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Part I

Introduction to Issues of Survey
Methodology



1Introduction

Lior Gideon

1.1 Introduction

Surveys have become a major part of our lives.
In an era in which a wealth of information is
highly accessible and rapidly changing, many
researchers use surveys to inform knowledge,
challenge existing assumptions, and shape poli-
cies. Surveys are used by so many people for so
many different purposes that it gives the
impression that conducting a survey is as easy as
a walk in the park. Many beginning researchers
think surveys are simply a way of collecting
information by asking questions—nothing
sophisticated or difficult, just ‘‘ask and you will
know.’’

Unfortunately, such an attitude pervades the
foundations of social research, leading some
people in the field to contribute knowledge that
may be unreliable at best, and outright damaging
at the worst. The dangers become even clearer
when researchers design and execute a full sur-
vey-based study under the name of a respectable
academic institution, while knowing very little
about method. In the end, they deliver only low-
quality results that, due to the institution’s
prestige, are nonetheless used to inform public
policy.

This is all mainly due to the fact that in the
course of their studies, not many social scientists
have received adequate training in survey
methodology. I have seen this time and again
when graduate students have approached me to
advise on their doctoral work, and just as often
when looking at research papers presented in
professional conferences by those who have
already completed their dissertations and are
now conducting independent research. While
their topic of research is interesting, often their
data collection tool is badly designed, so their
results show low reliability and validity. All of
them nonetheless proudly declare that their
results are valid and can be generalized to the
population, as they have used probability as
the sampling technique. In fact, it seems that
more emphasis is typically given to sampling
techniques than to data collection methods and
proper data collection protocols.

It is within this context that the current
handbook has been written to provide social
scientists with a simple point of reference and to
educate on the nuts and bolts of this important
method. The aim of this book is to examine the
various issues surrounding survey methodology,
and there is no better way to jump in than to
begin with the concept of total survey error
(TSE), the theoretical heart of survey method-
ology, as well as the chapters that follow. While
there are many available books and guides on
this topic, many of them are either too difficult
for students or appear to be somewhat unfriendly
to non-statisticians.

L. Gideon (&)
Department of Law, Police Science and CJA
John Jay College of Criminal Justice, 899 Tenth
Ave, New York, NY 10019, USA
e-mail: lgideon@jjay.cuny.edu
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1.2 Total Survey Error

Many who use surveys as their primary data
collection method fail to think of the process as
a scientific method. ‘‘What’s the big deal about
asking questions?’’ people may say with a shrug.
Instead, the focus of research is usually on
sampling and the number of questions to be
asked. Much less attention is paid to the lurking
sources of bias that are not sample-related.
Weisberg (2005) warns that this single-minded
focus on sampling error is only the tip of the
iceberg in surveys: The total survey error is
much greater than that. Unfortunately, the
emphasis has been—and for many young
researchers, continues to be—on sampling errors
simply because they are easy to deal with
mathematically and can be relatively estimated
and resolved by increasing the sample size. On
the other hand, errors not related to sampling—
what we will call non-sampling errors —have
typically been seen as too difficult to estimate,
and it has been assumed that their effect on the
results would be minimized if samples were big
enough and properly representative. In Chap. 4,
Bautista discusses the silent bias in survey
research while focusing on the concept of total
survey error. But for the purpose of paving the
way to the other chapters in this book, we will
make a brief introduction of this important
theoretical framework here.

TSE, as the combined total of both sampling
and non-sampling errors, should be the dominant
paradigm for developing, analyzing, and under-
standing surveys and their results. Among
researchers using surveys as the main method
for data collection, many have assumed people
will respond honestly to questions presented to
them. There is also a basic assumption that
people are generally willing to share their views,
opinions, experiences, and attitudes with
researchers and thus, all researchers have to do
is ask the questions. Such assumptions, however,
have been revealed to be untrue. As a result,
survey researchers have recently shown an
increased interest in what other factors that
cause bias in surveys. Returning to the iceberg

metaphor, survey researchers have since been
able to identify and focus on the submerged part
of the iceberg: the core of error not related to
sampling, which was previously hidden from
view. This effort, along with an accumulated
wealth of survey experience in recent decades,
has resulted in a better understanding of the
multiple sources of survey bias. Figure 1.1
illustrates the concept of TSE using the well-
known Pythagorean Theorem as a metaphor:
The sum of the squares of both the sampling
error and the non-sampling error is equal to that
of the squared total survey error—in short, the
TSE becomes much bigger than each of its
components. Differently put, when both
sampling and non-sampling errors occur in a
survey, the TSE is exponentially higher. Of
course you cannot actually place actual error
values and calculate this theorem for the TSE,
but it should give readers a good idea of what
the actual problem is.

Sampling errors stem from the sampling
method used. So researchers must initially
identify their population of interest and then
clearly define their unit of analysis and what
elements will best serve the aim of their study.
Once these issues are addressed, researchers
progress to the sampling method—either prob-
ability or non-probability. It is understood that
by using non-probability sampling, bias will
naturally be introduced into the research, and no
generalization will be possible. This is not to say
that one should never use such sampling tech-
niques, but merely to indicate their salient
weakness and the corresponding criticism of
them. On the other hand, using probability
sampling that relies on the principle of
randomness will provide a more representative
sample, one that better reflects the target popu-
lation and thus enables generalizations from the
sample to the larger population. However,
depending on the type of probability sampling
used (e.g., simple random, systematic random,
stratified proportional, stratified non-propor-
tional, cluster, etc.), the level of sampling error
in the model may increase or decrease. Using
such methods, a researcher can estimate the
sampling error and warn the potential audience
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of the source and magnitude of the error.
(In Chap. 5, Hibberts, Johnson, and Hudson
discuss sampling in more detail, while focusing
on the advantages and disadvantages of each
sampling method in relation to the researcher’s
ability to generalize.)

Non-sampling errors, on the other hand, tend
to be more complex, and they require research-
ers’ detailed attention, as they may creep into
each and every stage of the data collection. As
illustrated in Fig. 1.1, its effect on results may be
exponentially more damaging to the results of
the study. Non-sampling errors can come from a
multitude of sources—it is safe to say they can
comprise about 95% of the TSE. As illustrated
in Fig. 1.2, non-sampling errors are further
divided into response and non-response errors,
and each of these categories then hosts multiple
and additional sources of error. For example,
response error can stem from, among other
things, social desirability, visibility, the degree
of sensitivity of a specific item, the order of the
questions, the way in which a specific item is

constructed (see Chap. 7 by Gideon)—or even
the entire survey topic. (Part VI of this handbook
deals with sensitive topics and populations that
are difficult to locate populations.) Problems can
also stem from the mode used for the question-
naire: In a face-to-face survey, an interviewer
can unwittingly increase social desirability, for
example. (In Chap. 10, Billiet and Matsuo fur-
ther discuss the variety of response errors and
how they can be controlled.)

On the other hand, non-response errors can
stem from simple refusals to answer questions
(see Stoop and Harrison, Chap. 9; Albaum and
Smith, Chap. 11; and Glaser, Chap. 12). Or they
can come as a result of a failure to locate par-
ticipants who were originally sampled when it
comes time to complete the study. Non-response
can be for the entire survey, but it can also
be for specific questionnaire items. These are
important to monitor and examine, as their effect
may be detrimental to the results of the study.
Non-response to specific items may later affect
scaling and can also reduce survey reliability.

A – Sampling Error

B –Non-Sampling Error

C –Total Survey Error

Fig. 1.1 Total survey
error

Fig. 1.2 Sources of total
survey error
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It is important to note that interviewer effect
may also have a detrimental effect on both
response and non-response errors, as can be seen
in Fig. 1.2. Accordingly, ample time and
emphasis must be devoted for interviewer
training and monitoring. In that regard it may be
wise to analyze data by interviewer to monitor
variations and potential biases prior to the inte-
gration and merging of the entire data set.

Non-sampling errors also vary according to
the mode of questionnaire administration, as will
be discussed further in Part V of this handbook.
Each of the above components of the TSE will
be addressed at length through the chapters of
this handbook.

Yet it is important to understand what course
of action we as researchers can take to minimize
the TSE, and in particular those errors of
response and non-response. Accordingly, the
chapters of the handbook will focus on methods

for increasing response rate and converting
non-response, and the ethical issues that revolve
around such practices. Further, methods
designed to increase accuracy and quality of
response will be discussed. In that regard, Part II
of the handbook focuses on the stages of survey
design, commencing with common survey
sampling techniques, starting with the role of the
introduction and questionnaire phrasing on
through to interviewing. These chapters should
be used by readers as guiding tools in the pro-
cess of designing a survey.

Reference

Weisberg, H. F. (2005). The Total survey error
approach: A guide to the new science of survey
research. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
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2Classification of Surveys

Ineke Stoop and Eric Harrison

2.1 Introduction

In ‘The Analytical Language of John Wilkins’,
Borges describes ‘a certain Chinese Encyclo-
paedia, the Celestial Emporium of Benevolent
Knowledge’, in which it is written that animals
are divided into:
• those that belong to the Emperor,
• embalmed ones,
• those that are trained,
• suckling pigs,
• mermaids,
• fabulous ones,
• stray dogs,
• those included in the present classification,
• those that tremble as if they were mad,
• innumerable ones,
• those drawn with a very fine camel hair brush,
• others,
• those that have just broken a flower vase,
• those that from a long way off look like flies.

To modern readers this classification may
seem somewhat haphazard, hardly systematic
and certainly not exhaustive (although the cate-
gory ‘others’ makes up for quite a lot of gaps).
Actually, Borges did not find this classification
in a Chinese encyclopaedia: he made it up.
Making up a classification of surveys at times
seems as challenging as making up a classifi-
cation of animals. A short enquiry into types of
surveys yields random samples, telephone sur-
veys, exit polls, multi-actor surveys, business
surveys, longitudinal surveys, opinion polls
(although some would argue that opinion polls
are not surveys), omnibus surveys and so forth.
It will be clear that the types of surveys men-
tioned in this list are neither exhaustive nor
mutually exclusive. The ‘type’ of survey can
refer to the survey mode, the target population,
the kind of information to be collected and a
number of other characteristics. Sometimes
these different characteristics interact, but some
combinations are rarely found together. Surveys
of older persons are rarely web surveys, for
instance, and exit polls are never longitudinal
surveys.

This chapter presents a brief overview of the
different ways in which surveys can be classi-
fied. First, however, we need to consider what a
survey is. Below is given an abridged version of
the section ‘What is a survey’ from the booklet
drafted by Fritz Scheuren from NORC.1
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Today the word ‘survey’ is used most often to
describe a method of gathering information from a
sample of individuals. This ‘sample’ is usually
just a fraction of the population being studied….
Not only do surveys have a wide variety of
purposes, they also can be conducted in many
ways-including over the telephone, by mail, or in
person. Nonetheless, all surveys do have certain
characteristics in common. Unlike a census, where
all members of the population are studied, surveys
gather information from only a portion of a pop-
ulation of interest-the size of the sample depend-
ing on the purpose of the study. In a bona fide
survey, the sample is not selected haphazardly or
only from persons who volunteer to participate…
Information is collected by means of standardized
procedures so that every individual is asked the
same questions in more or less the same way. The
survey’s intent is not to describe the particular
individuals who, by chance, are part of the sample
but to obtain a composite profile of the population.

In a good survey, the sample that has been
studied represents the target population, and the
information that has been collected represents the
concepts of interest. The standardised procedures
with which data are collected are mostly, but not
always, questionnaires which are either presented
to the sample persons by an interviewer or com-
pleted by the sample persons themselves.

In the next section, surveys are classified
according to a number of criteria. Underlying this
classification is the following poem by Rudyard
Kipling:

I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);
Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who.

2.2 Classification Criteria

2.2.1 Who: The Target Population

Groves (1989, Chap. 3) starts his theoretical
overview of populations (of persons) with the
population of inference, for instance American
citizens in 2011. The target population is the finite
set of the elements (usually persons) that will be
studied in a survey. Generally excluded from the
target population are those persons who cannot
be contacted or will not be able to participate,
such as persons living abroad and those living in

institutions (residential care and nursing homes,
prisons). The frame population is the set of per-
sons for whom some enumeration can be made
prior to the selection of the survey sample, i.e.
who can be listed in the sampling frame. After the
sample has been drawn, ineligible units have to be
removed, such as incorrect addresses or persons
who are not American citizens. Those who then
respond to the survey are the survey population,
the set of people who, if they have been selected
for the survey, could be respondents. Unit non-
response is the failure to collect data from units
belonging to the frame population and selected to
be in a sample.The response rate is the percentage
of selected units who participate in the survey.

The population of inference may comprise
businesses, households, individuals, days, jour-
neys, etc. In a business survey, information is
collected on establishments or branches. An
informant, or several informants (see Box 2.1),
provide(s) information on behalf of a business
establishment. A survey among business owners
can also be seen as a survey among individuals.

Box 2.1: Examples of business
surveys

In two well-known surveys of workplac-
es, multiple instruments are fielded to dif-
ferent, specifically targeted interest groups.

The 2009 European Companies Survey
was conducted using computer assisted
telephone interviews (CATI). The com-
panies to be interviewed were selected at
random among those with ten or more
employees in each country. A manage-
ment representative and, where possible,
an employee representative was inter-
viewed in each company.

The UK’s Workplace Employee Rela-
tions Survey (WERS) is one of the longest
running of its type (since 1980). The most
recent wave comprised five separate
instruments—some face-to-face and others
by self-completion—and the overall
design was organised thus:
• An overall sample of 2,500 workplaces,

combining 1,700 workplaces that are new
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to the study and repeat interviews at 800
workplaces which were first surveyed in
2004.

• At each workplace, an interview with the
most senior manager responsible for
employment relations and personnel
issues was conducted. A self-completion
survey on financial performance was
distributed to all trading sector
workplaces.

• An interview with one trade union
employee representative and one non-
trade union representative where present
(approximately 900 interviews).

• A self-completion survey with a repre-
sentative group of up to 25 employees,
randomly selected from each workplace
participating in the study (approxi-
mately 23,000 completed surveys).

In a household survey a responsible adult can
function as a household informant. In a survey
among individuals the respondents usually pro-
vide information about themselves, but often
also about their households. A respondent can
also provide information about other household
members, e.g. when providing information on
the occupations and education of family mem-
bers. In some cases the use of proxies is allowed,
which means that the target respondent has
someone else answer the questions for them.
A special case of this would be a survey that
includes (small) children. In such a case parents
can answer questions instead of their children.
It is also possible that all members of the
household have to answer a questionnaire, as for
instance in the European Labour Force Survey.
In these cases proxies are often allowed. Finally,
in multi-actor surveys several members of the
same family are interviewed, but they will not
necessarily be members of the same household.
The UK’s WERS (see Box 2.1) is also an
example of a multi-actor survey. Another
example is a Dutch survey among persons with
learning disabilities (Stoop et al. 2002, see
Box 2.2). A final example of a multi-actor sur-

vey is the multi-country survey described in
Box 2.7 in Sect. 2.2.6.

Box 2.2: A survey among persons
with learning disabilities (see Stoop
et al. 2002)

Multiple sampling frames
The frame population consisted entirely

of adults aged 18 years and older who had
learning disabilities and who were living
in an institution or institutionally sup-
ported housing arrangement (long-term
care home, socio-home, surrogate family
unit, supported independent living
arrangement) and/or made use of a day-
care facility or sheltered workshop. Pre-
ceding the fieldwork the frame population
was constructed by listing the relevant
institutions by completing and joining
available address lists. A complication
when using the available sampling frames
was that the instability of the field: insti-
tutions change character, new residential
arrangements appear, different residential
facilities are hard to distinguish from each
other. Additionally, institutions sometimes
consist of main locations and satellite
sites, which further complicates the sam-
pling procedure.

The selected sampling frames showed
overlap and also contained persons who
did not belong to the target population (see
also figure shown below). Two-thirds of
the clients of sheltered workshops, for
instance, had physical rather than learning
disabilities (C in figure shown below) and
were not included in the frame population.
Secondly, an unknown number of persons
used more than one facility, for instance
daycare facilities and residential facilities
or services (B in figure shown below). To
overcome over coverage, the sampling
frame of daycare centres and sheltered
workshops was purged of those persons
who also used some kind of institutional
residential arrangement.
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The sampling procedure was compli-
cated by the fact that different types of
institutions were selected and that the final
sample would have to be representative
according to type of institution and the
extent of the learning disability. Firstly,
institutions were selected (acknowledging
type, size and geographical region) and
subsequently clients within institutions,
taking into account size and possible
overlap between frame populations. The
interviewer had to select potential sample
persons from a list provided by the local
management of the institution, in accor-
dance with a strictly random procedure. In
reality, however, this selection was often
performed by the local management.

Multiple sources and instruments
Some persons with a learning disability

can be interviewed in a survey, whereas
others cannot. If possible, the selected
sample persons were interviewed person-
ally. They provided information on their
daily activities and preferences, autonomy,
social networks and leisure activities. Par-
ents or legal representatives were asked
about the family background and also, and
in greater detail, about the issues in the
sample person questionnaire. Support
workers or supervisors answered questions
on the type and duration of care received,
coping abilities and daily activities. Finally,
questions on services and facilities pro-
vided had to be answered by the local
management of institutions providing resi-
dential facilities or support, daycare centres

and sheltered workshops. The combination
of sources was deemed necessary to obtain a
complete picture of the quality of life and
use of facilities of the sample person. It
made the survey particularly complicated,
however, because seven different ques-
tionnaires had to be used and everybody
involved had to cooperate in order to obtain
a complete picture.

The population of inference may be the
general population of a country (citizens, or
residents, which is by no means the same thing).
A survey may also aim at representing a special
group, such as older persons, members of a
minority ethnic group, students, users of a par-
ticular product or public service, persons with a
learning disability, drug users, inhabitants of a
particular neighbourhood, gays and lesbians. In
some cases a sampling frame is easy to construct
(inhabitants of a particular neighbourhood), and
in other cases the survey will have to be pre-
ceded by a screening phase to identify the frame
population (lesbian and gay people).

Sometimes, sampling is complicated still
further when the ‘population’ under investiga-
tion is not a set of individuals but a set of
activities or events. In a time use survey, for
example, a sample is drawn of households/per-
sons and days (Eurostat 2009), and in passenger
surveys the units are journeys (see Box 2.3).

Box 2.3: Passenger surveys
Passenger surveys attempt to establish

the perceived quality of a journey. In the
UK, this is complicated by the existence of
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train operating companies with regionally
based but overlapping franchises.

The UK’s National (Rail) Passenger
Survey (NPS) uses a two-stage cluster
sample design for each Train Operating
Company (TOC). The first-stage sampling
unit is a train station and questionnaires are
then distributed to passengers using that
station on a particular day during a specified
time period. Stations are selected for each
TOC with a probability proportionate to
size, using the estimated number of pas-
sengers as the size measure. A large station
may be selected several times. Days of the
week and times of day are then assigned to
each selected station, using profiles for
different types of station. Finally, the sam-
pling points are assigned to weeks at ran-
dom during the survey period. A completely
new sampling plan is generated every two
years, utilising data on passenger volumes
provided by the Office for Rail Regulation
(Passenger Focus 2010).

As mentioned in Sect. 2.1, good survey prac-
tises prescribe a survey sample to be selected at
random from the frame population. Sampling
frames can comprise individuals (a population
register, list of students or census records),
households, addresses, businesses or institutions.
In many cases a two-stage sampling procedure is
required, for instance first households, then indi-
viduals, or first institutions, then individuals.

There are many ways to draw a probability
sample, and according to Kish (1997, see also
Häder and Lynn 2007) they all suffice as long as
the probability mechanism is clear, which means
that every member of the target population has
to have a known probability (larger than zero) of
being selected for the sample. There are even
more ways of selecting a non-probability sam-
ple. We will only give some examples here. In
many countries, quota sampling is quite popular.
In this case, a population is first segmented into
mutually exclusive sub-groups. Interviewers
then have to interview a specified number of
people within each subgroup (for further and

more in-depth discussion on survey sampling
techniques and non-probability samples in sur-
veys, see Hibbert Johnson and Hudson, Chap. 5).
How these people are selected is untraceable.

Nowadays online panels, discussed at greater
length by Toepoel in Chap. 20, are becoming quite
popular (see also Sect. 2.2.4 and Box 2.5). In rare
cases these are based on probability samples, as is
the Dutch LISS panel (www.lissdata.nl), but the
vast majority are not constructed using probabil-
ity-based recruitment (The American Association
for Public Opinion Research 2011). Online access
panels offer prospective panel members the
opportunity to earn money, make their opinion
heard or take part in surveys for fun. In river
sampling ‘… respondents are recruited directly to
specific surveys using methods similar to the way
in which non-probability panels are built. Once a
respondent agrees to do a survey, he or she
answers a few qualification questions and then is
routed to a waiting survey. Sometimes, but not
always, these respondents are offered the oppor-
tunity to join an online panel’ (The American
Association for Public Opinion Research 2011).

Rare populations are hard to identify,
approach and survey. Snowball sampling relies
on referrals from initial subjects to generate
additional subjects. Respondent-driven sampling
(RDS) combines ‘snowball sampling’ with a
mathematical model that weights the sample to
compensate for the fact that the sample was
collected in a non-random way.

2.2.2 What: The Topic

In addition to representing the target population, a
survey should represent the concepts of interest. Or,
on a more practical note, the second main distin-
guishing feature of a survey is the topic. Survey
topics can be anything, from victimisation to health,
from bird-watching to shopping, from political
interest to life-long learning and from alcohol and
tobacco use to belief in God. There is ample evi-
dence that the topic of a survey is a determinant of
the response rate (see Chap. 9 by Stoop).

An omnibus survey has no specific topic at all:
data on a wide variety of subjects is collected
during the same interview, usually paid for by

2 Classification of Surveys 11

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3876-2_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3876-2_20
http://www.lissdata.nl
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-3876-2_9


multiple clients. Nowadays, omnibus surveys are
increasingly being replaced by online access
panels where clients pay for a particular survey
while sharing background characteristics.

Often a distinction is made between objective
questions and subjective questions. Objective
questions are the home turf of official statistics
and cover issues like labour situation, education,
living conditions, health, etc. Subjective ques-
tions collect information on values, attitudes, and
the like. In practise, this distinction cannot be
sustained. Assessments of health and job prefer-
ences have a clear subjective aspect, for example.
In addition, official statistics focus increasingly on
issues such as satisfaction and even happiness.
The UK Office for National Statistics (ONS), for
instance, regularly collects data and publishes
statistics on ‘Measuring Subjective Wellbeing in
the UK’. Finally, even objective, hard statistics
have a subjective component (e.g. how many
rooms are in your house, how much time do you
spend on gardening?).

Many different types of organisations collect
data on attitudes, values, preferences and
opinions, but from a different perspective. For
example, there is a big difference between
opinion polls and surveys of attitudes and val-
ues (and opinions). Although opinion polls
could be conducted according to the same
quality criteria as academic surveys of values
and attitudes, in practise they are often com-
mercial, non-probability surveys focusing on
one or a few questions, providing results in just
a day or so, whereas academic surveys can take
a year from data collection to first availability
of results.

Appendix 1a presents an overview of com-
parative attitude surveys organised by different
types of sponsors. Other well-known survey
topics are behavioural patterns, lifestyles, well-
being and social belonging and affiliation (see
Appendix 1b). Also common are surveys on
literacy and skills (Appendix 1c) and on voting
behaviour (1d).
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Market researchers study brand and media
tracking, consumer satisfaction and advertise-
ment effect. As mentioned above, governments
too are interested in consumer satisfaction and
use surveys to assess the need for public ser-
vices. Both—as academics—are interested in
factors that determine decision-making.

Some surveys require respondents to keep a
diary, for instance time use surveys, travel surveys
or expenditure surveys. Other surveys are increas-
ingly supplemented (or even partly replaced) by
data from other sources, such as GIS data or data
frompublic registers and administrative records. As
part of some surveys, data on bio-markers are col-
lected, such as grip strength, body-mass index and
peak flow in SHARE (see Appendix 1) or blood
cholesterol and saliva cortisol in the LISS panel
(Avendabo et al. 2010). Election polls predict the
outcome of elections, as do exit polls, where voters
are asked questions about their voting.

From this overview it will be clear that
almost any topic can be part of a survey, but also
that there is a relationship between the target
population and the topic, and the survey agency
and sponsor and the topic.

2.2.3 By Whom: Survey Agency
and Sponsor

Surveys are commissioned by a wide range of or-
ganisations: governments, the media, local com-
munities, labour unions, universities, institutions,
NGOs and many other diverse organizations.
Survey agencies can be roughly subdivided in four
groups: national statistical institutes, universities,
market research agencies and not-for-profit or-
ganisations. As with the topic, there is ample evi-
dence that the type of sponsor has an impact on the
response rate (see Chap. 9 by Stoop). Most studies
in this area suggest that people are more likely to
participate in an academic or government survey
than in a commercial survey. In addition, the topic
of a survey is clearly related to the type of sponsor:
national statistical institutes do not run exit polls,
and market research organisations conduct a lot of
consumer research.

In practise, all kinds of combinations of
sponsors and data collectors can occur. For

instance, television networks can start their own
online panels, and market research agencies
collect data for national statistical institutes or
universities. In the European Social Survey
(ESS), an academic cross-national survey (see
Chap. 15 on Repeated Cross-Sectional Surveys
by Stoop and Harrison), each country selects a
survey agency to collect data in that county. ESS
data are therefore collected by each of the four
types of survey agencies mentioned above (see
www.europeansocialsurvey.org: ‘Project infor-
mation’—participating countries). It could
however be argued that in the world of surveys,
statistics, academia and market research are
three different continents (and not-for-profit or-
ganisations a kind of island in between). In the
world of (official) statistics, sampling is the key
element of surveys (see for instance the history
of the International Association of Survey
Statisticians (http://isi.cbs.nl/iass/allUK.htm).
Surveys run by national statistical institutes are
almost always based on probability samples,
whereas market research organisations increas-
ingly use non-probability samples from online
panels (see e.g. Yeager et al. 2011). An
instructive overview of the differences between
academia and survey research agencies is given
by Smith (2009, 2011), summarised in Box 2.4.
In the Netherlands and Flanders, a recent
initiative is trying to bring together the dif-
ferent approaches to survey research in the
Dutch Language Platform for Survey Research
(www.npso.net).

Box 2.4: Survey research, academia
and research agencies (based on Smith
2009, 2011)

Smith (2009) sees a major divide in the
UK between two kinds of knowledge held
by survey experts in research agencies and
in academia, and feels that this is to the
detriment of survey research. He contests
that agency practitioners are strong on
knowing how while academics are strong on
knowing that. Market researchers have
practical skills, but lack theoretical knowl-
edge whereas academics know the theory
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but lack practical skills and may therefore
have unrealistic expectations about the sorts
of data a survey can reasonably be expected
to collect. Smith (2009, p. 720) points out
three significant problems:
1. Practitioners make needless mistakes

because they lack depth in their under-
standing of how survey errors work.

2. The bulk of surveys in the UK (those not
using random probability samples for a
start) receive almost no serious aca-
demic attention, and suffer as a result.

3. Academic commentary and expecta-
tions can be very unrealistic.
He also comes up with a number of pos-

sible solutions, although he is rather pessi-
mistic about whether they will be picked up:
• Having academics take secondments in

agencies and agency staff take academic
secondments.

• Establishing formal links between
agencies and academic departments
with resource sharing.

• Encouraging academics and agency
practitioners to coauthor papers.

• Improving the quality of formal survey
training for both academics and
practitioners.
In a subsequent paper, Smith (2011) dis-

cusses how academics’ knowledge might be
transferred more effectively, and how it
might translate into better survey practise in
research agencies. One conclusion he draws
from attending an academic seminar on
survey non-response and attrition is that he
had to try to translate research findings into
possible practical recommendations him-
self, and is not sure whether he drew the right
conclusions. The second example he gives is
a questionnaire training course taught by Jon
Krosnick. This course presented the relevant
evidence, but also highlighted some prac-
tical implications. Smith (2011) sadly real-
ises that despite the vast question design
literature, survey practitioners still write
questions in the way they were taught long

ago, resulting in questions that are simply
bad. So, to improve survey quality, effective
ways have to be found to translate academic
knowledge into survey questions. Aca-
demics should focus on spelling out the
practical implications of their findings, and
survey agencies should change their prac-
tise in line with the results of the academic
research.

2.2.4 How: Survey Mode

The best-known distinction between different
types of surveys is the survey mode. Sec-
tion 15.1.3 in Chap. 15 on Repeated Cross-
Sectional Surveys describes the main types
based on the distinction between interview sur-
veys (face-to-face and telephone) and self-
completion surveys (mail and online). Face-to-
face surveys are usually rather expensive and
thus most often used by academics and statisti-
cians. Interviewers are especially helpful when
the survey is long, more than one person in the
household has to be interviewed or when addi-
tional information has to be collected. Recently,
however, interesting experiments have been run
in web surveys where respondents themselves
collected blood and saliva samples and used
online weighting scales (Avendabo et al. 2010).

In many surveys today, multiple modes are
used. This might involve a drop-off self-com-
pletion questionnaire following a face-to-face
survey, or a mixed-mode approach where web,
telephone and face-to-face are deployed
sequentially to maximise coverage and minimise
costs. De Leeuw (2005) gives a useful overview
of different modalities of mixing modes.

Commercial organisations make increasing
use of online access panels. We use the term
‘panel’ here not to mean a single sample of
people who are monitored over time—as in a
longitudinal survey—but in the sense of being a
permanent pool of respondents from whom
repeated representative (quota) samples can be
drawn. The UK organisation YouGov was a
pioneer in this field (see Box 2.5).
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