violence 
within families. However, not unlike other research designs already discussed, surveys employ a diverse 
number of methodologies, and different definitions of violence result in widely varied estimates.

To increase our understanding of violent victimization, the National Institute of Justice and the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention cosponsored a national telephone survey called the National Violence 
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Against Men and Women (NVAMW) Survey (Tjaden & Thoennes 2000). Respondents to the NVAMW 
Survey were asked about a number of health and safety concerns, including physical assault they experi-
enced as children by adult caretakers, physical assault they experienced as adults by any type of perpetra-
tor, and forcible rape or stalking they experienced at any time in their life by any type of perpetrator. In 
this chapter, we will use this project along with the U.S. Justice Department’s National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS) to illustrate some key features of survey research. After an initial review of the reasons for 
using survey methods, we will explain the major steps in questionnaire design, consider the features of four 
types of surveys, highlight the unique challenges associated with each, and then suggest possible solutions. 
Important ethical issues are discussed in the final section.

2 What Is a Survey?

Survey research involves the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their 
responses to questions. In addition to social scientists, many newspaper editors, political pundits, and mar-
keting gurus have turned to survey research because it is an efficient method for systematically collecting 
data from a broad spectrum of individuals and social settings. The results of surveys are broadcast daily on 
most network news programs.

The U.S. Bureau of the Census also began to supplement its decennial (every 10 years) census with more 
frequent surveys of population samples to monitor respondents’ income and other economic variables. 
And in 1973, the U.S. Department of Justice implemented the National Crime Surveys to capture incidents 
of crime victimization not reported to police.

Since the early days of survey research, professional survey organizations have provided a base of sup-
port for social science researchers affiliated with universities. The development of computers also aided the 
growth of survey research and allowed for great increases in the speed and accuracy of data processing and 
reporting. Surveys soon became the most popular research method in the social sciences.

Attractive Features of Survey Research

Regardless of its scope, survey research owes its continuing popularity to three features: versatility, effi-
ciency, and generalizability.

Versatility

The first and foremost reason for the popularity of survey methods is their versatility. Researchers can ask 
respondents questions about almost any topic you can imagine. Although a survey is not the ideal method 
for testing all hypotheses or learning about every social process, a well-designed survey can enhance our 
understanding of just about any social issue. In fact, there is hardly any topic of interest to social scientists 
that has not been studied at some time with survey methods.

Efficiency

Surveys also are popular because data can be collected from many people at relatively low cost and, 
depending on the survey design, relatively quickly. Surveys are efficient research methods because many 
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variables can be measured without substantially increasing the time or cost of data collection. Mailed 
questionnaires can include up to 10 pages of questions before most respondents lose interest (and before 
more postage must be added). The maximum time limit for phone surveys seems to be about 45 minutes. 
In-person interviews can last much longer, more than an hour.

Generalizability

Survey methods lend themselves to probability sampling from large populations. Thus, survey research is 
very appealing when sample generalizability is a central research goal. In fact, survey research is often the only 
means available for developing a representative picture of the attitudes and characteristics of a large population.

Surveys also are the research method of choice when cross-population generalizability is a primary 
concern (see Chapter 5). They allow a range of social contexts and subgroups to be sampled, and the consis-
tency of relationships can be examined across the various subgroups.

The Omnibus Survey

Most surveys are directed at a specific research question. In contrast, an omnibus survey covers a range of 
topics of interest to different social scientists. It has multiple sponsors or is designed to generate data useful to 
a broad segment of the social science community rather than answer one particular research question.

One of the most successful omnibus surveys is the General Social Survey (GSS) of the National Opinion 
Research Center at the University of Chicago. Starting in 1972, the National Science Foundation agreed to 
fund the GSS as an annual, publicly available national survey on topics of general interest to sociologists. In 
1992, the GSS changed to a biennial schedule. Today, the GSS is administered every 2 years as a 90-minute 
interview to a probability sample of almost 3,000 Americans. It includes more than 500 questions about 
background characteristics and opinions, with an emphasis on social stratification, race relations, family 
issues, law and social control, and morale. Although the NVAMW Survey is not an omnibus survey, it was 
developed to obtain detailed information on a number of phenomena related to victimization. For example, 
because the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention were cosponsors of the survey, many questions 
were added to obtain detailed information on a respondent’s history of health and injuries in addition to 
injuries specifically resulting from victimization.

The deficiency of the omnibus approach is the limited depth that can be achieved in any one substan-
tive area. In some years, the GSS avoids this problem by going into greater depth in one particular area. 
But the best way to get survey data about one particular topic is still the survey developed around the topic 
alone. The surveys we will highlight in this chapter were all developed to measure one topic: victimization.

 2 Questionnaire Development and Assessment

The questionnaire (or interview schedule, as it is often called in interview-based studies) is the central 
feature of the survey process. Without a well-designed questionnaire tailored to the study’s purposes, sur-
vey researchers have little hope of achieving their research goals.

The most effective design of a questionnaire varies with the specific survey method used and the other 
particulars of a survey project. There is no precise formula for a well-designed questionnaire. Nonetheless, 
some key principles should guide the design of any questionnaire, and some systematic procedures should 
be considered for refining it.
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Maintain Focus

A survey (with the exception of an omnibus survey) should be guided by a well-defined inquiry and a 
definitively targeted population. Does the study seek to describe some phenomenon in detail, explain some 
behavior, or explore some type of social relationship? Is your aim to explain that behavior for everyone or 
only as it pertains to a select group? Until the research objective is clearly formulated, survey design cannot 
begin. Throughout the process of questionnaire design, this objective should be the primary basis for mak-
ing decisions about what to include and exclude, as well as what to emphasize or treat with less importance. 
Moreover, the questionnaire should be viewed as an integrated whole, in which each section and every ques-
tion serve a clear purpose related to the study’s objective as well as complement other sections and questions.

Build on Existing Instruments

If evidence from previous surveys indicates that these already formulated questions provide a good mea-
sure of the concept or behaviors in which you are interested, then why reinvent the wheel? To measure inci-
dents of physical assault, Tjaden and Thoennes (2000) modified a survey instrument that had already been 
widely used in the literature: the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) (Straus 1979). To measure incidents of rape 
and sexual victimization, Tjaden and Thoennes utilized questions that had already been used by Kilpatrick 
et al. at the University of South Carolina in the National Women’s Study (National Victim Center and the 
Crime Victims Research and Treatment Center 1992). As you can see from Exhibit 7.1, these questions were 
very specific in nature and covered all behaviors that are legally defined as rape or sexual assault in most 
states. In contrast, you will also see that the screening questions still used by the NCVS to uncover incidents 

Exhibit 7.1 Rape-Screening Questions Used by the NVAMW Survey and by  
the NCVS

National Violence Against Men and Women (NVAMW) Survey

[For females only] Regardless of how long ago it happened, has a man ever made you have sex by using 
force or threatening to harm you or someone close to you? Just so there is no mistake, by sex we mean 
putting a penis in your vagina.

[For males and females] Has anyone, male or female, ever made you have oral sex by using force or threat 
of harm? Just so there is no mistake, by oral sex we mean that a man or boy put his penis in your mouth or 
someone, male or female, penetrated your vagina or anus with their mouth or tongue.

[For males and females] Has anyone ever made you have anal sex by using force or threat of harm? Just 
so there is no mistake, by anal sex we mean that a man or boy put his penis in your anus.

[For males and females] Has anyone, male or female, ever put fingers or objects in your vagina or anus 
against your will by using force or threats?

[For males and females] Has anyone, male or female, ever attempted to make you have vaginal, oral, or 
anal sex against your will, but intercourse or penetration did not occur?

National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS)

Incidents involving forced or unwanted sexual acts are often difficult to talk about. Have you been forced or 
coerced to engage in unwanted sexual activity by

a. someone you didn’t know before,

b. a casual acquaintance, or

c. someone you know well?
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of rape and sexual assault do not make use of these behavior-specific questions, which have been proven to 
uncover more reports of victimization.

In the end, both surveys purport to measure incidents of rape in the United States, but which methodol-
ogy is most appropriate? In the next section, we will provide you with some specific guidelines for writing 
questions, and you will see that the answer to this question is not so clear-cut.

Consider Translation

Should the survey be translated into one or more languages? In the 21st century, no survey plan in 
the United States or many other countries can be considered complete until this issue has been con-
sidered. In the United States in 2008, 15.3% of persons aged 18 years and older were foreign born, and 
more than half of these adults said that they did not speak English very well. In some areas of the United 
States, these proportions can be much higher. Many first-generation immigrants are not f luent in 
English (Hakimzadeh & Cohn 2007). As a result, they can only be included in a survey if it is translated 
into their native language.

This does not simply mean picking up a bilingual dictionary and clicking “translate” in a web 
browser, or even hiring a translator to translate the questions. You must ensure that the concepts you are 
measuring have equivalence in different cultures, which is often a time-consuming task and typically 
involves teams of experts both in the language and in the culture for which the questionnaire is intended. 
Many government-sponsored surveys are currently translated into Spanish, including the NVAMW 
Survey highlighted in this chapter.

 2 Writing Questions

Asking people questions is the most common operation for measuring social variables, and probably the 
most versatile. In principle, survey questions can be a straightforward and efficient means of measuring 
individual characteristics, facts about events, levels of knowledge, and opinions of any sort. In practice, 
however, survey questions, if misleading or unclear, can result in inappropriate and unintended answers. 
All questions proposed for a survey must adhere to basic guidelines and then be tested and revised until the 
researcher feels confident they will be clear to the intended respondents (Fowler 1995).

Structurally, questions on surveys generally fall into two categories: those with explicit response 
choices and those without. Recall from Chapter 4 that open-ended questions are those without explicit 
response choices. This type of question is usually used only for explorative purposes when there is little 
known about a particular topic and the researcher wants to uncover as much about it as possible without 
restricting responses. For example, if you are investigating the perceptions of residents regarding a new 
community policing program instituted in the neighborhood, open-ended questions such as the following 
one could be very informative:

In your opinion, what have been the benefits of the community policing program in your 
neighborhood?

Open-ended questions are also excellent tools for obtaining respondents’ interpretations in greater 
detail and can often illuminate f laws in other questions. A survey researcher can also try to under-
stand what respondents mean by their responses after the fact by including additional open-ended 
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questions in the survey. Adding such interpretive questions after key survey questions is always a 
good idea, but it is of utmost importance when the questions in a survey have not been pretested. An 
example from a study of people with motor vehicle driving violations illustrates the importance of 
interpretive questions:

When asked whether their emotional state affected their driving at all, respondents would reply 
that their emotions had very little effect on their driving habits. Then, when asked to describe the 
circumstances surrounding their last traffic violation, respondents typically replied, “I was mad at 
my girlfriend,” or “I had a quarrel with my wife,” or “We had a family quarrel,” or “I was angry with 
my boss.” (Labaw 1980: 71)

Were these respondents lying in response to the first question? Probably not. More likely, they sim-
ply did not interpret their own behavior in terms of a general concept such as “emotional state.” But their 
responses to the first question would have likely told a different story without the further detail provided by 
answers to the second.

In summary, one strength of open-ended questions is the wealth of information they provide. This 
wealth of information, however, is exactly why many researchers do not use them. The verbatim text narra-
tives obtained from open-ended questions take a great deal of time and energy to organize and summarize. 
In addition, many respondents may feel overwhelmed about writing a lengthy essay. If you want to ask a 
large number of open-ended questions, it is perhaps best to consider an in-person interview or phone inter-
view instead of a questionnaire (both of which are discussed later in this chapter).

When respondents are offered explicit responses to choose from, this type of question is referred to as 
a closed-ended question or a fixed-choice question. For example, in the NVAMW Survey, respondents 
were asked the following:

Overall, would you say that personal safety in this country has improved since you were a child, 
gotten worse since you were a child, or stayed about the same?

___ Improved
___ Gotten worse
___ Stayed about the same

Most surveys of a large number of people primarily contain fixed-choice questions, which are par-
ticularly easy to process and analyze with the use of computers and statistical software. With fixed-choice 
questions, respondents are also more likely to answer the question that researchers want them to answer. 
By including the response choices, the survey reduces ambiguity. However, fixed-choice questions can also 
obscure what people really think unless the choices are carefully designed to match the range of all possible 
responses to the question.

Regardless of the format used for questions, there are several rules to follow and pitfalls to avoid that 
will maximize the validity of your survey instrument. We will highlight these in the next section.

Constructing Clear and Meaningful Questions

All hope for achieving measurement validity is lost unless survey questions are clear and convey the 
intended meaning to respondents. You may pose questions all the time and have no trouble understanding 
the responses you receive in everyday conversation, but writing clear and meaningful survey questions is 
more of a challenge. Consider just a few of the differences between everyday conversations and standard-
ized surveys: Survey questions must be asked of many people, not just one person.
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•• The same survey questions must be used with each person, not tailored to the specifics of a given 
conversation.

•• Survey questions must be understood in the same way by people who differ in many ways.

•• You will not be able to rephrase a survey question if someone does not understand it because that 
would result in asking the person a different question from the one you asked the others in your 
sample.

•• Survey respondents do not know you and so cannot be expected to share the nuances of expression 
that you and those close to you use to communicate.

These features make a survey very different from natural conversation and make question writing a 
challenging and important task for survey researchers.

Questions must be very clear and specific. Note the differences in specificity between the rape-screening 
questions used by the NVAMW Survey and those of the NCVS displayed in Exhibit 7.1. When given mul-
tiple, behaviorally specific questions, survey respondents will be more likely to disclose victimizations 
compared with when answering the one question about sexual intercourse posed by the NCVS. In fact, 
results of the two surveys indicate that the NVAMW Survey uncovers about four times as many rapes as 
does the NCVS (Bachman 2000).

In addition to writing clear and meaningful questions, there are several other rules to follow and pit-
falls to avoid that we will highlight next.

Avoid Confusing Phrasing and Vagueness

Good grammar is a basic requirement for clear questions. Clearly and simply phrased questions are most 
likely to have the same meaning for different respondents. The wordier and longer the question, the more 
likely you are to lose a respondent’s attention and focus. Be brief and stick to the point. Virtually all ques-
tions about behavior and feelings will be more reliable if they refer to specific times or events (Turner & 
Martin 1984). Without identifying a reference period, or time frame around which a question is being 
asked, a researcher will not know how to interpret an answer. For example, the question “How often do you 
carry a method of self-protection such as pepper spray?” will produce answers that have no common refer-
ence period and therefore cannot reliably be compared with answers from other respondents. A more spe-
cific way to ask the question is, “In the last month, how many days did you carry a method of self-protection 
such as pepper spray?”

In general, research shows that the longer the reference period, the greater the underreporting of a 
given behavior (Cantor 1984, 1985; Kobelarcik et al. 1983). As a general rule, when respondents are being 
asked about mundane or day-to-day activities, reference periods should be no longer than “in the past 
month.” However, when rare events are being measured, such as experiences with victimizations, “in the 
last 6 months,” as utilized by the NCVS, and “in the past 12 months,” as used by the NVAMW, are both 
more appropriate. By using longer reference periods like this, we will more likely capture these rarer events.

Avoid Negatives and Double Negatives

Picture yourself answering the following question: “Do you disagree that juveniles should not be tried as 
adults if they commit murder?” It probably took a long time for you to figure out whether you would actu-
ally agree or disagree with this statement because it is written as a double-negative question. For example, 
if you think juveniles who commit murder should be tried as adults, you would actually agree with this 
statement. Even questions that are written with a single negative are usually difficult to answer. For exam-
ple, suppose you were asked to respond to “I can’t stop thinking about the terrorist attacks on 9/11” using a 
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5-point response set of “very rarely” to “very often.” A person who marks “very rarely” is actually saying, “I 
very rarely can’t stop thinking about the terrorist attacks on 9/11.” Confusing, isn’t it? Even the most experi-
enced survey researchers can unintentionally make this mistake.

Avoid Double-Barreled Questions

When a question is really asking more than one thing, it is called a double-barreled question. For exam-
ple, asking people to respond to the statement “I believe we should stop spending so much money building 
prisons and put it into building more schools” is really asking them two different questions. Some respon-
dents may believe we should stop building so many prisons but may not want the revenue to go into build-
ing more schools. Double-barreled questions can also show up in the response categories. For example, the 
item below is really asking two questions:

Do you know anyone who has ever used cocaine?
____ Yes ____ No ____ I have used cocaine

Avoid Making Either Disagreement or Agreement Disagreeable

People often tend to “agree” with a statement just to avoid seeming disagreeable. You can see the impact of 
this human tendency in a Michigan Survey Research Center survey that asked who was to blame for crime 
and lawlessness in the United States (Schuman & Presser 1981: 208). When one item stated that individu-
als were more to blame than social conditions, 60% of the respondents agreed. But when the question was 
rephrased so respondents were asked, in a balanced fashion, whether individuals or social conditions were 
more to blame, only 46% chose individuals.

You can take several steps to reduce the likelihood of agreement bias. As a general rule, you should 
impartially present both sides of attitude scales in the question itself: “In general, do you believe that 
individuals or social conditions are more to blame for crime and lawlessness in the United States?” 
(Dillman 2000: 61–62). The response choices themselves should be phrased to make each one seem as 
socially approved, or as “agreeable,” as the others. You should also consider replacing the word agree 
with a range of response alternatives. For example, “To what extent do you support or oppose the new 
health care plan?” (with response choices ranging from “strongly support” to “strongly oppose”) is prob-
ably a better approach than the question “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the statement, 
‘The new health care plan is worthy of support’?” (with response choices ranging from “strongly agree” 
to “strongly disagree”).

When an illegal or socially disapproved behavior or attitude is the focus, we have to be concerned 
that some respondents will be reluctant to agree that they have ever done or thought such a thing. In this 
situation, the goal is to write a question and response choices that make agreement seem more acceptable 
or, at the very least, not stigmatizing. For example, Dillman (2000) suggests that we ask, “Have you ever 
taken anything from a store without paying for it?” rather than “Have you ever shoplifted something from 
a store?” (p. 75). Asking about a variety of behaviors or attitudes that range from socially acceptable to 
socially unacceptable will also soften the impact of agreeing with those that are socially unacceptable.

Additional Guidelines for Fixed-Response Questions

Creating questions that are clear and meaningful is only half of the formula involved in creating a good 
survey instrument. The choices you provide respondents in fixed-choice questions are also important. In 
this section, we provide you with several rules that will help to ensure that the response choices you provide 
to your questions will also be clear and concise, as well as exhaustive.
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Make Response Choices Mutually Exclusive

When you want respondents to make only one choice, the fixed-response categories must not overlap. 
For example, if you were interested in the ways foot patrol officers spent their time while working, you 
might ask the following question:

On average, how much time do you spend on the job each week taking care of traffic violations?
•• Less than 1 hour
•• 1–3 hours
•• 3–6 hours
•• 6–10 hours
•• 10 hours or more

The choices provided for respondents in this question are not mutually exclusive responses because 
they overlap. Which choice would an officer select if he or she spent 3 hours a week on traffic violations? 
Choices that are mutually exclusive would look like this:

•• 1 hour or less
•• 2–3 hours
•• 4–6 hours
•• 7–10 hours
•• 11 hours or more

Make the Response Categories Exhaustive

In addition to mutual exclusivity, fixed-response categories must also allow all respondents to select an 
option. Consider the same research question about foot patrol officers. Suppose we asked a question such 
as this:

In what activity do you spend the most time in an average week on the job?
•• Traffic violations
•• Disturbance-related issues
•• Felony arrests
•• Misdemeanor arrests

Regardless of how exhaustive we think the response categories are, there must always be an option for 
respondents who require another choice. Exhaustive response categories can easily be created if respon-
dents are provided with a choice labeled

•• Other, please specify: _______________________

Note, however, that “Other” should be used only after you have included all options that you believe to 
be relevant. Otherwise, a large percentage of respondents will select the “Other” category and you will have 
to spend time coding their responses.

Use Likert-Type Response Categories

Likert-type responses generally ask respondents to indicate the extent to which they agree or disagree 
with statements. This format is generally believed to have been developed by Rensis Likert in the 1930s. 
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Likert-type response categories list choices for respondents to select their level of agreement with a state-
ment and may look something like this:

I think “three strikes” laws that increase penalties for individuals convicted of three or more 
felonies will help to decrease the crime rate.

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree

 1 2 3 4

Minimize Fence-Sitting and Floating

Two related problems in question writing stem from the respondent’s desire to choose an acceptable or 
socially desirable answer and the desire to get through the survey as fast as possible. There is no uniformly 
correct solution to these problems, so you must carefully select an alternative.

Fence-sitters are people who see themselves as neutral in their attitudes toward a particular issue. If 
you are truly interested in those who do not have strong feelings on an issue, one alternative is to provide 
a neutral or undecided response option. The disadvantage of these options is that they may encour-
age some respondents to take the easy way out rather than really thinking about their feelings. They 
may also provide an out for respondents who do not want to reveal how they truly feel about an issue. 
On the other hand, not providing respondents who really have no opinion on an issue with an option 
such as “undecided” can be very frustrating for them and may encourage them to leave the item blank. 
Whatever you decide, it is generally a good idea to provide respondents with instructions that ask them 
to “select the choice in each item that most closely ref lects your opinion.” This should help make all 
respondents feel more comfortable about their answers, particularly those who only slightly feel one way 
or the other.

Floaters are respondents who choose a substantive answer even when they do not know anything 
about a particular question. For example, research has shown that one-third of the public will provide an 
opinion on a proposed law they know nothing about if they are not provided with a “don’t know” response 
option (Schuman & Presser 1981). Of course, providing a “don’t know” option has the same disadvantage as 
providing a neutral response option: Its inclusion leads some people who have an opinion to take the easy 
way out.

If you are really interested in informed opinions about an issue, it is best to provide detailed informa-
tion about that issue when asking a question. For example, let us say we were interested in attitudes about 
the treatment of juvenile offenders by the criminal justice system and we asked respondents their opinion 
on the following statement: “The Juvenile Justice Bill before Congress will help reduce crime committed by 
juveniles.” To avoid respondents replying “don’t know” because they know nothing about the bill, it would 
be better to tell respondents exactly what the Juvenile Justice Bill entailed so they would be informed when 
they answered the question.

Use Filter Questions

The use of filter questions is important to ensure that questions are asked only of relevant respondents. 
For example, if you are interested in the utilization of police services by robbery victims, you would first 
need to establish victimization with a filter question. These filter questions create skip patterns. For 
example, respondents who answer “no” to one question are directed to skip ahead to another question, but 
respondents who answer “yes” are to go on to the contingent question or questions. (Filter questions are 
sometimes called contingency questions.) Skip patterns should be indicated clearly with arrows or other 
direction in the questionnaire, as demonstrated in Exhibit 7.2.
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Combining Questions Into an Index

Measuring variables with single questions is very popular. Public opinion polls based on answers to single 
questions are reported frequently in newspaper articles and TV newscasts: “Do you favor or oppose U.S. 
policy in . . . ?” “If you had to vote today, for which candidate would you vote?” The primary problem with 
using a single question is that if respondents misunderstand the question or have some other problem 
with the phrasing, there is no way to tell. Single questions are prone to this idiosyncratic variation, which 
occurs when individuals’ responses vary because of their reactions to particular words or ideas in the 
question. Differences in respondents’ background, knowledge, and beliefs almost guarantee that they will 
understand the same question differently. If a number of respondents do not know some of the words in a 
question, we may misinterpret their answers—if they answer at all. If a question is too complex, respon-
dents may focus on different parts of the question. If prior experiences or culturally biased orientations lead 
different groups in the sample to interpret questions differently, answers will not have a consistent mean-
ing because the question meant something different to each respondent.

As noted above, if just one question is used to measure a variable, the researcher may not realize 
respondents had trouble with a particular word or phrase in the question. Although writing carefully 
worded questions will help reduce idiosyncratic variation, when measuring concepts, the best option is to 
devise an index of multiple rather than single questions.

When several questions are used to measure one concept, the responses may be combined by taking 
the sum or average of the responses. A composite measure based on this type of sum or average is called an 
index or scale. The idea is that idiosyncratic variation in response to single questions will average out, so 

Exhibit 7.2 Filter Questions and Skip Patterns

14. In the past 6 months, has anyone taken something from you by force or the threat of force?

 ______ Yes (If yes, please answer questions 15 through 16)

 ______ No (If no, please skip to question 17)

15. What was the approximate monetary value of the items taken?

 ______ Under $50

 ______ $51 to $99

 ______ $100 to $299

 ______ $300 to $500

 ______ Over $500

16. Was the incident reported to the police?

 ______ Yes

 ______ No

17. How fearful are you of walking alone at night in your neighborhood?

 ______ Extremely afraid

 ______ Afraid

 ______ Unafraid

 ______ Extremely unafraid
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the main influence on the combined measure will be the concept focused on by the questions. In addition, 
the index can be considered a more complete measure of the concept than can any one of the component 
questions.

Creating an index, however, is not just a matter of writing a few questions that seem to focus on one 
concept. Questions that seem to you to measure a common concept might seem to respondents to concern 
several different issues. The only way to know that a given set of questions does effectively form an index 
is to administer the questions in a pretest to people similar to the sample you plan to study. If a common 
concept is being measured, people’s responses to the different questions should display some consistency. 
Special statistics called reliability measures help researchers decide whether responses are consistent. Most 
respondent attitudes are complex and consist of many elements.

Be aware of response sets when constructing an index measuring attitudes. For example, some people 
tend to agree with almost everything asked of them, whereas others tend to disagree. Still others are prone 
to answer neutrally to everything if given the option. To decrease the likelihood of this happening, it is 
a good idea to make some statements both favorable and unfavorable to a particular attitude to vary the 
response choices and still reach an understanding of an individual’s opinion. In this way, respondents are 
forced to be more careful in their responses to individual items. Exhibit 7.3 displays a hypothetical set of 
questions designed to solicit respondents’ attitudes toward police in their community.

When scoring an index or scale made up of both favorable and unfavorable statements, you must 
remember to reverse code the unfavorable items. For example, marking “strongly agree” on the first item 
in Exhibit 7.3 should not be scored the same as a “strongly agree” response to the second item.

Demographic Questions

Almost all questionnaires include a section on demographic information such as sex, age, race or ethnicity, 
income, and religion. For many research studies, these questions are important independent variables. For 

Exhibit 7.3 Items in an “Attitude Toward Police” Index

1. I think police officers are generally fair to all people regardless of their race or ethnicity.

 ________ Strongly Agree ________ Agree ________ Disagree ________ Strongly Disagree

2. Police officers are given too much freedom to stop and frisk community residents.

 ________ Strongly Agree ________ Agree ________ Disagree ________ Strongly Disagree

3. I think if someone resisted arrest, even a little, most police officers would become assaultive if they 
thought they could get away with it.

 ________ Strongly Agree ________ Agree ________ Disagree ________ Strongly Disagree

4. Police officers put their lives on the line every day trying to make it safe for residents of this community.

 ________ Strongly Agree ________ Agree ________ Disagree ________ Strongly Disagree

5. I think the majority of police officers have lied under oath at least once.

 ________ Strongly Agree ________ Agree ________ Disagree ________ Strongly Disagree

6. The majority of police officers are honest and fair.

 ________ Strongly Agree ________ Agree ________ Disagree ________ Strongly Disagree
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example, research has shown that all five of these factors are related to the probability of victimization. 
Many researchers, however, include demographic questions that are not necessary for purposes of their 
research. In particular, try to avoid this for questions on income, because it makes the questionnaire more 
intrusive than necessary. In fact, many respondents feel that questions about their income invade their 
privacy. If you believe income is an essential variable for your study, providing fixed responses that include 
a range of values to select from is less intrusive than asking respondents for specific annual incomes. This 
format was used by the NVAMW Survey, as shown in Exhibit 7.4.

Exhibit 7.4 Question on Income From the NVAMW Survey

Including income from all sources, such as work, child support, and AFDC, how much income 
did you personally receive in 1995 before taxes? Stop me when I get to the category that 
applies. Was it . . . 

01 Less than $5,000

02 $5,001 to $10,000

03 $10,001 to $15,000

04 $15,001 to $20,000

05 $20,001 to $25,000

06 $25,001 to $35,000

07 $35,001 to $50,000

08 $50,001 to $80,000

09 $80,001 to $100,000

10 Over $100,001

11 (Volunteer) None

12 (Volunteer) Don’t Know

13 (Volunteer) Refused

Source: Tjaden and Thoennes (2000).

Care should also be taken when writing questions about race and ethnicity. Many people are justifi-
ably sensitive to these questions. Even the U.S. Bureau of the Census has been struggling with appropriate 
categories to offer respondents. In fact, the Bureau still uses two questions, one on race and one for respon-
dent ethnicity (Hispanic or non-Hispanic), which is obviously problematic. Most survey researchers now 
include questions such as the following:

Which of the following best describes your racial or ethnic background? Please check one.

__ Asian

__ Black or African American

__ White or Caucasian
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__ Hispanic (may be of any race)

__ Native American

__ Of mixed race or ethnicity

__ Other (Please specify: _____)

Deciding which categories to include remains difficult. Some researchers still prefer to exclude the 
mixed category, because they believe most respondents will identify primarily with one race.

Questions on marital status can also be tricky to compose. The traditional categories of married, single, 
divorced, and widowed can be interpreted very differently by respondents. Why? Well, isn’t someone who 
is currently divorced also single? And what about someone not officially divorced but separated? And what 
about someone who is in a civil union or domestic partnership? To avoid confusing respondents, the fol-
lowing response categories could be used: married, domestic partnership, separated, widowed, divorced, 
and never married.

Because demographic questions are usually perceived as private by respondents, some researchers 
place them in a section at the end of the questionnaire with an introduction reassuring respondents that 
the information will remain confidential. However, when the information being gathered in the rest of the 
questionnaire is even more sensitive, such as details of violence respondents may have experienced at the 
hands of a family member or intimate partner, some researchers opt to keep demographic questions near 
the beginning of the questionnaire. Asking less sensitive questions in the beginning of the survey allows 
interviewers to gain more rapport with respondents before asking them to divulge more private informa-
tion about themselves. For example, the NVAMW Survey included demographic questions after the first 
section, which asked respondents about their general perceptions of fear and safety before they were asked 
about personal victimizations.

Don’t Forget to Pretest!

Adhering to the preceding question-writing guidelines will go a long way toward producing a useful ques-
tionnaire. However, simply asking what appear to be clear questions does not ensure that people will have 
a consistent understanding of what you are asking. You need some external feedback, and the more of it 
the better.

No questionnaire should be considered ready for use until it has been pretested. Try answering 
the questionnaire yourself, and then revise it. Try it out on some colleagues or other friends, and then 
revise it. Then select a small sample of individuals from the population you are studying or one very 
similar to it, and try out the questionnaire on them. Audiotape the test interviews for later review or, 
for a written questionnaire, include in the pretest version some space for individuals to add comments 
on each key question.

It takes several drafts to create a good questionnaire. By the time you have gone through just a couple of 
drafts, you may not be scanning the instrument as clearly as you think. A very honest illustration of this is 
provided by Don Dillman, the director of the Social and Economic Sciences Research Center at Washington 
State University (cited in Seltzer 1996). His research team almost mailed a questionnaire with the following 
response categories:

What is your opinion?

Strongly Oppose Oppose Neither  Favor Strongly Oppose

Survey Questions
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 2 Organization Matters

Once the basic topics and specific variables for a questionnaire have been identified, they can be sorted into 
categories (which may become separate sections), listed in tentative order, and later adjusted to develop the 
questionnaire’s polish and coherence.

The first thing needed is a descriptive title for the questionnaire that indicates the overall topic. The 
title is essential because it sets the context for the entire survey. For example, the NCVS and the NVAMW 
Survey are both interested in measuring the magnitude of crime victimization in the United States. The 
NVAMW Survey, however, is presented as a survey interested in a number of personal safety–related 
issues, including tactics used in conflict resolution. The NCVS is titled as a crime survey and is interested 
in obtaining information only about crimes respondents have experienced. Unfortunately, some survey 
participants still may not view assaults they have experienced by intimates and other family members as 
criminal acts.

In addition to the title, question order is important because this also can inf luence responses. 
For example, when a sample of the general public was asked, “Do you think it should be possible for a 
pregnant woman to obtain a legal abortion if she is married and does not want any more children?” 58% 
said yes. However, when this question was preceded by a less permissive question that asked whether the 
respondent would allow abortion of a defective fetus, only 40% said yes to the question, placing abor-
tion in the context of “not wanting more children.” Asking the question about the defective fetus altered 
respondents’ frame of reference, perhaps making abortion simply to avoid having more children seem 
frivolous by comparison (Turner & Martin 1984). The point to take away from this case is that question 
order is extremely important.

There is no real cure for this potential problem. However, a split-ballot design may help identify prob-
lems. In a split-ballot survey, some respondents can be given a survey with a particular question order while 
the other respondents are given another. This design allows researchers to determine the effect of question 
order on responses. What is most important is to be aware of the potential for problems due to question 
order and to carefully evaluate the likelihood of their occurrence in any particular questionnaire. Survey 
results should mention, at least in a footnote, the order in which key questions were asked when more than 
one such question was used (Labaw 1980). Questionnaires should conform to several other organizational 
guidelines as well:

•• Major topic divisions within the questionnaire should be organized in separate sections, and each 
section should be introduced with a brief statement.

•• Instructions should be used liberally to minimize respondent confusion. Instructions should 
explain how each type of question is to be answered (such as circling a number or writing a 
response) in a neutral way that is not likely to influence responses. Instructions also should guide 
respondents through skip patterns.

•• The questionnaire should look attractive, be easy to complete, and have substantial white space. 
Resist the temptation to cram as many questions as possible onto one page. Response choices should 
be printed in a different font or format from the questions and should be set off from them.

•• Response choices should be designated by numbers to facilitate coding and data entry after the 
questionnaire is completed.
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The cover letter for a mailed questionnaire and the introductory statement read by interviewers in 
telephone or in-person interviews are also critical to the survey’s success. Similar to the context set by 
the title of the survey, the initial statement of the cover letter sets the tone for the entire questionnaire. 
For example, the first thing interviewers said to respondents of the NVAMW Survey was, “Hello, I’m 
____________ from SRBI, the national research organization. We are conducting a national survey on 
personal safety for the Center for Policy Research, under a grant from the federal government.” Notice 
that, even though the survey’s primary purpose was to uncover incidents of victimization, it was pre-
sented to respondents as a survey interested in issues of personal safety. This was done to increase the 
probability of respondents disclosing incidents of victimization even if they did not perceive them to be 
crimes. Also note that the introductory statement disclosed the researcher’s affiliation and the project 
sponsor. In addition, the purpose of the survey should be briefly described and a contact number should 
be included for those who wish to ask questions or register complaints. In sum, the cover letter for a 
mailed questionnaire and the introductory statement for an interview should be credible, personalized, 
interesting, and responsible.

 2 Survey Designs

The five basic survey designs are the mailed survey, group-administered survey, phone survey, in-person 
survey, and electronic or web survey. Exhibit 7.5 summarizes the typical features of the five designs. Each 
survey design varies in its arrangement and application.

Manner of administration. Mailed, group, and electronic surveys are completed by the respondents 
themselves. During phone and in-person interviews, however, the researcher or a staff person asks the 
questions and records the respondent’s answers.

Questionnaire structure. Survey designs also differ in the extent to which the content and order 
of questions are structured in advance by the researcher. Most mailed, group, phone, and electronic 
surveys are highly structured, fixing in advance the content and order of questions and response choices. 

Survey Research  
Methods

Exhibit 7.5 Typical Features of the Five Survey Designs
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Some of these types of surveys, particularly mailed surveys, may include some open-ended questions. 
In-person interviews are often highly structured, but they may include many questions without fixed-
response choices. Moreover, some interviews may proceed from an interview guide rather than a fixed 
set of questions. In these relatively unstructured interviews, the interviewer covers the same topics with 
respondents but varies questions according to the respondent’s answers to previous questions. Extra 
questions are added as needed to clarify or explore answers to the most important questions.

Setting. Most mail and electronic questionnaires and phone interviews are intended for completion 
by only one respondent. The same is usually true of in-person interviews, although sometimes 
researchers interview several family members at once. On the other hand, a variant of the standard 
survey is a questionnaire distributed simultaneously to a group of respondents, who complete the 
survey while the researcher (or assistant) waits. Students in classrooms are typically the group 
involved, although this type of group distribution also occurs in surveys administered to employees 
and members of voluntary groups.

Cost. As mentioned earlier, in-person interviews are the most expensive type of survey. Phone interviews 
are much less expensive, but surveying by mail is cheaper still. Electronic surveys are now the least 
expensive method because there are no interviewer costs, no mailing costs, and, for many designs, almost 
no costs for data entry. Of course, extra staff time and expertise is required to prepare an electronic 
questionnaire.

Because of their different features, the five designs vary in the types of errors to which they are most 
prone and the situations in which they are most appropriate. The rest of this section focuses on the unique 
advantages and disadvantages of each design.

Mailed (Self-Administered) Surveys

A mailed (self-administered) survey is conducted by mailing a questionnaire to respondents, who then 
administer the survey themselves. The principal drawback in using this method of survey administration 
is the difficulty maximizing the response rate—we have to rely on people to voluntarily return the surveys! 
The final response rate is unlikely to be much above 80% and almost surely will be below 70% unless pro-
cedures to maximize the response rate are precisely followed. A response rate below 60% is a disaster, and 
even a 70% response rate is not much more than minimally acceptable. It is hard to justify the representa-
tiveness of the sample if more than a third of those surveyed fail to respond.

Related to the threat of nonresponse in mailed surveys is the hazard of incomplete response. Some 
respondents may skip some questions or just stop answering questions at some point in the questionnaire. 
Fortunately, this problem does not often occur with well-designed questionnaires. Potential respondents 
who decide to participate in the survey will usually complete it. Many researchers still rely on mailed sur-
veys because they are relatively inexpensive and respondents are free to answer questions at their leisure, 
without the scrutiny of a survey administrator.

Group-Administered Surveys

A group-administered survey is completed by individual respondents assembled in a group. The 
response rate is not usually a concern in surveys that are distributed and collected in a group setting 
because most group members will participate. The difficulty with this method is that assembling a group 

Nonresponse
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is seldom feasible because it requires a captive audience. With the exception of students, employees, mem-
bers of the armed forces, and some institutionalized populations, most populations cannot be sampled in 
such a setting.

One issue of special concern with group-administered surveys is the possibility that respondents 
will feel coerced to participate and as a result will be less likely to answer questions honestly. Also, 
because administering a survey to a group probably requires the approval of the group’s supervisor, and 
the survey is likely conducted on the organization’s premises, respondents may infer that the researcher 
is not at all independent of the sponsor. Even those who volunteer may still feel uncomfortable answer-
ing all questions, which may bias their responses. No complete solution to this problem exists, but it 
helps to make an introductory statement that emphasizes the researcher’s independence, assures 
respondents that their survey answers will be completely anonymous, and gives participants a chance to 
ask questions about the survey.

Surveys by Telephone

In a phone survey, interviewers question respondents over the phone and then record their answers. 
Phone interviewing has become a very popular method of conducting surveys in the United States 
because almost all families have phones. But two matters may undermine the validity of a phone sur-
vey: not reaching the proper sampling units and not getting enough complete responses to make the 
results generalizable.

Reaching Sampling Units

Today, drawing a random sample is easier than ever due to random digit dialing (RDD) (Lavrakas 1987). 
A machine calls random phone numbers within designated exchanges, regardless of whether the num-
bers are published. When the machine reaches an inappropriate household (such as a business in a survey 
directed to the general population), the phone number is simply replaced with another.

The NVAMW Survey collected a national probability sample of 8,000 English- and Spanish-speaking 
women and 8,000 English- and Spanish-speaking men 18 years of age and older residing in households 
throughout the United States through RDD.

Maximizing Response to Phone Surveys

Three issues require special attention in phone surveys. First, because people often are not home, multiple 
callbacks will be necessary for many sample members. In addition, interviewers must be prepared for dis-
tractions if the respondent is interrupted by other household members. Sprinkling interesting or provoca-
tive questions throughout the questionnaire may help to maintain respondent interest. Last, respondents 
may feel a general lack of trust toward telephone interviewers who are strangers (D. C. Miller 1991).

Procedures can be standardized more effectively, quality control maintained, and processing speed 
maximized when phone interviewers are assisted by computers. This computer-assisted telephone 
interview has become known as CATI, and most large surveys are now performed in this way. There are 
several advantages to using CATI, but perhaps the primary one is that data collection and data entry can 
occur concurrently. Second, the CATI system has several machine edit features that help to minimize data 
entry error.

One method that dispenses with the interviewer altogether is computerized interactive voice 
response (IVR) survey technology. In an IVR survey, respondents receive automated calls and answer 
questions by pressing numbers on their touch-tone phones or speaking numbers that are interpreted 
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by computerized voice-recognition software. These surveys can also record verbal responses to open-
ended questions for later transcription. Although they present some difficulties when many answer 
choices must be used or skip patterns must be followed, IVR surveys have been used successfully 
with short questionnaires and when respondents are highly motivated to participate (Dillman 2000). 
When these conditions are not met, potential respondents may be put off by the impersonality of this 
computer-driven approach.

In summary, phone surveying is the best method to use for relatively short surveys of the general popu-
lation. Response rates in phone surveys tend to be very high, often above 80%, because few individuals will 
hang up on a polite caller or refuse to stop answering questions (at least within the first 30 minutes or so). 
The NVAMW Survey obtained a response rate of 72% in the female survey and 69% in the male survey by 
conducting interviews via telephone.

In-Person Interviews

What is unique to the in-person interview, compared with the other survey designs, is the face-to-face 
social interaction between interviewer and respondent. If financial resources are available for hiring inter-
viewers to go out and personally conduct the surveys with respondents, in-person interviewing is often the 
best survey design.

Although time-consuming and costly, in-person interviewing has several advantages. Response rates 
are higher for this survey design than for any other when potential respondents are approached by a courte-
ous interviewer. In addition, in-person interviews can be much longer than mailed or phone surveys; the 
questionnaire can be complex, with both open-ended and closed-ended questions. The order in which 
questions are read and answered can be controlled by the interviewer, and the physical and social circum-
stances of the interview can be monitored. Last, respondents’ interpretations of questions can be probed 
and clarified, if it is done consistently with all respondents.

As with phone interviewing, computers can be used to increase control of the in-person interview. 
In a computer-assisted personal interviewing (CAPI) project, interviewers carry a laptop computer pro-
grammed to display the interview questions and process the responses that the interviewer types in, as well 
as to check that these responses fall within the allowed ranges. Interviewers seem to like CAPI, and the 
quality of the data obtained is at least as good as for a noncomputerized interview (Shepherd et al. 1996). 
Computer-assisted self-interviewing (CASI) is also an alternative. With audio-CASI, respondents 
interact with a computer-administered questionnaire by using a mouse and following audio instructions 
delivered via headphones. Audio-CASI is considered the most reliable way to administer questionnaires 
that probe sensitive or potentially stigmatizing information such as offending or victimization information 
(H. G. Miller et al. 1998; Tourangeau & Smith 1996; Turner et al. 1998). Wolf et al. (2006) used this technol-
ogy to obtain information about the physical and sexual victimization experiences of male and female state 
prison inmates. They explain,

The survey was administered using audio-CASI (computed-assisted self interviewing) and 
was available in English and Spanish. There were 30 computer stations set up at each facility 
and members of the research team were available to answer any questions and assist with the 
technology as needed. (p. 838)

Maximizing Response to Interviews

Even if the right balance is struck between maintaining control over interviews and achieving good rapport 
with respondents, in-person interviews can still have a problem. Due to the difficulty of catching all the 
members of a sample, response rates may suffer.

Telephone Surveys

In-Person Interviews
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Several factors affect the response rate in interview studies. Contact rates tend to be lower in city cen-
ters, in part because of difficulties in finding people at home and gaining access to high-rise apartments 
and in part because of interviewer reluctance to visit some areas at night, when people are more likely to be 
home (Fowler 1988). Households with young children or elderly adults tend to be easier to contact, whereas 
single-person households are more difficult to reach (Groves & Couper 1998).

Web-Based Surveys

Web-based surveys have become increasingly useful for two reasons: growth in the fraction of the 
population using the Internet and technological advances that make web-based survey design relatively 
easy. However, it is still not possible to obtain a true representative sample of the U.S. population on the 
web, since not everyone is connected or has access to the Internet. New data from the U.S. Census Bureau 
(2009) show that 62% of households reported using Internet access in 2007. These percentages are growing 
rapidly; it is not unreasonable to think that use of the Internet will soon become comparable to the use of 
telephones. As the proportion of the population that is connected increases, the Internet will become the 
preferred medium for survey research on many topics.

There are several different approaches to conducting web-based surveys, each with unique advantages 
and somewhat different effects on the coverage problem. Many web-based surveys begin with an e-mail 
message to potential respondents that contains a direct “hotlink” to the survey website. If a defined popula-
tion with known e-mail addresses is to be surveyed, a researcher can send e-mail invitations to a repre-
sentative sample without difficulty. To ensure that the appropriate people respond to a web-based survey, 
researchers may require that respondents enter a PIN (personal identification number) to gain access to the 
web survey (Dillman 2000). However, lists of unique e-mail addresses for the members of defined popu-
lations generally do not exist outside of organizational settings. Many people have more than one e-mail 
address, and often there is no apparent link between an e-mail address and the name or location of the 
person it is assigned to. As a result, there is no available method for drawing a random sample of e-mail 
addresses for people from any general population, even if the focus is only on those with Internet access 
(Dillman 2007).

There are many free online services to aid you in developing a web survey, such as SurveyMonkey. 
However, many universities have also subscribed to more sophisticated survey engines such as Qualtrics. 
Using a random sample of University of Delaware students, the Center for Drug and Alcohol Studies con-
ducted a College Risk Behavior Survey using Qualtrics. Exhibit 7.6 displays one screen of the survey, which 
was devoted to ascertaining the extent to which students engaged in all types of behavior, including drink-
ing and driving, using drugs, cheating on exams, victimizations, stealing, fighting, gambling, and illegally 
downloading material. Notice that the top of the screen told respondents how much of the survey they had 
left before they were finished. To enhance their response rate, the researchers offered students who com-
pleted the survey a $5 voucher that could be used at any university eating establishment.

Web surveys are becoming the more popular form of Internet survey because they are so flexible. The 
design of the questionnaire can include many types of graphic and typographic features. Respondents can 
view definitions of words or instructions for answering questions by clicking on linked terms. Lengthy sets 
of response choices can be presented with pull-down menus. Pictures and audio segments can be added 
when they are useful. Because answers are recorded directly in the researcher’s database, data entry errors 
are almost eliminated and results can be reported quickly.

The most important drawback to either Internet survey approach is the large portion of households 
that are not yet connected to the Internet. For special populations with high rates of Internet use, though, 
the technology makes possible fast and effective surveys. Also, access to a web survey must be limited to the 
sample members, perhaps by requiring use of a PIN (Dillman 2000).

Survey Usability
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Mixed-Mode Surveys

Survey researchers increasingly are combining different survey designs. Mixed-mode surveys allow the 
strengths of one survey design to compensate for the weaknesses of another and can maximize the likeli-
hood of securing data from different types of respondents. For example, a survey may be sent electronically 
to sample members who have e-mail addresses and mailed to those who do not. Alternatively, nonrespon-
dents in a mailed survey may be interviewed in person or over the phone. As noted previously, an inter-
viewer may use a self-administered questionnaire to present sensitive questions to a respondent.

A Comparison of Survey Designs

Which survey design should be used when? Group-administered surveys are similar in most respects to 
mailed surveys, except they require the unusual circumstance of having access to the sample in a group set-
ting. We therefore do not need to consider this survey design by itself. Thus, we can focus our comparison 

Exhibit 7.6 A Page From the College Risk Behavior Survey
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on the four survey designs that involve the use of a questionnaire with individuals sampled from a larger 
population: mailed surveys, phone surveys, in-person surveys, and electronic surveys. Exhibit 7.7 summa-
rizes their strong and weak points.

Exhibit 7.7 Advantages and Disadvantages of Four Survey Designs

Characteristics of Design
In-Person 
Survey 

Mail 
Survey 

Phone 
Survey

Electronic 
Survey 

Representative Sample

Opportunity for inclusion is known 

For completely listed populations High High High Medium

For incompletely listed populations High Medium Medium Low

Selection within sampling units is controlled (e.g., 
specific family members must respond)

High Medium High Low

Respondents are likely to be located Medium High High Low

If samples are heterogeneous High Medium High Low

If samples are homogeneous and specialized High High High High

Questionnaire Construction and Question Design

Allowable length of questionnaire High Medium Medium Medium

Ability to include

Complex questions Medium Low High High

Open questions Low High High Medium

Screening questions Low Low High

Tedious, boring questions High High High High

Ability to control question sequence Low High High High

Ability to ensure questionnaire completion Medium High High High

Distortion of Answers

Odds of avoiding social desirability bias High Medium Low High

Odds of avoiding interviewer distortion Low High Medium

Odds of avoiding contamination by others High Medium Medium Medium

Administrative Goals

Odds of meeting personnel requirements High High Low High

Odds of implementing quickly Low High Low High

Odds of keeping costs low High Medium Low High

Source: Adapted from Don A. Dillman, Mail and Internet Surveys. Copyright © 2000 Don A. Dillman. Reprinted by permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.
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The most important consideration in comparing the advantages and disadvantages of the four survey 
designs is the likely response rate they will generate. Because of the great weakness of mailed surveys in this 
respect, they must be considered the least preferred survey design from a sampling standpoint. However, 
researchers may still prefer a mailed survey when they have to reach a widely dispersed population and 
do not have enough financial resources to hire and train an interview staff or to contract with a survey 
organization that already has an interview staff available in many locations.

Contracting with an established survey research organization for a phone survey is often the best alter-
native to a mailed survey. The persistent follow-up attempts necessary to secure an adequate response rate 
are much easier over the phone than in person or via mail.

In-person surveys are clearly preferable in terms of the possible length and complexity of the 
questionnaire itself, as well as the researcher’s ability to monitor conditions while the questionnaire 
is being completed. Mailed surveys often are preferable for asking sensitive questions, although this 
problem can be lessened in an interview by giving respondents a separate sheet to fill out on their own. 
Although interviewers may themselves distort results, either by changing the wording of questions or 
failing to record answers properly, this problem can be lessened by careful training, monitoring, and 
tape-recording the answers.

The advantages and disadvantages of electronic surveys must be weighed in light of the potential 
respondents’ capabilities at the time the survey is to be conducted. At this time, over 30% of households still 
lack Internet connections, and too many people who have computers lack adequate computer capacity for 
displaying complex web pages.

These various points about the different survey designs lead to two general conclusions. First, in-
person interviews are the strongest design and generally preferable when sufficient resources and a trained 
interview staff are available, but telephone surveys still offer many of the advantages of in-person inter-
views at a much lower cost. Second, the “best” survey design for any particular study will be determined by 
the study’s unique features and goals rather than by any absolute standard of what the best survey is.

 2 Ethical Issues in Survey Research

Survey research usually poses fewer ethical dilemmas than do experimental or field research designs. 
Potential respondents to a survey can easily decline to participate, and a cover letter or introductory 
statement that identifies the sponsors of and motivations for the survey gives them the information 
required to make this decision. The methods of data collection are quite obvious in a survey, so little 
is concealed from the respondents. The primary ethical issue in survey research involves protecting 
respondents.

Protection of Respondents

If the survey could possibly have any harmful effects for the respondents, these should be disclosed fully 
in the cover letter or introductory statement (recall the discussion of informed consent in Chapter 3). 
The procedures used to reduce such effects should also be delineated, including how the researcher will 
keep interviews confidential and anonymous. In addition, surveys such as the NVAMW Survey and 
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NCVS that attempt to measure sensitive subject matter such as rape and intimate-perpetrated assault 
should also have other protections in place. By asking respondents to recall incidents of abuse and vio-
lence, there is always the possibility of causing victims serious emotional trauma. How can researchers 
ameliorate the negative consequences that responding to these surveys may have? What responsibility 
do researchers have in providing respondents with safety should they need it? We believe these impor-
tant questions have received far too little attention. Respondents in the NVAMW Survey were given a 
toll-free number they could call if they needed to suddenly hang up during the course of the interview 
(e.g., if they felt they were in danger). In addition, interviewers for the NVAMW Survey were instructed 
to contact an attending supervisor at the first sign a respondent was becoming upset or emotionally 
distraught. These supervisors were provided with a sourcebook from the National Domestic Violence 
Coalition that listed rape crisis and domestic violence hotline numbers from around the country. The 
College Risk Behavior Survey discussed earlier in this chapter also gave respondents information about 
a number of avenues for help, including the phone numbers to the University of Delaware Center for 
Counseling and Student Development, the Delaware Council on Gambling Problems, and the Delaware 
24-hour Rape Crisis Hotline.

Respondent protection is even more complicated when asking about victimizations against minor 
children as the NCVS does (e.g., it interviews individuals aged 12 years or older). Currently, researchers 
do not fall under the purview of “mandatory reporters” according to most state statutes, and the World 
Health Organization (WHO) claims there is no consensus internationally about how to handle cases of 
child abuse (Ellsberg & Heise, 2005). This is true for cases of elder abuse that are reported by respondents as 
well. Regardless of statutes not explicitly listing researchers as mandatory reporters, however, interviewers 
should certainly be required to develop protocols to act in the best interests of a child or an elder when cases 
of these forms of abuse are revealed.

Confidentiality

Do any of the questions have the potential to embarrass respondents or otherwise subject them to adverse 
consequences such as legal sanctions? If the answer to this question is no—and it often is in surveys about 
general social issues—other ethical problems are unlikely. But if the questionnaire includes questions 
about attitudes or behaviors that are socially stigmatized or generally considered to be private, or ques-
tions about actions that are illegal, the researcher must proceed carefully and ensure that respondents’ 
rights are protected.

The first step to take with potentially troublesome questions is to consider modifying them or omitting 
them entirely. If sensitive questions fall into this category, they probably should be omitted. There is no 
point in asking, “Have you ever been convicted of a felony?” if the answers are unlikely to be used in the 
analysis of survey results.

Many surveys—particularly surveys interested in delinquent or criminal offending behavior—do 
include some essential questions that might prove damaging to the subjects if their answers were disclosed. 
To prevent any possibility of harm to subjects due to disclosure of such information, it is critical to preserve 
subject confidentiality. No one other than research personnel should have access to information that could 
be used to link respondents to their responses, and even that access should be limited to what is necessary 
for specific research purposes. Only numbers should be used to identify respondents on their question-
naires, and the researcher should keep the names that correspond to these numbers in a separate, safe, 
and private location, unavailable to others who might otherwise come across them. Follow-up mailings or 
contact attempts that require linking the ID numbers with names and addresses should be carried out by 
trustworthy assistants under close supervision.

Survey Ethics
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Only if no identifying information about respondents is obtained can surveys provide true anonymity 
to respondents. In this way, no identifying information is ever recorded to link respondents with their 
responses. However, the main problem with anonymous surveys is that they preclude follow-up attempts 
to encourage participation by initial nonrespondents, and they prevent panel designs, which measure 
change through repeated surveys of the same individuals. In-person surveys rarely can be anonymous 
because an interviewer must in almost all cases know the name and address of the interviewee. However, 
phone surveys that are meant only to sample opinion at one point in time, as in political polls, can safely 
be completely anonymous. When no follow-up is desired, group-administered surveys also can be 
anonymous. To provide anonymity in a mail survey, the researcher should omit identifying codes from 
the questionnaire but could include a self-addressed, stamped postcard so the respondent can notify the 
researcher that the questionnaire has been returned, without being linked to the questionnaire itself 
(Mangione 1995: 69).

 2 Conclusion

Survey research is an exceptionally efficient and productive method for investigating a wide array of 
social research questions. In addition to the potential benefits for social science, considerations of time 
and expense frequently make a survey the preferred data collection method. One or more of the four sur-
vey designs reviewed in this chapter can be applied to almost any research question. It is no wonder that 
surveys have become the most popular research method in sociology and that they frequently influence 
discussion and planning about important social and political questions.

The relative ease of conducting at least some types of survey research leads many people to imagine 
that no particular training or systematic procedures are required. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. As a result of this widespread misconception, you will encounter a great number of worthless survey 
results. You must be prepared to carefully examine the procedures used in any survey before accepting its 
finding as credible. Moreover, if you decide to conduct a survey, you must be prepared to invest the time 
and effort required to follow proper procedures.
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Highlights

•• Surveys are the most popular form of social research because 
of their versatility, efficiency, and generalizability. Many 
survey data sets, such as the General Social Survey (GSS), are 
available for social scientists to use in teaching and research.

•• Surveys can fail to produce useful results due to problems in 
sampling, measurement, and overall survey design.

•• A survey questionnaire or interview schedule should be 
designed as an integrated whole, with each question and section 
serving some clear purpose and complementing the others.

•• Questions must be worded carefully to avoid confusing the 
respondents or encouraging a less-than-honest response. 
Inclusion of “don’t know” choices and neutral responses may 
help, but the presence of such options also affects the distribution 
of answers. Open-ended questions can be used to determine the 
meaning that respondents attach to their answers. The answers 
to any survey questions may be affected by the questions that 
precede them in a questionnaire or interview schedule.

•• Every questionnaire and interview schedule should be pre-
tested on a small sample that is like the sample to be surveyed.

•• The cover letter for a mailed questionnaire and the introduc-
tory statement for an interview should be credible, personal-
ized, interesting, and responsible.

•• Phone interviews using random digit dialing allow fast turn-
around and efficient sampling.

•• In-person interviews have several advantages over other types 
of surveys: They allow longer and more complex interview 
schedules, monitoring of the conditions when the questions 
are answered, probing for respondents’ understanding of the 
questions, and high response rates.

•• Electronic surveys may be e-mailed or posted on the web. At 
this time, use of the Internet is not sufficiently widespread 
to allow e-mail or web surveys of the general population, but 
these approaches can be fast and efficient for populations with 
high rates of computer use.

•• Mixed-mode surveys allow the strengths of one survey design 
to compensate for the weaknesses of another.

•• Most survey research poses few ethical problems because 
respondents are able to decline to participate. This option 
should be stated clearly in the cover letter or introductory 
statement. When anonymity cannot be guaranteed, confiden-
tiality must be ensured.

NewsIn the

Research in the News
DRUNKEN DRIVING DECLINES IN THE  
UNITED STATES BUT DRUG USE STILL TROUBLING

According to a random sample survey of more than 9,000 people who entered road survey 
sites and provided breath-alcohol measurements to the National Highway Traffic Safety 
Administration, just over 2% had a blood alcohol content of .08 or higher, compared with more 
than 7.5% in 1973. Unfortunately, from blood and urine samples submitted by over 3,000 driv-
ers, it was found that about 1 in 6 drivers on weekend nights is on drugs.

Source: “Drunken Driving Declines in U.S.: Drug Use ‘Troubling’ Agency Says.” n.d. Retrieved June 10, 2012, from 
http://www.cnn.com/2009/CRIME/07/13/drunken.driving/index.html

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT FROM THE ARTICLE:

1. How was the sample of 3,000 selected from the larger 9,000 people who were stopped? 

2. How did this study operationalize “drugs”? Did they include prescription drugs?
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Exercises

Discussing Research

1. Who does survey research and how do they do it? These 
questions can be answered through careful inspection of 
ongoing surveys and the organizations that administer 
them at the website for the Cornell Institute for Social and 
Economic Research, www.ciser.cornell.edu/info/polls 
.shtml. Spend some time reading about the different survey 
research organizations, and write a brief summary of the 
types of research they conduct, the projects in which they 
are involved, and the resources they offer on their websites. 

What are the distinctive features of different survey research 
organizations?

2. Write 8 to 10 questions for a one-page questionnaire on fear 
of crime among students. Include some questions to measure 
characteristics (such as income or year in school) that might 
help to explain the attitudes. Make all but one of your ques-
tions closed-ended. What are some of the problems in trying 
to measure difficult concepts like “fear”? How about attitudes 
like “prejudice” and “intolerance”?

Finding Research on the Web

1. Go to the Social Information Gateway (SOSIG) at http://www 
.ariadne.ac.uk/issue2/sosig. Search SOSIG for electronic 
journal articles that use surveys to collect information on 
crime, criminal behavior, or criminal victimization. Find at 
least five articles and briefly describe each.

2. Go to the Research Triangle Institute website at www.rti 
.org. Click on “Tools and Methods,” then “Surveys,” and then 
“Survey Design and Development.” Read about their methods 
for computer-assisted interviewing (under “Survey Methods”) 
and their cognitive laboratory methods for refining questions 

(under “Usability Testing”). What does this add to the treat-
ment of these topics in this chapter?

3. Go to The Question Bank at http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/docs/
home.htm. Go to the “Surveys” link and then click on one of 
the listed surveys or survey sections that interest you. Review 
10 questions used in the survey, and critique them in terms of 
the principles for question writing that you have learned. Do 
you find any question features that might be attributed to the 
use of British English?

Critiquing Research

1. Read the original article reporting one of the surveys 
described in this book (check the text of the chapters for ideas). 
Critique the article using the questions presented in Appendix 
B as your guide. Focus particular attention on sampling, mea-
surement, and survey design.

2. By interviewing two students, conduct a preliminary pre-
test of the questionnaire you wrote for Exercise 2 under 
“Discussing Research” (above). Follow up the closed-ended 
questions with open-ended questions that ask the students 

what they meant by each response or what came to mind when 
they were asked each question. Take account of the answers 
when you revise your questions. How do you draw the line 
between too much and too little data?

3. Make any necessary revisions to the questionnaire you wrote 
in Exercise 2 under “Discussing Research” (above). Write a 
cover letter that presumes the survey will be administered to 
students in a class at your school. Submit the questionnaire and 
cover letter to your instructor for comment and evaluation.

Making Research Ethical

1. In this chapter, we posed these questions: How can research-
ers ameliorate the negative consequences that responding to 
these surveys may have? What responsibility do researchers 
have in providing respondents with safety should they need 
it? Are there any conditions in which a researcher could justify 

emotional harm to respondents? Write a short statement in 
response to each question.

2. Tjaden and Thoennes (2000) sampled adults with random 
digit dialing to study violent victimization from a nationally 
representative sample of adults. We already asked you about 

Fundamentals of Research in Criminology and Criminal Justice168

©SAGE Publications



Chapter 7  Survey Research 169

the ethical dilemmas of reporting victimizations in Chapter 4. 
But what about respondents who are minors and are younger 
than 18? What about children younger than 12? Teachers and 
medical personnel are required by law to report cases they 
believe to represent incidents of child abuse. Should research-
ers have the same obligation? How would this affect large-
scale surveys using random digit dialing in which you want to 
preserve the anonymity of respondents?

3. Group-administered surveys are easier to conduct than other 
types of surveys, but they always raise an ethical dilemma. 
If a teacher allows a researcher to survey a class, or if an 
employer allows employees to complete a survey on company 
time, are the surveys really voluntary? Is it sufficient to read 
a statement to the group stating that their participation is 
entirely up to them? What general guidelines should be fol-
lowed in such situations?

Developing a Research Proposal

1. Write 10 questions for a one-page questionnaire that concerns 
your proposed research question. Your questions should opera-
tionalize at least three of the variables on which you have focused, 
including at least one independent and one dependent variable 
(you may have multiple questions to measure some variables). 
Make all but one of your questions closed-ended. If you completed 
the “research proposal” exercises in Chapter 3, you can select your 
questions from the ones you developed for those exercises.

2. Conduct a preliminary pretest of the questionnaire by carrying 
out cognitive interviews with two students or other persons 

who are like those to whom the survey is directed. Follow up 
the closed-ended questions with open-ended probes that ask 
the students what they meant by each response or what came to 
mind when they were asked each question. Take account of the 
feedback you received when you revise your questions.

3. Polish up the organization and layout of the questionnaire, 
following the guidelines in this chapter. Prepare a rationale for 
the order of questions in your questionnaire. Write a cover let-
ter directed to the target population that contains appropriate 
statements about research ethics (human subjects issues).

Performing Data Analysis in SPSS or Excel

Injuries are often sustained by victims of violent crime. Using 
NCVS.ASSAULTS.por, a sample of assault incidents from the 
National Crime Victimization Survey, you can explore what fac-
tors most often lead to injury for victims of assault.

1. Browse the variables in the data set. What factors do you think 
are related to whether or not a victim of rape, robbery, or 
assault is injured?

2. Choose at least three of these variables, and state your hypoth-
eses about the relationship between each of these variables 
and injury.

3. Generate cross-tabulations of your chosen variables and 
INJURED. (If you have had a statistics course, you may want 
to request the CHI-SQUARE statistic for each of the cross-
tabulations.)

4. Describe the relationship you have found, noting the dif-
ference in the distribution of the dependent (row) variables 
between the categories of each independent (column) variable.

5. Do these relationships vary for the type of violent crime com-
mitted? Add the variable measuring the type of violent crime 
committed (TOC) as a CONTROL variable in your cross-
tabulation request. Describe your results.

STUDENT STUDY SITE

The companion Student Study Site for Fundamentals of Research in Criminology and Criminal Justice 
can be found at www.sagepub.com/bachmanfrccj3e.

Visit the Student Study Site to enhance your understanding of the chapter content and to discover 
additional resources that will take your learning one step further. You can enhance your understand-
ing of the chapters by using the comprehensive study material, which includes interactive exercises, 
eFlashcards, web exercises, web quizzes, and more. You will also find special features, such as 
Learning From Journal Articles, which incorporates SAGE’s online journal collection.
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