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The survey is a non-experimental, descriptive research method. Surveys can be useful when a researcher wants to collect data on phenomena that cannot be directly observed (such as opinions on library services). Surveys are used extensively in library and information science to assess attitudes and characteristics of a wide range of subjects, from the quality of user-system interfaces to library user reading habits. In a survey, researchers sample a population. Basha and Harter (1980) state that "a population is any set of persons or objects that possesses at least one common characteristic." Examples of populations that might be studied are 1) all 1999 graduates of GSLIS at the University of Texas, or 2) all the users of UT General Libraries. Since populations can be quite large, researchers directly question only a sample (i.e. a small proportion) of the population. 



Types of Surveys
Data are usually collected through the use of questionnaires, although sometimes researchers directly interview subjects. Surveys can use qualitative (e.g. ask open-ended questions) or quantitative (e.g. use forced-choice questions) measures. There are two basic types of surveys: cross-sectional surveys and longitudinal surveys. Much of the following information was taken from an excellent book on the subject, called Survey Research Methods, by Earl R. Babbie. 
Cross-Sectional Surveys
Cross-sectional surveys are used to gather information on a population at a single point in time. An example of a cross sectional survey would be a questionaire that collects data on how parents feel about Internet filtering, as of March of 1999. A different cross-sectional survey questionnaire might try to determine the relationship between two factors, like religiousness of parents and views on Internet filtering. 
Longitudinal Surveys
Longitudinal surveys gather data over a period of time. The researcher may then analyze changes in the population and attempt to describe and/or explain them. The three main types of longitudinal surveys are trend studies, cohort studies, and panel studies. 
Trend Studies
Trend studies focus on a particular population, which is sampled and scrutinized repeatedly. While samples are of the same population, they are typically not composed of the same people. Trend studies, since they may be conducted over a long period of time, do not have to be conducted by just one researcher or research project. A researcher may combine data from several studies of the same population in order to show a trend. An example of a trend study would be a yearly survey of librarians asking about the percentage of reference questions answered using the Internet. 
Cohort Studies
Cohort studies also focus on a particular population, sampled and studied more than once. But cohort studies have a different focus. For example, a sample of 1999 graduates of GSLIS at the University of Texas could be questioned regarding their attitudes toward paraprofessionals in libraries. Five years later, the researcher could question another sample of 1999 graduates, and study any changes in attitude. A cohort study would sample the same class, every time. If the researcher studied the class of 2004 five years later, it would be a trend study, not a cohort study. 
Panel Studies
Panel studies allow the researcher to find out why changes in the population are occurring, since they use the same sample of people every time. That sample is called a panel. A researcher could, for example, select a sample of UT graduate students, and ask them questions on their library usage. Every year thereafter, the researcher would contact the same people, and ask them similar questions, and ask them the reasons for any changes in their habits. Panel studies, while they can yield extremely specific and useful explanations, can be difficult to conduct. They tend to be expensive, they take a lot of time, and they suffer from high attrition rates. Attrition is what occurs when people drop out of the study. 


Instrument Design
One criticism of library surveys is that they are often poorly designed and administered (Busha and Harter 1980), resulting in data that is that is not very accurate, but that is energetically quoted and used to make important decisions. Surveys should be just as rigourously designed and administered as any other research method. Meyer (1998) has identified five preliminary steps that should be taken when embarking upon any research project: 1) choose a topic, 2) review the literature, 3) determine the research question, 4) develop a hypothesis, and 5) operationalization (i.e., figure out how to accurately measure the factors you wish to measure). For research using surveys, two additional considerations are of prime importance: representative sampling and question design. Much of the following information was taken from the book Research Methods in Librarianship: Techniques and Interpretation by Charles H. Busha and Stephen P. Harter. 

Representative Sampling
A sample is representative when it is an accurate proportional representation of the population under study. If you want to study the attitudes of UT students regarding library services, it would not be enough to interview every 100th person who walked into the library. That technique would only measure the attitudes of UT students who use the library, not those who do not. In addition, it would only measure the attitudes of UT students who happened to use the library during the time you were collecting data. Therefore, the sample would not be very representative of UT students in general. In order to be a truly representative sample, every student at UT would have to have had an equal chance of being chosen to participate in the survey. This is called randomization. 
If you stood in front of the student union and walked up to students, asking them questions, you still would not have a random sample. You would only be questioning students who happened to come to campus that day, and further, those that happened to walk past the student union. Those students who never walk that way would have had no chance of being questioned. In addition, you might unintentionally be biased as to who you question. You might unconsciously choose not to question students who look preoccupied or busy, or students who don't look like friendly people. This would invalidate your results, since your sample would not be randomly selected. 
If you took a list of UT students, uploaded it onto a computer, then instructed the computer to randomly generate a list of 2 percent of all UT students, then your sample still might not be representative. What if, purely by chance, the computer did not include the correct proportion of seniors, or honors students, or graduate students? In order to further ensure that the sample is truly representative of the population, you might want to use a sampling technique called stratification. In order to stratify a population, you need to decide what sub-categories of the population might be statistically significant. For instance, graduate students as a group probably have different opinions than undergraduates regarding library usage, so they should be recognized as separate strata of the population. Once you have a list of the different strata, along with their respective percentages, you could instruct the computer to again randomly select students, this time taking care that a certain percentage are graduate students, a certain percentage are honors students, and a certain percentage are seniors. You would then come up with a more truly representative sample. 

Question Design
It is important to design questions very carefully. A poorly designed questionaire renders results meaningless. There are many factors to consider. Babbie gives the following pointers: 
	Make items clear (don't assume the person you are questioning knows the terms you are using). 

Avoid double-barreled questions (make sure the question asks only one clear thing). 
Respondent must be competent to answer (don't ask questions that the respondent won't accurately be able to answer). 
Questions should be relevant (don't ask questions on topics that respondents don't care about or haven't thought about). 
Short items are best (so that they may be read, understood, and answered quickly). 
Avoid negative items (if you ask whether librarians should not be paid more, it will confuse respondents). 
Avoid biased items and terms (be sensitive to the effect of your wording on respondents). 
Busha and Harter provide the following list of 10 hints: 
	Unless the nature of a survey definitely warrants their usage, avoid slang, jargon, and technical terms. 

Whenever possible, develop consistent response methods. 
Make questions as impersonal as possible. 
Do not bias later responses by the wording used in earlier questions. 
As an ordinary rule, sequence questions from the general to the specific. 
If closed questions are employed, try to develop exhaustive and mutually exclusive response alternatives. 
Insofar as possible, place questions with similar content together in the survey instrument. 
Make the questions as easy to answer as possible. 
When unique and unusual terms need to be defined in questionnaire items, use very clear definitions. 
Use an attractive questionnaire format that conveys a professional image. 
As may be seen, designing good questions is much more difficult than it seems. One effective way of making sure that questions measure what they are supposed to measure is to test them out first, using small focus groups. 

Unit 4 Overview 
Survey Research Methods 
At some point, you have taken a survey asking you about your opinions, attitudes, and/or beliefs on a specific topic. Surveys are a great way to quickly measure opinions, perceptions, and attitudes. Surveys can be easily administered to large groups of subjects. Therefore, surveys are a popular method of measuring how “most people” or the “average person” thinks. Most researchers agree that our thoughts have a major influence on our actual behaviors. As a result, there is quite a bit of interest in measuring our thoughts through surveys. In this unit, you will look at the different methods of surveys that are frequently used today such as: online surveys (check out surveymonkey.com for examples), telephone surveys, or mail surveys. The pros and cons of these different methods of delivery will be explored, as well as how to improve upon both the reliability and the validity of these different measures. You might be wondering what exactly are reliability and validity? Reliability involves the consistency of a measure over time. In other words, if I ask you about whether or not you will vote either Republican or Democrat in the next presidential election, will your thoughts change over time? A reliable measure is one that will not change or vary very much at all over time. In this unit, you will look at some methods of both assessing and improving the reliability of a survey. Finally, you will conclude with an exploration of the validity of a survey questionnaire. Validity is the accuracy of a measure, meaning does it measure what it was intended to? In your example, if you set out to measure voter intentions, are you really measuring this construct, or are you tapping into something else like religious beliefs? 
Finally, you will look at the way that a survey question is worded, and how this can sometimes influence the responses that a subject gives. In other words, can a researcher unintentionally lead a subject to respond in a specific way? Also, do some subjects lie? What can researchers do about this? In the information age, surveys are becoming an increasingly important source of information, so this information is most important. After completing this unit, you will be a more educated consumer of the many different survey results that you hear about daily. You will find that you no longer take everything that you hear or read about as the ultimate truth, and you will learn to think more critically for yourself. 
Click here to watch the Unit 4 Overview Video. 
A transcript for all videos is also located in Doc Sharing.


Outcomes
After completing this unit, you should be able to: 
	Describe sampling issues in survey research 

Analyze reliability and validity in survey research
Create a brief survey following the steps of the scientific method 
Course outcome(s) practiced in this unit 
PS300-1: Describe the application of the scientific method to the field of psychology.
What do you have to do in this unit?
Complete assigned reading. 
Participate in the Discussion.
Attend the Seminar. 
Complete the Unit 4 Quiz. 
	Complete the Learning Journal. 

Read the following chapter in your text: 
	Chapter 10: “Survey Research” 

Prior to reading, please click on the Key Terms Icon below to review this unit’s Key Terms. This will help you to better understand the concepts as you read. There are Key Terms games to challenge yourself and also a printable PDF version. 

Seminar
Attending live Seminars is important to your academic success, and attendance is highly recommended. The Seminar allows you to review the important concepts presented in each unit, discuss work issues in your lives that pertain to these concepts, ask your instructor questions, and allow you to come together in real time with your fellow classmates. There will be a graded Seminar in Units 1 through 9 in this course. You must either attend the live Seminar or you must complete the Seminar alternative assignment in order to earn points for this part of the class. 
Think about some of the different methods of survey research that you have encountered in your own life like mail surveys, telephone surveys, or internet surveys. Do specific demographic groups respond differently to these methods? For example, women, retirees, students, African Americans? Why? How does the sample influence the conclusions that you can make? Finally, how does social desirability influence the results? What can researchers do to prevent this issue?
Complete one of the following options:
Option 1: Participate in a synchronous Seminar
Option 2: Participate in an asynchronous discussion by answering the Seminar questions in written form. You should create your Seminar responses in MS Word. Your response to the questions should be composed in complete sentences and paragraphs and be 200–250 words in length. 
Save your answers and submit them to the Unit 4: Seminar Dropbox. Be sure to complete all questions to earn your Seminar points.
Think about some of the different methods of survey research that you have encountered in your own life like mail surveys, telephone surveys, or internet surveys. 
	Do specific demographic groups respond differently to these methods? For example, women, retirees, students, African Americans? Why? 
	How does the sample influence the conclusions that you can make? Finally, how does social desirability influence the results? What can researchers do to prevent this issue?



Unit 4 Quiz
You will have 1 hour to answer 15 multiple-choice questions. You will only be allowed to enter the Quiz once, so be sure that you are well prepared before doing so. There is only one correct answer for each question. You will be allowed to review your answers before submitting. If you have technical difficulties during the Quiz, contact tech support. Rexport the service number given to you by the technical agent to your professor. 

Learning Journal
Surveys are used to collect a lot of data from a large group of participants at once. On the Discussion Board, you wrote 5 survey questions. 
Reflect on the following in your Learning Journal.
	What problems did you have in creating these questions? 

What did you learn from this experience, especially after reading feedback from your professor and classmates? 
To begin this activity, click the Journal tab at the top of this page.


