
Stat 472    Survey Design 
Survey research 

The survey is the most widely used data gathering technique in sociology and it is used in many 

other fields as well. Despite the popularity of surveys it is easy to conduct a survey that yells 

misleading or worthless result. 

 

What is a survey  

Methods of collecting information directly from people about their ideas, feelings, health, plans, 

believes, social background, educational level, and financial history. It can be a self-administered 

questionnaire that someone fills out alone or with assistance. It can be an interview that is done in 

a person or on the telephone. 

 

Principles of good question writing 1 

Avoid jargon, slang, and abbreviations 

 

Avoid ambiguity, confusion and vagueness 

question must be clear when requesting information from respondents; what is your income 

 

Avoid emotional language and prestige bias 

Use neutral language when constructing question. Also avoid Prestige bias associating a statement 

with a prestigious person or group 

 

Avoid double barrel questions 

Make each question about one and only one topic. A double barrel question consists of two or more 

questions join together 

 

Avoid leading questions 

Do not allow the respondent to be influenced but you, maintain objectivity, maintain emotional 

control 

 

Avoid asking questions that are beyond the respondent's capability 

asking something few respondents know, frustrates respondents and produces poor quality 

responses 

 

Avoid false premises 

Do not make assumptions about people. All question must be relevant to the respondent. what time 

do you have to wake up to take your children to school? Do not ask this question unless you know 

they have children 

 

Avoid asking about future intentions 

responses are poor predictors of behavior 

 

Avoid double negatives 

double negatives in ordinary language are grammatically incorrect and confusing 

 

Avoid overlapping or unbalanced response categories 

A. mutually exclusive B. exhaustive C. balanced 

 

Mutually exclusive 

Response categories do not overlap 



Exhaustive 

Every respondent has a choice 

 

balanced 

Keep response category balanced. A case of unbalanced choices is the question "what kind of job is 

the mayor doing, outstanding , excellent good or satisfactory? here the only response possible is a 

positive one 

 

Factor affecting recall: the topic 

Threatening: in some cases respondents will choose to ignore questions that require very personal 

information. socially desirable: may not only affect response rate but also the type of response 

 

Factor affecting recall: events occurring simultaneously 

Memory recall may be poor when asking about events that occurred during a time when multiple 

events were taking place simultaneously 

 

Factor affecting recall: the significance event for particular respondent 

The more significant an event for a respondent the more likely they will be able to recall the details 

of the event, the reverse is true as well 

 

Factor affecting recall: situational conditions 

For some responses, an event may have situational conditions specific to them that may result in 

better or poorer memory recall 

 

Factor affecting recall: question wording 

Refer to the principles of good question writing 

 

Factors affecting recall: interview with style 

Anonymous: anonymity provides interviewees with a level of protection that seems to provide them 

with enough security to answer questions more honestly when compared to other interviews Styles. 

confidential: 

 

Factors affecting recall: respondents need to have internal consistency, telescoping 

Many respondents would telescope or compressed time when asked about the frequency and over 

report recent events 

 

Techniques to reduce telescoping 

Situational framing: ask a respondent to recall a specific situation and ask them about it. 

decomposition: ask several specifics and then add them up such as how much one drank in a week 

then total for drinking in a year 

 

Threatening vs non threatening question 

Threatening questions are part of a broader issue. Respondents may try to present a positive image 

of themselves to interviewers or researchers instead of giving true answers 

 

Knowledge questions 

Respondents sometimes want to find out whether respondents know about an issue or topic, but 

knowledge question can be threatening because respondents do not want to appear ignorant 

 

 

 



Skip or contingency question 

Researchers avoid asking questions that are irrelevant for a respondent. A contingency question is 

a two or more part question. The answer to the first part of the question determines which question 

the respondent proceeds to 

 

Advantages of open-ended questions 

Permit an unlimited number of answers, respondents can answer in detail, unanticipated findings 

can be discover, permit creativity, self-expression, reveal respondents logic thinking process and 

frames of reference 

 

Disadvantage of open ended questions 

Respondents give different degree of details, responses may be irrelevant or buried unless detail, 

comparisons and statistical analysis become very difficult, coding responses is difficult, highly 

articulate respondents having advantage, respondents may lose direction when answering 

 

Advantage of closed ended question 

Easier and quicker for respondents to answer, easy to compare different respondents answers, 

answers are easy to code and statistical analyze, response categories can clarify the question 

 

Disadvantages of closed ended question 

Suggest ideas that the respondent will not normally have, respondents with no prior knowledge or 

attitude may respond anyway, respondents may become frustrated because their desired response 

is not found 

 

Question order or sequence: organization 

The first is how to organize items in the overall questionnaire. In general you should sequence 

questions to minimize the discomfort and confusion of respondents. Make questions smoothly and 

logically. Organize them to assist respondents memory or comfort level 

 

Question order or sequence: context effects 

It involves context effects of answering specific questions before others. Researchers are concerned 

that the order in which questions are presented may influence respondents answer 

 

Physical layout 

Surveys should be clear, neat, organized, and easy to follow. There should also be an explanation 

and instructions located above every section of question 

 

The format of questions and responses 

Survey research is to decide on format for questions and responses. Should respondents circle 

responses, check boxes , fill in dots, or put x in a blank. The principal is to make responses 

unambiguous 

 

Mail and self administered 

Researchers can give questionnaires directly to respondents or mail them to respondents who read 

instructions and questions, then record their answers 

 

Advantages of mail and self administered 

This type of survey is by far the cheapest and a single researcher can conduct it. A researcher can 

send questionnaires to a wide geographical area. The respondent can complete the questionnaire 

when it is convenient and can check personal records if necessary. It offers anonymity and avoid 

interviewer bias 



 

Disadvantages of mail and self administered 

People do not always complete and return questionnaires. A researcher cannot control the condition 

under which a mail questionnaire is completed. Researchers cannot visually observe the 

respondents reactions to questions, physical characteristics, or the settings 

 

Telephone interview 

It is a popular survey method because about 95 percent of the population can be reached by 

telephone 

 

Advantage of telephone interview 

Researchers sample respondents from list, telephone dictionaries, or use our RDD and can quickly 

reach many people across long distances. Response rates can reach 90% 

 

Disadvantage of telephone interview 

Relatively high cost. Limited Interview length. Respondents without telephones are impossible to 

reach or the call may come at an inconvenient time. Reduces anonymity and introduces potential 

interviewer bias. Open-ended questions are difficult to use and questions requiring visual aids are 

impossible 

 

Face to face interview 

It is a research technique that requires an interviewer and respondent to be physically present 

together. During which the interviewer ask the interviewee a series of questions that are answered 

only during the interview sessions 

 

Advantage of face to face interview 

It has highest response rate. Permits the longest questionnaires. They have the advantages of the 

telephone interview and interviewers also can observe the surrounding and can use nonverbal 

communication and visual aids 

 

Disadvantage of face to face interview 

High cost is the biggest disadvantage. Interviewer bias is also greatest. The appearance, tone of 

voice, question wording and so forth of the interview may affect the respondent 

 

Cost 

It can vary greatly and is dependent on a number of factors: Size of sample, amount of time spent 

on quality of responses, type of survey, number of pages or questions with professional staff, 

training, and response rates 

 

Ethical survey 

The invention of privacy, it can intrude into a respondent privacy by asking about intimate actions 

and personal beliefs. It involves voluntary participation by respondents, they agreed to answer 

questions and can refuse to participate at any time. Exploitation of service surveys and pseudo 

survey. Pseudo survey is when someone uses the survey to persuade someone to do something and 

has little or no real interest in learning information from a respondent 

 

Computer-assisted telephone interviewing 

Advances in computer technology and lower computer prices have enabled professional service 

research organization to install computer assistant telephone interview CATI systems. Interviewer 

sits in front of a computer and makes calls recording responses in the computer. 

 



Survey Research 

 The following can be asked in a survey 

(1) behavior  

(2) attitudes/beliefs/opinions 

(3) characteristics 

(4) expectations 

(5) knowledge 

Behavior 

- how frequently do you go to art galleries? 

- did you vote in last city election? 

- when did you last visit a close relative? 

Attitudes/Beliefs/Opinions 

- what kind of job do you think the mayor is doing? 

- what's the biggest problem facing Canada these days? 

- do you think other people say many negative things about you when you are not there? 

Characteristics 

- are you married, cohabiting, single, etc? 

- do you belong to a union? 

- what's your age? 

Expectations 

- do you plan to enroll in a degree program in the next 12 months?  

- how much schooling do you think your child will get? 

- do you think the population in your town/city will shrink or grow or stay the same? 

Self-Classification 

- do you consider yourself to be liberal, moderate or conservative? 

- into which social class would you put your family? 

Knowledge 

- who was elected PM in the last election? 

- about what percentage of the people in this city are non-white? 

- is it legal to be in possession of small amounts of marijuana in this country? 

 

 Researchers warn against using surveys to ask what? 

"why" questions  

ex. why do you think crime occurs? 

however, appropriate if a researcher wants to discover a respondent's subjective understanding or 

informal theory 

 

 Important limitation of survey research 

is that it provides data only of what a person or organization says and this may differ from what 

he/she actually does ex. 83% said they voted but only 61% did 

 

 What is a survey? 

survey researchers sample many respondents who answer the same Q's, in the same order, in the 

same way. 

survey research is often called correlational. 

use Q's as control variables to approximate the rigorous test for causality 

 

What are other characteristics that the researcher accounts for so as to minimize the possibility of 

spuriousness? control variables 

 



 

 Steps in Conducting a Survey 

- follows deductive approach  

- begins with theoretical problem  

- ends with empirical measurement & data analysis 

 

 Steps in Conducting a Survey in Order 

(1) develop hypothesis, decide on type of survey, write the Q's, decide on response categories 

(2) plan how to record data 

(3) decide on target population, get sampling frame, decide size, select sample  

(4) locate respondents, conduct interviews & record carefully  

(5) enter data into computers, recheck data, perform stat. analysis  

(6) describe methods & findings in research report, present findings for others to critique/evaluate 

 

 Interview Schedule 

- a set of questions read to the respondent by an interviewer 

- the name of a survey research questionnaire when a telephone or face-to-face interview is used 

Three Principles for Effective Survey Questions 

- keep it clear 

- keep it simple  

- keep the respondent's perspective in mind 

 

Good Q's give the researcher valid & reliable measures 

If respondents have diverse backgrounds and frames of reference the same wording may not have 

the same meaning 

 

 12 Things to Avoid When Writing Survey Q's 

(1) jargon, stand and abbreviations  

(2) ambiguity, confusion and vagueness 

(3) emotional language  

(4) prestige bias  

(5) double-barreled questions 

(6) do not confuse beliefs with reality  

(7) leading questions  

(8) asking Q's that are beyond respondent's capabilities  

(9) false premises 

(10) asking about intentions in the distant future  

(11) double negatives 

(12) overlapping or unbalanced response categories 

Jargon 

technical terms ex. plumbers talk about snakes, lawyers about a contract of uberrima fides, 

psychologists about Oedipus complex 

Prestige Bias 

a problem in survey research question writing that occurs when a highly respected group or 

individual is linked to one of the answers 

Double-barreled questions 

a problem in survey research Q wording that occurs when 2 ideas are combined into one question 

and it is unclear whether the answer is for the combination of both or one or the other question 

Leading or Loaded Questions 

a question that leads the respondent to choose one response over another by its wording 

 



 

 

Keep response categories balanced  

- ex. of unbalanced 

- "what kind of job is the mayor doing: outstanding, excellent, very good or satisfactory?" 

- another type is one that omits information  

- ex. "which of the 5 candidates running for mayor do you favor: Eugene or one of the others?" 

 

Threatening Questions 

- part of a larger issue of self-presentation and ego protection  

- respondents often try to present a positive image of themselves to others  

- type of survey research Q in which respondents are likely to cover up or lie about their true 

behavior or beliefs because they fear a loss of self-image or that they may appear to be engaging in 

undesirable or deviant behavior 

People are likely to underreport what? 

having an illness or disability ex. cancer or mental illness, or engaging in illegal or deviant 

behavior 

People are likely to over-report what? 

positive behaviors or generally accepted beliefs (socially desirable bias) 

Income questions have what 

comparably high nonresponse rates compared with other types of questions 

When should researchers ask threatening questions? 

only after a warm-up when an interviewer has developed rapport and trust with the respondents, 

and they should tell respondents that they want honest answers 

Social Desirability Occurs 

- occurs when respondents distort answers to make their reports conform to social norms  

- people tend to over-report being culture (ex. reading, attending high-culture events) 

- "normative" rather than truthful 

How should questionnaire writers try to reduce social desirability bias? 

by phrasing questions in ways that make norm violation appear less objectionable 

Mode of Diversity 

- in survey research, this refers to how the data were collected (ex. by postal survey, telephone 

interview, in-person interview, or over the internet) 

- the means by which a survey is conducted 

Can the mode of diversity affect responses to Q's? 

yes, ones that may be affected by social desirability 

Knowledge questions can be threatening because? 

respondents do not want to appear ignorant 

 

Contingency Question 

- a two or more part question  

- the answer to the first part of the Q determines which of 2 different questions a respondent 

receives next 

 

Open-ended Questions 

type of survey research question in which respondents are free to offer any answer they wish to the 

question (time consuming coding) 

 

Close-ended Questions 

type of survey research question in which respondents must choose from a fixed set of answers 



To learn how a respondent things and to discover what is really important to him or her open 

questions may be best 

Disadvantages of a question form can be reduced how? 

- can be reduced by mixing open-ended and closed-ended questions in a questionnaire  

- periodic probes with close ended questions can reveal a respondent's reasoning 

Periodic Probes 

ex. follow-up questions by interviewers (but state them carefully) 

 

Partially open questions allow what 

allows respondents to offer an answer that the researcher did not include 

 

Partially open questions 

- type of survey research Q in which respondents are given a fixed set of answers to choose from, 

but in addition an "other" category is offered so that they can specify a different answer 

- ex. "other, please specify" 

Close ended questions dilemma 

- 2 response choices are too few  

- but more than 5 are rarely effective 

 

Survey researchers debate over neutral, middle and non-attitude 

- "not sure", "middle" or "non attitude" 

- two types of errors can be made: 

- accepting a middle choice or "no attitude" response when respondents hold a non-neutral opinion, 

or forcing respondents to choose a position on an issue when they have no position about it 

The issue of non attitudes can be approached by distinguishing among 3 kinds of attitude questions 

- standard format 

- quasi-filter 

- and full-filter questions 

Standard-Format Questions 

- does not offer a "don't know" choice 

- a respondent must volunteer it 

Quasi-Filter Question 

offers a respondent a "don't know" alternative 

Full-filter Question 

- a special type of contingency question  

- first asks if respondents have an opinion, 

then asks for the opinion of those who state that they do 

 

Floaters 

- respondents who lack a belief or opinion but who give an answer anyways if asked in a survey 

research Q 

- often their answers are inconsistent  

- "float" from giving a response to not knowing 

Survey researchers who measure values and attitudes have debated 2 issues about the 

responses offered 

(1) should questionnaire items make a statement and ask respondents whether they agree or 

disagree with it, or should they offer respondents specific alternatives? 

(2) should the questionnaire include a set of items and ask the respondents to rate them (ex. 

approve, disapprove) or should it give them a list of items and force them to rank-order items (ex. 

most favored to least favored?) 

 



Wording Issues 

(1) using simple vocal to minimize confusion  

(2) effects of specific words or phrases 

 

 

 

Researchers need to be cautious about wording effect 

- wording effects: an effect that occurs when a specific term or word used in a survey research Q 

affects how respondents answer the question 

- cautious because some remain the same for decades while other effects may appear 

Responses drop significantly for longer questionnaires 

 

Organization of Questionnaire 

- sequence Q's to minimize the discomfort and confusion of respondents  

- opening, middle and ending questions  

- avoid asking tedious background or threatening q's 

 

Order Effects 

- an effect in survey research in which respondents hear some specific questions before other and 

the earlier the questions affect their answers to the later questions  

- appear to be strongest for people who lack strong views, less-educated and older respondents 

Previous questions can influence later questions in 2 ways 

(1) through their content (ex. the issue) 

(2) through the respondent's response 

 

Print instructions. . . 

in a different color or font or in all capitals from the questions 

2 things can be done regarding context effects 

(1) use a funnel sequence of questions  

(2) divide the number of respondents in half and give half of the questions in one order and the 

other half in the alternative order 

 

Funnel Sequence 

a way to order survey research Q's in a questionnaire from general to specific -- asking the more 

general questions before the specific ones 

 

Context Effect 

- an effect in survey research when an overall tone or set of topics heard by a respondent affects 

how he or she interprets the meaning of subsequent questions  

- difference by topic order 

- ex. respondents who were asked 1st about the drunk-driving law first expressed less fear about 

crime than did those who were asked about crime first 

A researcher needs to remember what about ambiguity? 

the more ambiguous a question's meaning, the stronger the context effects, because respondents 

will draw on the context to interpret and understand the question 

 

Cover Sheet 

one or more pages at the beginning of a questionnaire with information about an interview or 

respondent 

For which type of survey is layout especially crucial? 

mail and online surveys because there is not friendly interviewer to interact with the respondent 



 

Matrix Question 

- a compact way to present a series of questions using the same response categories  

- saves space and makes it easier for the respondent or interviewer to not answers for the same 

response categories  

- type of survey research Q in which a set of Q's is listed in a compact form together, all Q's sharing 

the same set of answer categories 

Nonresponse 

failure to get a valid response from every sampled respondent weakens a survey 

 

Mail/Self-Administered Questionnaires Advantages 

- cheapest  

- can be conducted by single researcher  

- wide geographical areas  

- respondent can complete when convenient  

- respondent can check personal records if necessary  

- offer anonymity  

- avoid interviewer bias 

 

Mail/Self-Administered Questionnaires Disadvantages 

- low response rate  

- most returned w/in 2 weeks but others up to 2 months later  

- can raise response rates by sending reminder letters but adds to time and cost of data collection 

- researcher cannot control conditions 

- someone other than intended person could open  

- cannot visually observe  

- limits questions to use 

- not likely to be returned if illiterate or misunderstood 

 

Online Surveys Advantages 

- internet or email = very fast and inexpensive  

- allow flexible design & can use visual images or even audio or video in some versions  

- basic principles for question writing and for paper questionnaires design generally apply 

 

Online Surveys Disadvantages 

3 areas of concern (coverage, privacy and verification & design issues) 

Online Survey Disadvantages: Coverage 

- sampling and unequal internet access/use  

- older, less-educated, lower-income & more rural are less likely to have good internet access 

- multiple email addresses  

- potential self-selection 

Online Survey Disadvantages: Privacy & Verification 

- difficult to ensure privacy and confidentiality  

- researchers should encrypt collected data, use only secure websites and erase nonessential 

respondent identification or linking info on a daily or weekly basis  

- should develop a system of respondent verification (so participates and does so only once) 

- should put unique identification number 

Online Survey Disadvantages: Design Issues 

- need to check and verify the compatibility of various web software and hardware combinations for 

respondents using different computers  

- best to provide screen-by-screen Q's  



- and make entire question visible on the screen at one time 

- clear instructions for all computer actions  

- make it easy for respondents to move back and forth from Q's 

 

Telephone Interviews Advantages 

- popular survey method because about 95% of population can be reached by telephone  

- can quickly reach people across long distances  

- response rates can reach 90% 

- flexible method with most of the strengths of face-to-face but less expensive  

- researcher knows when the Q's were answered and can use contingency Q's effectively, especially 

with computer assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) 

Telephone Interviews Disadvantages 

- higher cost  

- limited interview length  

- respondents w/out are impossible to reach  

- call may come at inconvenient time  

- reduces anonymity and introduces potential interviewer bias  

- can only note serious disruptions (ex. background noise) & respondents tone of voice 

 

Face-to-face Interviews 

- highest response rates  

- permit longest questionnaires  

- can observe surroundings  

- can use nonverbal communication and visual aids 

Face-to-face Disadvantages 

- high cost  

- training, travel and personnel costs  

- interviewer bias greatest 

- appearance of tone of voice, question wording and so forth of interviewer may affect the 

respondent 

Skilled survey interviewers 

do not reveal their opinions, either verbal or nonverbally (may say if have to "what I think does not 

matter") 

Face-to-face interview time spent 

- 35% interviewing  

- 40% locating the correct respondent  

- 15% travelling  

- 10% studying survey materials & recording 

 

Stages of an Interview 

- begins with introduction and entry  

- main part is asking questions and recording answers  

- records answers in addition  

- last stage is exist, when you thank and leave 

 

Probes 

- a follow up Q or action in survey research used by an interviewer to have a respondent clarify or 

elaborate on an incomplete or inappropriate answers  

- a neutral request to clarify an ambiguous answer, to complete an incomplete answer or to obtain a 

relevant response  

- interviewers recognize an irrelevant or inaccurate answer and use probes as needed 



Many types of probes 

- ex. 3-5 second pause  

- nonverbal communication ex. tilt of head, raised eyebrows or eye contact  

- interviewer can repeat the question or repeat the reply and then pause  

- can ask neutral question ex. "any other reasons?" or "can you tell me more about that?" 

 

Professional interviewers receive what 

a training course 

Interviewer Bias 

- social setting affects  

- ex. presence of other people, students answers whether they are at home or school 

- interviewer's visible characteristics  

- interviewers of the same ethnic or racial group get more accurate answers 

 

Computer Assisted Interviewing (CATI) 

- survey research in which the interviewer sits in front of a computer screen and keyboard and uses 

the computer to read questions that are asked in a telephone interview, then enters answers 

directly into the computer  

- speeds interviewing and reduces interviewer errors  

- valuable for contingency questions 

 

Computer Assisted Personal Interviewing 

interviewer asks the respondent questions in person and records the answers directly into a 

computer 

 

Ethical Issues 

- invasion of privacy  

- voluntary participation by respondents  

- need to treat respondents with respect and be sensitive to confidentiality  

- exploitation surveys and pseudo surveys  

- when people misuse results or use poorly designed purposely rigged surveys  

- sloppy reporting of survey results permits abuse 

 

Pseudosurvey 

- when someone who has little or no real interest in learning information from a respondent uses 

the survey format to try to persuade someone to do something  

- ex. during elections "suppression polls" or "push polls" sued to spread negative info about a 

political candidate 

 

 

 

 


