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SESRC: Background

SESRC is a self-sustaining research organization 
within Washington State University 

We are the directors of the State‟s High School 
Graduate Follow up Study and the College 
Enrollment Study

SESRC has 10 years of experience conducting 
surveys and other research projects for all areas of 
state government, especially education
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Presentation Outline

Data Collection Approaches

Survey Modes: Pros & Cons of Each

Understanding and Managing Survey 
Error  (Asking Good Questions)

Maximizing Response Rates: Social 
Exchange Theory and “TDM”
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Data Collection Approaches 

Focus Groups

Administrative Data

Surveys
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Criterion for Selecting a Data 
Collection Strategy

 Generalizability

 Respondent interaction

 Depth of questioning

 Qualitative/Quantitative

 Implementation time

 Cost
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Focus Groups

Goal: To learn what people do, think, or feel 
and why… and there is no need to know 
exactly what percent share that characteristic

Caution: It is not possible to generalize 
results to the overall population
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Administrative Data

Goal: Describe what percentage of the group 
has a certain characteristic and data are 
available in administrative records

Caution: It is difficult to answer “why” 
questions with administrative records
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Main Survey Modes

• Face-to-Face

• Telephone (CATI)

• Interactive Voice Response

• Mail (Self Administered)

• Internet/Web
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Choosing Survey Approach

Type of information needed

Availability of population

Response characteristics of population

Available resources
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Time Comparisons

Phone Survey:  Depending on the number of call-
backs for each person in the sample, a phone 
survey can take 1-6 weeks

Mail Survey:  From first mailing to the end, it 
typically takes 6-8 weeks before you are ready for 
analysis

Web Survey:  Depending on the number of 
reminder emails sent, a web survey can take from 3 
to 21 days



11

Primary Costs for Each Type of 
Survey

Face-to-Face Interviews:  Scheduling and 
conducting the interview

Phone Survey:  Phone interviewer training, 
interviewer time, CATI software purchase, CATI 
programming

Mail Survey:  Printing, postage, data entry

Web Survey:  Web programming, software 
purchase, time spent dealing with technological 
issues
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Phone Survey Considerations

Phones are almost universal

Phone surveys can be made more personal

But…

More people are screening (answering machines 
and Caller ID)

More homes are cell phone only
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Additional Phone 
Survey Considerations

• Hiring, training, supervising interviewers

• CATI translation and testing

• Scheduling call attempts & callbacks

• Tracking the sample progress

• Conducting refusal conversions

• Monitoring of interviewers
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Mail/Self-Administered Survey 
Considerations

• Training and supervising clerical staff

• Printing questionnaires, letters, envelopes

• Handling returned questionnaires, undeliverables

• Preparing followup mailings

• Data entry and verification of questionnaires

• Coding of open-ended questions
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Web Survey Considerations

• Must have access to technology

• Questionnaire creation and testing

• Controlling access to the survey

• Inviting samples to participate in the survey

• Conducting followups
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Web versus Paper:
Arguments For

• Web
V It’s more fun than paper

VNo data entry costs

VSkip patterns are easily programmed (and followed)

VSurveyor can control how questions are answered

• Paper
V It’s a familiar format/activity

VRespondent can see how long the survey is
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Web versus Paper:
Arguments Against

• Web

VYou need a programmer/tech wiz 

VYour control over how questions can be answered 
may frustrate users 

VTechnology rarely cooperates  (See first bullet)

VDemographic biases (access to the internet)

VConfidentiality concerns

• Paper

VData entry becomes an added task

VYou will get comments in the margins and people will 
circle multiple answers 
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Conducting the Survey: 
In House or Contracted?

Capacity: Do you have the skills and/or technology to 
conduct it yourself?

Confidentiality/Sensitivity: Is information sensitive 
enough that respondents will be more honest with a third 
party?

Perceived objectivity: Is the „sponsor‟ of the study more 
likely to use it if it comes from an internal or external 
perspective?  
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The Four Sources of Survey Error

• Coverage error – the extent to which the sample frame 

includes all population elements. 

Is the sample really a random sample?  (This is not an issue if 
you use the entire population) 

• Nonresponse error – caused by those individuals 

who do not respond. 

Are folks who donôt respond different from those who do
respond? 
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The Four Sources of Survey Error 
(continued)

• Sample error – the statistical error introduced by 

sampling.  

This is the statistical computation often reported in the press:  
“plus/minus 3 percentage points”

• Measurement error – caused by the survey mode, 

interviewers, questionnaires, respondents
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Coverage Error

• Coverage error occurs when the sample list from which 
the population is drawn does not match the population 
of interest.

• Survey results can only provide information to describe 
the population that makes up the sample frame.

• Any population members excluded from the sample list 
may be different from those included in the list, and 
thus cause coverage error.

• The list may be incomplete, contain duplicates, or 
include ineligibles that are not part of the target 
population.
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Nonresponse Error

• Not everyone sampled ends up completing a survey

• A significant number of sampled members may not 
respond to the survey, and may be different from those 
who do respond, in a way that is important to the study

• In response to “What kind of response rate do I 
need?” -- A higher response rate does not necessarily 
mean that you have less bias in your results
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Categories of Nonresponse 
in Phone Surveys

• Refusals

• No answers

• Answering machines

• Busy signal

• Language

• Other
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Dealing with Nonresponse 
in Telephone Surveys

• Accessing the selected 
respondent

- Use many callbacks, 
alternating days and times

- Be flexible in making 
callback appointments

- Conduct refusal conversion 
attempts

- Translations/bilingual intvrs

• Enlisting cooperation

- Send advance letters if 
possible

- Use incentives if possible

- Use “What the Respondent 
might like to know” sheet

- Keep the questionnaire 
brief as possible
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Dealing with Nonresponse in Mail 
Surveys

• Accessing the selected 
respondent

- Use an up-to-date mailing 
list

- Conduct followups of 
nonrespondents

- Conduct refusal conversion 
attempts

• Enlisting cooperation

- Use a persuasive, effective 
letter

- Personalize mailings & use 
first class postage or 
express mail

- Use a respondent-friendly 
design, make it easy to 
respond

- Keep the questionnaire 
brief as possible
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Using Weighting to Mitigate Non-
Response Error

• Useful for non-response error if you believe non-
respondents are similar to respondents

• Useful for converting over-sampled populations to a 
normalized analysis
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Measurement Error

• Mode effects

Ámail, telephone, personal interview, web

• Questionnaire effects

Áitem difficulty, context, response scale

• Interviewer effects

Átraining, standardization, probes

• Respondent effects

Áinterest, fatigue, education
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Measurement Error due to Survey Mode

• Attitude and Opinion question differences between mail and 
telephone/face-to-face modes

• Sensitive question differences between mail and 
telephone/face-to-face

• Questions with long response lists and ranking questions are 
problematic for telephone

• Coding, data entry, and analysis errors
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Measurement Error due to the 
Questionnaire

• Poorly worded questions

• Response Order effects

• Question Order effects

• Context effects
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Measurement Error due to the 
Interviewer

• Interviewer training, supervision, monitoring

• Standardized interviewing

• Matching respondents and interviewers on gender 
and ethnicity
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Measurement Error due to the 
Respondent

• Self vs proxy responses

• Memory retrieval of information

• Asking for sensitive or threatening information

• Identifying respondents in establishment surveys
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Whatôs wrong with these survey 
questions?

How was lunch period at school this year?  (Good, 
Indifferent, Bad) 

The length of time provided for lunch was adequate 
(Yes/No/Don‟t Know) 

The cafeteria food was hot and nutritious  (Y/N/DK) 

 I sometimes left school to buy drugs at lunch time (True, 
False, DK) 

Our cafeteria staff treated me kindly.  (Strongly agree, 
somewhat agree, agree, disagree, DK) 

Cafeteria food is made from fresh ingredients (Y/N/DK) 
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Measurement Error:
Question Construction

Avoid vague questions 

Avoid double-barreled questions

Of course you wouldn‟t ask a leading question, would you? 

Ask questions that the respondent has knowledge of 

To the extent possible, avoid questions with socially 
acceptable answers, or at least be aware you‟re asking 
them 

Ensure to extent possible that respondents have a common 
understanding of words used on survey and the implicit 
values they assume
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Measurement Error:
Response Categories

Ensure response categories are meaningful and cover the 
full range of options.  

Where relevant, response categories should have a 
balance of positive and negative options

 Include options for “don‟t know” and “not applicable” and 
make them distinct from other response categories

Don‟t confuse the respondent with both positively and 
negatively worded questions or scales
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Measurement Error:
Question Organization

Put threatening or more difficult questions at the end of 
the survey

Put demographics at the end of the survey

Think through how answers to prior questions may affect 
responses to later questions

Think through the analysis you want to conduct and be 
sure you have or will collect all necessary information.  
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Sample Customer 
Satisfaction Survey

1 highly disagree 5 slightly agree

2 disagree 6 agree

3 slightly disagree 7 highly agree

4 no opinion 8 does not apply

1.  Overall, I am satisfied with the education I received at X College

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç

2.  The library had the materials I needed when I needed them

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç

3.  The cafeteria was open when I wanted to eat 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç Ç

Using the key below, please check the box that most closely matches your opinion
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Theories of Survey Participation:
TDM and Social Exchange Theory

• People must be motivated to participate in a 
survey.

• Individual actions are motivated by the return 
those actions are expected to bring.

• Elements critical for predicting a particular 
action:

• Rewards
• Costs
• Trust



40

Dillmanôs Total Design Method (TDM)

The theory underlying the TDM is Social Exchange 
Theory.

The likelihood that individuals will respond to survey 
questionnaires is a function of how much effort is 
required to respond, and what they feel they are likely 
to get in exchange for completing the questionnaire.

This guides the design of surveys and questionnaires.

The TDM is generally higher cost, but also higher 
response rate
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TDM Elements

1. Based on Social Exchange Theory, therefore design    
all procedures with the respondent in mind.

2. Minimize the burden on the respondent as much as
possible.

3. Personalize all communication with respondent

4. Provide information about the survey

5. Follow up contacts of nonrespondents is essential

6. Use standardized survey procedures and training

7. Pretest questionnaires prior to implementation
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Increasing Response Rates

Relevance

Design

Sponsorship

Anonymity

Rewards & Incentives
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Relevance to the Respondent

Respondent has an opinion

Respondent believes questions are important

Respondent believes information will be used (someone 
cares)

Respondent has an opportunity to express own concerns 
(need for open ended opportunities)
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Survey Design

Attractive to user

Good question flow

Short and simple

Simple language

Can monitor own progress

Skip patterns obvious
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Other Response Rate Items

Sponsorship:  Response rates improve if request 
comes from someone respondent knows or respects 
(Trust/confidence that information will be used)

Anonymity:  Promising and delivering anonymity is 
critical for surveys on sensitive topics

Rewards & Incentives:  Enclosing gifts or conducting 
a raffle have a small but demonstrated effect on 
response rates  (but more important to focus on 
other factors to spur response rates)
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Other Random Thoughts

The timing of the survey makes a difference

The survey context should be set in the cover letter: 
Tell them why their input is important.  Even better, 
show them how you are using last year’s results 

Length matters.  Separate the “Nice to know” from 
the “Need to know” questions.  How will you use the 
responses to each question?  Leave off anything you 
are “just curious” about 
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Summary

• Designing and implementing a survey 
involves a lot of processes requiring 
thought and attention

• Consider the 4 Sources of Survey Error

• Increase survey participation by viewing 
surveys as a social exchange
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Resources

Sage has a number of fine publications

Don Dillman at WSU is a national expert on 
survey research: “How to Conduct Your Own 
Survey” © 1994 and “Internet, Mail, and Mixed-
Mode Surveys” © 2009

Professional Organizations: AERA, OPEN, 
PEN, and AEA (Listserv = EvalTalk) 

There are a number of commercial sites for 
hosting surveys (Zoomerang, Survey Monkey, 
and of course **SESRC-Puget Sound**)


