The Essential Guide to Doing Research

TABLE 11.1 ACCESS AND POWER

Using power “Abusing power ‘
» Using official channels and protocols ‘ > Avoiding and skirting around official
channels and protocols
> Establishing points of contact » Going around or above the
' appropriate person’s head
¥ Using gatekeepers and insiders > Asking gatekeepers and insiders to

act unethically or to go behind
management's back

> Bullding rapport »> Ingratiate yourself to the point of .
becoming sycophantic

3 Leaving doors open » Becoming a nuisance

» Offering something back » Making promises you cannot or do

not intend to keep

researched abused at any stage in the research process. As articulated in Table 11.1,
if the subtleties of gaining access are not managed appropriately, it can be easy to
abuse relationships and take advantage of individuals.

SURVEYING

First, a point of clarification ... in its broadest sense, fo survey (v) means ‘to look
at or examine’, while a surey (n) means ‘an observation or an overview’. Now
some research methods texts use these definitions and group a number of
approaches/methods under the survey heading. However, when I use the word
‘survey’, both as a noun and a verb, I am using more specific definitions that relate
to a particular social science method. '

Survey (n): Information gathered by asking a range of individuals the same ques-
tions related to their characteristics, attributes, how they live, or their opinions.

Survey (v): The process of collecting such information,

Knowing what lo expect

Now students often tell me they’ve decided to conduct a survey; after all, they've
heard they are a relatively simple, straightforward, and cost-effective means of
gathering credible data. Well I hate to break it to them, but this is a long way from
the truth.Yes, a good survey does have the potential to:

e reach a large number of respondents

® represent an even larger population
® penerate standardized, quantifiable, empirical data

152

DATA COLLECTION

" be confidential and anonymous and

® generate qualitative data through the use of open-ended questions

But there seems to be a belief out there that just about AOYOnNe can construct a sur-
vey instrument, and conduct a survey. You just need to know who you want to
target; what you want to ask; and have some modicum of common sense about
you. But I'll tell you what ... social science surveying really needs to be considered
a specialist activity. Constructing and administering a survey that can generate credi-
ble and generalizable data is a truly difficult task. There are a whole lot of really
crappy surveys out there that aren’t worth the paper they're printed on, yet the data
they generate is often reported as truth and used in all kinds of decision-making
processes.

If it is your intention to gather data using a survey and a survey instrument,
you will need to have good support. In addition to getting a handle on the infor-
mation presented here, it’s worth talking to your supervisor and working through
some of the recommended readings at the end of the chapter. Another option is
to look into survey software. ‘Sphinx’, accessible at www.scoalri.com, is a program

designed to help you with all main aspects of surveying, including questionnaire
construction and data analysis.

Basic survey types

A survey is a survey. Well not quite, There are actually a few distinet types of sur-
vey, each suited to a different purpose. But if you are familiar with the various
types, and know what you want to know (thereby knowing what you want your
survey to do), choosing appropriate types will be a relatively easy task.

Surveys can describe and/or explain:

Descriptive surveys: These surveys pretty much do what they say — they
describe. This might involve basic demographic information like age, socio-eco-
nomic status, and gender; or more personal information such as voting patterns,
how often respondents have sex, or how frequently they spank their children.
They can also gather attitudinal information such as attitudes towards war,
euthanasia, or abortion. The goal is to get a snapshot — to show or to describe
your ‘respondents’ ~ and, if a representative sample is used, to be able to gener-
alize that description to a larger population.

Explanatory surveys: These surveys go beyond description (although they do gather
descriptive data) and attempt to establish why things might be the way they are. For
example, not enly would an explanatory survey want to describe a population’s atti-
tude towards abortion, but it would also seek to establish what might shape and
form those attitudes, i.e. the efiect of family values or personal experience. An
explanatory survey attempts to build more complex understandings and goes
beyond description, or even correlation, in an attempt to determine cause and effect.

Surveys might target full populations or samples of populations:
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Census: Thisis a survey that does not rely on a sarhple. A census surveys every
single person in a defined or target population. :

Cross-sectional surveys: This type of survey uses a sample or cross-section of
respondents selected to represent a target population. The goal is to be able to
generalize the findings of the sample to the population with a high degree of
confidence. '

Survey can also be longitudinal and explore changing times or changing people:

Trend surveys: A trend survey asks similar groups of respondents, or the same
cross-section, the same questions at two or more points in time. For example,
conducting three surveys over a 20-year period (1984, 1994, 2004) that asks
teenagers about perceived personal and professional opportunities. This allows
you to assess whether the attitudes of teenagers have changed over the past two
decades — in other words, are ieenagers the same now as they were in the
1980s.

Panel study: A panel study involves asking the same (not similar) sample of
respondents the same questions at two or more points in time. Using the exam-
ple above, if you were to survey 18 year-olds in 1984, then you would survey
these same individuals in 1994 when they were 28, and again in 2004 when they
were 38. You would then be able to assess whether there was a shift in respon-
dents’ attitudes as they get older.

Finally, surveys can be administered in a number of ways:

Face-to-face surveys. This mode of surveying allows surveyors the opportunity to
establish rapport, build trust, motivate respondents, clarify questions, read non-
verbal cues, and probe appropriately. The response rate also tends to be good.
However, face-to-face surveying is often a lengthy and expensive process, does
not assure anonymity or even confidentiality, requires surveyor training, and may
be affected by interviewer bias.

Telephone surveys: Telephone surveys are relatively inexpensive and take minimal
time, allow for coverage of a wide geographic area, and offer some assurance of
anonymity and confidentiality. On the down side, the response rate, while better
-than self-administered surveys, is still lower than face-to-face surveys; it's easy
to catch people at a bad time; respondents can hang up on you if they have had
enough; and you are limited to surveying only those with a telephone.

Self-administered surveys: These surveys can offer anonymity and therefore
confidentiality. They also allow coverage of a wide geographic area, and give
respondents the opportunity to complete questionnaires in their own time.
Response rates, however, can be really low (unless you can distribute your survey
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through an organization that lets respondents fill out the surveys as part of the

schqo{/or work day). And of course respondents cannot seek clarification. Saif-
adminlstered surveys are often mailed, but can also be sent and received. elec-
tronically. This can potentially save you thousands, but you are limited to
surveying those with e-mail addresses or populations likely to be online.

The survey process

Conf:luctmg a ‘good’ survey is a process that involves a whole lot of steps. Surveys
require you to: plan the approach, process, tools, and all the contingenc.iES' cog—
struct the survey instrument; run a trial or pilot; redevelop as appropriate; serld out
the survey; manage the responses; and finally analyze the data. Box 11 2’ outlines
the 25+ steps (some you will need to do more than once) involved in .surve in

You may find this box helpfil as both a guide and a checklist. e

' Box 11.2  Steps (and there are a lot) tor

s S

Conducting a ‘Good’
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~ Formulating questions .

" The first step in writing your questions is knowing what you want to ask. By the
time you are ready to construct your survey instrument you should know what
aspects of your research questions can be answered by your respondents. The
second step is to attempt an initial drafting of questions related to each of these
aspects. :

Now there are about 762 ways to ask the same question, and each of these
ways has potential to generate quite different data, so knowing how to best draft
your questions can be a real challenge. While there are volumes written on craft-
ing survey questionnaires, a few basic rules can be applied that can help you avoid
the pitfalls of leading, offending, or confusing your respondents. Using a number
of examples, Box 11.3 covers these basic rules.
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The survey instrument

When it comes to conducting a survey, what students struggle with most is con-
structing the actual survey instrument. From drafting the questions through to
layout and design, students are quite surprised at how much thought and work
goes into the development of an instrument capable of generating credible data.
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response category generate various data types that demand quite distinct statistical
treatment. In fact, understanding the various data types (nominal, ordinal, interval,
and ratio — discussed in Chapter 12), definitely facilitates the process of survey con-
struction, particularly response category determination. Most students, however,
don't really get their heads around variable types and the significance they have for
survey instrument construction until they begin the process of analyzing their data.

This makes conducting your first survey really tricky. Many lecturers find that
‘doing’ is the best way of learning, and that struggling with analysis in a first sur-
vey is the best way to learn what to do when it comes to constructing your next.
Now I happen to agree, but if your first survey ‘needs to count’ and credible data
is a high priority, you'll need to: (1) turn to Chapter 12 to familiarize yourself
with the basics of data management and analysis; and (2) become familiar with
various response options before finalizing your questions (see below).

Survey questions can either be open or closed:

Open questions: These guestions ask respondents to construct answers using
ST . their own words. Respondenis can offer any information/express any opinion
5 e e e ’ L they wish, although the amount of space provided for an answer will generally
: ; limit the response. Open questions can generate rich and candid daia, but it can
be data that is difficult to code and analyze.

Closed questions: These questions force respondents to choose from a range
of predetermined responses and are generally easy o code and statistically ana-
lyze. As shown in Box 11.4, closed questions come in many forms, each associ-
ated with particular issues.

Response categories

Determining response categories is as crucial to generadng credible data as is
setting the questions themselves. First, response categories influence the answers that
are given. For example, if you add an ‘T’'m not sure’ option to a controversial yes/no
question, it will have a definite impact on your findings. Second, different types of
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o  DProviding insiruction — what might be self-evident to you, may not be so obvious to
your respondents. Your instructions should introduce each section of the survey
instrument; give clear and specific instructions for each question type; provide
examples; and be easy to distinguish from the actual survey questions ~ in fact its a
good idea to use a different font. It may take a couple of drafis to get your instruc-
tions as clear and helpful as possible, and it advisable to ask your peers/supervisor
if your instructions do the job. However, the real test will come when you pilot the
instrument, review the data, and seek feedback from your pilot participants.

Orpanization and length
Once the elements of your survey are complete, you need to think about putting
it together in a logical order that covers it all without being overly lengthy.

® Length — instruments considered too long can be abandoned, returned incom-
plete, or filled in at random. I once filled in a survey for a gourmet chicken
shop in order to get a free piece of chicken (well I was a poor student at the
time). This thing turned out to be, no lie, nine pages long. How many finger-
licking chicken questions can you answer? For me it turned out to be all of
them (I wasn’t leaving without my Kiev}, but I think I was supposed to actu-
ally read the questions before ticking the boxes!

¢  Oiganization — you are likely to find contradictory advice on whether to start
or end with demographics, and where to place your most important questions.
A lot of this depends on the nature of both your questions and your respon-
dents; and you may want to pilot two different versions of your questionnaire
if you are unsure how to lay it all out. One tried and true piece of advice, how-
ever, is that you don’t want to start your survey with any questions that might
be considered threatening. It is important to ease your respondents into your
survey and save sensitive question for near the end.

Layout and design
You'd think that all of the intense intellectual work that has gone into writing clear and
unambiguous questions with appropriate, well thought out response categories that are
accompanied by clear instruction and organized into a sensitive, logical, and manage-
able form would be enough to ensure a ‘good’ survey. Not quite. Aesthetics counts!

If your survey looks unprofessional (for example, poor photocopies, faint
printing, messy and uminteresting layout etc.), two things can happen. First,
responndents will be less likely to complete a survey that is unprofessional and lack-

lﬂfurrpatinn and instruclion _ o o ing an aesthetically pleasing layout and design. Second, the potential for mistakes
Providing clear background information and lucid instructions is an essential part increases dramatically if surveys are cluttered, cramped, or messy.

of good survey instrument construction.

*  Offering information — surveys need to include some background information INTERVIEWING
that identifies the sponsor/university; clarifies the survey’s purpose; assures :
anonymity/confidentiality; provides return information, including deadlines I'm going to start my discussion of interviewing with another point of clarifica-
and return address; and offers thanks for time/assistance. This information can - tion. When [ talk about interviewing, [ am referring to a process with the follow-
be included at the start of the survey or as a cover letter or e-mail. mg definition:
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