
CHAPTER 7

ASKING PEOPLE 

ABOUT 

THEMSELVES: 

SURVEY 

RESEARCH

1



LEARNING OBJECTIVES

 Discuss reasons for conducting survey research

 Identify factors to consider when writing questions for interviews and 
questionnaires, including defining research objectives and question wording

 Describe different ways to construct questionnaire responses, including 
closed-ended questions, open-ended questions, and rating scales

 Compare the two ways to administer surveys: written questionnaires and 
oral interviews

 Define interviewer bias

 Describe a panel study

 Distinguish between probability and nonprobability sampling techniques

 Describe simple random sampling, stratified random sampling, and cluster 
sampling

 Describe haphazard sampling, purposive sampling, and quota sampling

 Describe the ways that samples are evaluated for potential bias, including 
sampling frame and response rate
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SURVEY RESEARCH
✓A methodology for asking people to provide 

info about themselves
✓Attitudes and beliefs, 

✓Past or intended future behaviors

✓Demographics: age, gender, income, marital status, 

✓Helps study relationships between/among 
variables
✓To study changes in attitudes/behaviors over time

✓To develop theory

✓To assess for aptitude and physical/mental health

✓To make public policy decisions

✓To use in experimental research
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SURVEY RESEARCH

 An assumption in the use of questionnaires/ 
interviews is people are willing/able to provide 
truthful and accurate answers 

 A response set is a tendency to respond to all 
questions from a particular perspective rather than 
to provide answers that are directly related to the 
questions. 

 The most common response set is called social 
desirability, or “faking good.” 
A social desirability response set might lead a person to 

underreport undesirable behaviors (e.g., alcohol or drug use) 
and over-report positive behaviors (e.g., amount of exercise) 

 However, it should not be assumed that people 
consistently misrepresent themselves.
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CONSTRUCTING QUESTIONS
✓When constructing 

questions for a 
survey, the first thing 
the researcher must 
do is explicitly 
determine the 
research objectives: 

✓What is it that he or 
she wishes to know? 

✓The survey questions 
must be tied to the 
research questions that 
are being addressed.
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CONSTRUCTING QUESTIONS

✓Defining the research objectives
✓Attitudes and beliefs
✓the ways people evaluate and think about issues

✓Demographics and Facts
✓Individual attributes/personal information: age, gender, marital 

status, ethnicity, economic status, education, household size

✓Behaviors
✓Evaluating past behaviors or intended future behaviors      

(e.g., Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) by Ajzen)

✓Simplicity
✓People should be able to easily understand and respond to the 

questions. 

✓Avoid jargon and technical terms

✓Provide a brief description of the background for more 
complex questions (e.g., Employee Morale)
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CONSTRUCTING QUESTIONS
✓ Question Wording

✓ A great deal of care is necessary to write the very best 

questions for a survey.

✓Potential problems that stem from understanding the question 

include:

✓ Unfamiliar technical terminology

✓Not everyone will understand psycho jargon or other technical terms and 

✓ May try to guess the meaning or skip the question

✓ Vague or imprecise terms

✓ Respondents may respond incorrectly due to misunderstanding

✓ Ungrammatical sentence structure

✓Can cause respondents to question the legitimacy of the researcher

✓ Phrasing that overloads working memory

✓ Very long, complicated questions can bring unreliable answers

✓ Embedding the question with misleading information

✓Can bring into question the ethics of your research

✓All of these can cause problems with construct validity
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CONSTRUCTING QUESTIONS

✓Avoid:

✓Double-barreled questions:  double-barreled questions 

are those that that ask two things at once. 

✓For example: “Do you own a pet and is your pet a dog?” 

✓ If you catch yourself using the words like “Or” or “And” in your question, 

you are likely creating a double barreled question.

✓Loaded questions: A loaded question is written in a way 

that leads people to respond in one way. 

✓Questions that include emotionally charged words such as rape, 

waste, immoral, ungodly, or dangerous influence the way that people 

respond and thus lead to biased conclusions.

✓For example: “What do you see as the disadvantages of eliminating 

welfare?” or “Should Americans buy imported automobiles that 

take away American jobs?” or “How important is education?”
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CONSTRUCTING QUESTIONS

✓Avoid:

✓Negative/Positive wording:  Avoid phrasing 

questions with negatives or positives.  

✓This can influence negative/positive responses, and thus, 

bias.

✓Yea-saying and nay-saying: When several 

questions are asked about a single topic, a 

respondent may employ a response set to agree or 

disagree with all the questions. 

✓The respondent may in fact be expressing true 

agreement, but they also may be agreeing with anything 

the interviewer says (a.k.a. social desirability)
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RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS

✓Closed- versus open-ended questions

✓Closed-ended questions: a limited number of 

response alternatives are given

✓there are a fixed number of response alternatives 

✓Likert and rating scales are often used

✓Open-ended questions: respondents are free to 

answer in any way they like
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RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS

Rating scales

✓ask people to provide “how much” 

judgments on any number of dimensions

✓(e.g., amount of agreement, liking, or confidence)
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RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS
✓Rating scales 

✓Graphic rating scale: 
requires a mark along a 
continuous line that is 
anchored with descriptions at 
each end.

✓Semantic differential 
scale: is a measure of the 
meaning of concepts that was 
developed by Osgood and his 
associates. 
✓Respondents are asked to rate 

any concept—persons, objects, 
behaviors, ideas—on a series of 
bipolar adjectives using 7-point 
scales.
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RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS
✓ Rating scales 
✓Nonverbal scales for 

children: Young children may 
not understand the types of 
scales that have just been 
described, but they are able to 
give ratings.

✓Labeling response 
alternatives: The examples so 
far have labeled only the 
endpoints on the rating scale. 
Respondents decide the 
meaning of the response 
alternatives that are not 
labeled. 

✓When you label response 
alternatives, each level of the 
scale is clearly defined and 
labeled. (e.g., Very Good, Good, 
Somewhat Good, etc.
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FINALIZING THE QUESTIONNAIRE

✓Formatting

✓Should appear attractive and professional 

✓Neatly typed and free from errors

✓Use a consistent point scale format

✓Refining questions

✓Proof questions with others.

✓That is, before actually administering the survey, it is 

a good idea to give the questions to a small group of 

people and have them think aloud while answering 

them.
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QUESTIONNAIRES
✓With questionnaires, the questions are 

presented in written format and the 

respondents write their answers.

✓They can be administered in several ways…
✓ FYI: A questionnaire is any written set of questions, while a survey 

is both the set of questions and the process of collecting, 

aggregating, and analyzing the responses from those questions.
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ADMINISTERING QUESTIONNAIRES

✓Personal administration to groups or 

individuals: 
✓ (e.g., college class, parents attending a school meeting, 

people attending a new employee orientation, or students 

waiting for an appointment with an advisor)

✓Mail surveys:
✓A very inexpensive way of contacting respondents 

✓Drawback: potentially low response rates.

✓Internet surveys:
✓Both open- and closed-ended questions can be used

✓Quick and efficient

✓Easiest to analyze
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INTERVIEWS
✓One potential problem in interviews is called 

interviewer bias

✓Biases that can arise simply because the interviewer is a 

unique human being interacting with another human
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TYPES OF INTERVIEWS 

✓ Face-to-face interviews: As the title suggests, the 
interviewer and respondent meet to conduct the 
interview.

✓Telephone interviews: 

✓Less expensive than face-to-face interviews

✓Allow data to be collected relatively quickly because 
many interviewers can work on the same survey at once 

✓computer-assisted telephone interview (CATI) 
system: 
✓ the interviewer’s questions are prompted by a computer

✓data are entered directly into the computer for analysis

✓ Focus group interviews: 

✓An interview with a group of about 6 to 10 individuals 

✓Lasting for approximately 2–3 hours 
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SURVEY DESIGNS TO STUDY 

CHANGES OVER TIME

✓To study changes over time, questions are the 
same each time surveyed
✓Tracks changes over time for things like:
✓Satisfaction with employment, services, products

✓Attitudes toward school system

✓Perceived problems facing the country

✓Panel study
✓Another way to study changes over time is to 
✓survey the same people at two or more points in time 
✓Example: 

✓two-wave panel study: people are surveyed at two points in 
time

✓three-wave panel study: three surveys are conducted

✓and so on
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SAMPLING FROM A POPULATION

✓Population is composed of all individuals of 
interest to the researcher.

✓Sampling: selecting participants from a population 
of interest 

✓Confidence intervals: Level of confidence 
that the true population value lies within an 
interval of the obtained sample

✓A Confidence Interval of 95% is saying one 
has confidence that the true population mean 
lies within this interval around the obtained 
sample result.
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Confidence Intervals: EXAMPLE
✓Example: Suppose students were asked whether they 

prefer to study at home or at school, and the survey 
results indicate that 61% prefer to study at home. 
✓Using a 95% degree of confidence, it would be known that the 

actual population value is probably between 58% and 64% (a CI of 
58% - 64%). 

✓The "95%" says that 95% of experiments will include the true 
mean, but 5% won't.

✓So there is a 1-in-20 chance (5%) that our Confidence 
Interval does NOT include the true mean (Margin of 
Error) 
✓Margin of Error (a.k.a. sampling error): the amount of random 

sampling error in a survey's results. 

✓The larger the margin of error, the less confidence one would 
have that the results are close to the "true" figures for the whole 
population  
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SAMPLING FROM A POPULATION

✓Sample size

✓It is important to note that a larger sample size 
will reduce the size of the confidence interval. 

✓Although the size of the interval is determined by 
several factors, the most important is sample size. 

✓Larger samples are more likely to yield data that 
reflect the true population value.

✓We must consider the cost/benefit of increasing 
sample size

✓Significant p-values may just reflect a large sample size 
rather than true significance.

✓Sample sizes that are too small may not capture the true 
population well enough.
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A Power Primer, Cohen, J. (1969)
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See the full article available in Handouts page on the website.



SAMPLING TECHNIQUES

✓2 Basic Sampling Techniques
✓probability sampling 

✓nonprobability sampling 

✓With probability sampling, each member of 
the population has a equal probability of being 
chosen. 
✓Probability Sampling includes: 
✓Simple random sampling, stratified random sampling, and 

cluster Sampling…

✓With non-probability sampling, the 
probability of any particular member of the 
population being chosen is unknown. 
✓Non-Probability Sampling includes: 
✓haphazard sampling, purposive sampling, and quota sampling.
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PROBABILITY SAMPLING
✓Simple random sampling

✓Every member of the population has an equal 

probability of being selected

✓For example: When conducting telephone 

interviews, researchers commonly use a computer 

randomly generated list of telephone numbers for 

residences in the city or area being studied. 

✓This will produce a random sample of the 

population because most residences have 

telephones.
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PROBABILITY SAMPLING

✓Stratified random 

sampling

✓The population is divided 

into subgroups (also 

known as strata), according 

to one or more common 

attributes.

✓Random sampling 

techniques are then used 

to select sample members 

from each stratum.
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For example, a sample group of 10 

respondents are selected by dividing a 

population into male and female strata 

in order to achieve equal 

representation of both genders in the 

sample group.



PROBABILITY SAMPLING

✓ Cluster sampling

✓ What if a population to be studied 
has no list of members, such as 
people who work in county health 
care agencies? 

✓ Rather than randomly sampling from 
a list of individuals, the researcher 
can identify “clusters” of 
individuals and then sample 
from these clusters.

✓ A major difference between cluster 
and stratified sampling relates to the 
fact that in cluster sampling a cluster 
is perceived as a sampling unit

✓ whereas in stratified only specific 
elements (e.g., male vs. females) of 
strata are accepted as sampling unit.
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• Accordingly, in cluster sampling a 

complete list of clusters represent the 

sampling frame. Then, a few clusters 

are chosen randomly as the source of 

primary data.



NON-PROBABILITY SAMPLING
✓Nonprobability sampling

✓In nonprobability sampling, the probability of being 
selected is not known. 

✓Much of the research in psychology uses 
nonprobability sampling techniques 

✓For example, it is common to select participants 
from students in introductory psychology classes.

✓Reasons for using convenience samples

✓Less costly in terms of time and money

✓Concerns

✓May not be generalized 
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NON-PROBABILITY SAMPLING

✓Haphazard sampling: 

✓One form of nonprobability sampling is 

haphazard sampling or “convenience” 

sampling. 

✓Haphazard sampling could be called a 

“take-them-where-you-find-them” method 

of obtaining participants.
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NON-PROBABILITY SAMPLING

✓A second form of nonprobability 

sampling is purposive sampling. 

✓The purpose is to obtain a sample of 

people who meet some 

predetermined criterion. 

✓For example, sampling only women for a study 

on menopausal symptoms
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NON-PROBABILITY SAMPLING
✓Quota sampling: 

✓A sample that reflects the numerical composition of various 

subgroups in the population. 

✓It is similar to the stratified sampling, but random 

sampling does not occur when one uses quota 

sampling.

✓For example, if you are a researcher conducting a national quota 

sample, you might need to know what proportion of the population 

is male and what proportion is female as well as what proportions 

of each gender fall into different age categories, race or ethnic 

categories, educational categories, etc. 

✓The researcher would then collect a sample with the same 

proportions as the national population.
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EVALUATING SAMPLES
SAMPLING UNIT

✓A sampling unit is the individual member of the 

population, a cluster of members, or some other 

predefined unit.

✓ It is the actual unit that we include in our sample. 

✓The definition of a unit may be made on some natural basis, 

(e.g., household, persons, units of product, tickets, etc.) or 

upon some arbitrary basis (e.g., areas defined by grid co-

ordinates on a map).
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EVALUATING SAMPLES
SAMPLING FRAME

✓Consists of a listing of all possible Sampling Units 

✓The target population provides the overall context 

✓ represents the collection of people, housing units, schools etc. about which 

inferences and estimates are desired.

✓ Ideally, the sampling frame perfectly coincides with the target 

population.  

✓ The ideal is not always possible.  

✓ Sometimes the frame will be larger or smaller, 

✓ It depends on whether each member of the sample can be accessed.
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EVALUATING SAMPLES
✓Response rate

✓The percentage of people in the sample 

who actually completed the survey. 

✓Thus, if a researcher mails 1,000 questionnaires 

to a random sample of adults in his or her 

community and 500 are completed and 

returned to him or her, the response rate is 

50%.
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“Leading Questions -Yes Prime Minister”
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https://loraconnor.com/psych280/psych_280/videos/ LeadingQuestions-YesPrimeMinister.mp4 (2:16 min)

https://loraconnor.com/psych280/psych_280/videos/Computerized_Naturalistic_Observation.mp4

