
123

C H A P T E R

5 Survey Research
Questionnaires

Survey Research
Some Guidelines for Questionnaire

Construction
Questionnaire Wording
Pretest

Organization of the Questionnaire
Mail Surveys
Advantages of Mail Surveys
Disadvantages of Mail Surveys
Ways of Eliminating Disadvantages 

in Mail Surveys
Follow-up
Offering Remuneration
Attractive Format
Sponsorship and Endorsements
Personalization
Shortened Format
Good Timing

The Tailored Design Method
Self-Reported Measures of Crime

Some Problems with Self-Report Surveys
Strengths of Self-Report Surveys

Reliability
Validity
Use of Other Data
Use of Other Observers
Use of Polygraph
Known-Group Validation
Use of Lie Scales
Measures of Internal Consistency
Use of Interviews

Internet Surveys
Advantages of Internet Surveys
Disadvantages of Internet Surveys
Procedures in Internet Surveys

Summary

Key Concepts

Review Questions

Useful Web Sites

SURVEY RESEARCH

Survey research, an area that is emerging as a strength in criminal justice research, is an excellent
tool for primary data gathering.
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124 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

In Indiana, legislative hearings dealing with the death penalty for juveniles ended with the
following statement (Hamm, 1989, p. 224):

We have debated capital punishment for juveniles today and have come to various
conclusions. Yet one thing we know for sure. Never fill out a questionnaire from a
criminologist again.

Criminologist Mark Hamm was told this by both the press and other persons associated
with the legislature. He was also told that his research “struck too close to the bone.” Beginning
in the fall of 1986, he received survey responses from eighty-five legislators (85 percent of
the General Assembly). He was relatively certain that many of the legislators had filled out the
survey themselves rather than relegating it to their staffs because, he said, (ibid., p. 223):

[I]n my testimony on the juvenile death penalty before the Indiana General Assembly,
a number of legislators indicated a familiarity with the substantive content of the
survey. Indeed the survey became a heated topic of debate during these proceedings.
My testimony—one among some thirty given before the General Assembly—was the
only one terminated by the Legislature. It was cut short on the grounds that it was
inappropriate to discuss statistical reasons why some legislators might favor the
execution of juveniles and why others might not.

The fact that, as in this example, participants in a legislative hearing were threatened by the
results of a survey certainly illustrates the power and potential usefulness of such an instrument.

In this chapter, we examine mail questionnaire and self-report studies whose features
successfully illustrate many of the opportunities and pitfalls of survey methods. Other major
data-gathering approaches, such as interviews, victim surveys, and telephone surveys, will be
the subject of Chapter 6.

Surveys have often been misunderstood by some researchers who have been socialized in the
experimental tradition. Many times, hostility appears between some theoreticians and practitioners
with respect to the strong emphasis placed on the experimental tradition as an ideal in social science
research. Part of this methodological argument may result from a lack of full appreciation of the
nature of survey research methods and their potential as tools in investigating many important ques-
tions facing the criminal justice system. The notion of a survey connotes images of a poll or simple
tally (count of opinion), but survey research has many purposes and can address many scientific
problems beyond a simple count of opinion. Descriptive survey research may use statistical
probability theory to assess sampling error. (Is what is true of the sample true of the population?)
Analytic survey research attempts to explore questions of cause and effect similar to traditional
experimental research. The experimenter utilizes research design before the fact to remove the
effects of rival causal factors, whereas the survey researcher tries to remove these rival factors after
the fact (after the data have been collected) through the use of statistical analysis.

A basic quality of survey research that is at times forgotten and is responsible for much
potential error in interpretation of findings is that in most instances surveys record either
expressed attitude or claimed behavior and seldom the behavior itself. In Chapter 7, we will detail
potential errors in surveys in which the full importance of this statement will be explained, but at
this stage, acceptance of this point as an article of faith will suffice. Previously, we indicated that
surveys are not just useful for political and consumer polls but are also effective means of address-
ing scientific questions and the causality problem. Rather than control for rival causal factors
prior to the fact by means of research design, surveys generally employ quantitative methods and

Descriptive
survey

research

Analytic
survey

research
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 125

statistical procedures post hoc to control for extraneous variables and sources of invalidity, 
because natural field settings make the control of sources of invalidity more problematic.

Survey research may employ a variety of data-gathering methods ranging from the admin-
istration of structured questionnaires to captive audiences (such as all sections of Introduction to
American Criminal Justice at a college or university), to mail questionnaires, field interviews,
telephone surveys, and their variations. In this chapter, we concentrate on the mail questionnaire. It is
widely used and offers the possibility to discuss many issues that occur in the other types of survey
approaches. We will first examine some guidelines for questionnaire construction.

SOME GUIDELINES FOR QUESTIONNAIRE CONSTRUCTION

Although it would be foolish for anyone to claim that there is only one way of constructing an
effective questionnaire, a number of procedures have been established by practitioners through
trial and error and custom.

The most crucial and most underestimated step in questionnaire construction involves
clearly formulating the research problem and the data required to speak directly to the research
problem. A common method of specifying the relationship between research issues and data is
creation of a variables list which is keyed to questionnaire items and dummy tables.

A variables list is constructed after the initial rough draft of the questionnaire. The
concepts or variables to be measured are listed along with the numbers of the questions that
purport to measure them. By rigorously reviewing a questionnaire in this manner, duplicative
items, unmeasured concepts, or an emphasis that is undesirable may be discovered.

Dummy tables are preliminary blank tables constructed prior to data gathering that suggest
the type of data needed, as well as the type of data analysis. Figure 5.1 illustrates the use of a
dummy table to call attention to data that will be needed for a two-variable cross-tabulation.

Assuming that such a tabular analysis is planned, the researcher is now alerted to the need to
check the data-gathering instrument to see if the questions for these two variables have been asked
in a manner that would render itself to the type of categorization in the dummy table. The real
utility of a dummy table is realized when the researcher discovers that he or she has failed to ask a
question necessary to the study. Although variables lists and dummy tables may strike those
anxious to get on with a study as ritualism, they act to ensure that the data needed are obtained
before the fact, rather than after the fact when it may be too late. A basic maxim of research is no
more data should be gathered than needed; however, blind application of this dictum is myopic. A
study should be viewed as a research opportunity, one in which the basic needs of the present
research enterprise as well as “riders” (related research questions that may be analyzed once the
main project is completed) are present. For instance, in the course of a federally funded project on
attrition among rehabilitation counselors, data gathered on professionalism can later be analyzed to
address the issue of professional developments in the field (Hagan, Haug, and Sussman, 1975).

Variables list

Dummy tables

Under
20

Over
6920s

YesVictim of Serious
Crime (1980)

No

30s 40s

Age

50s 60s

FIGURE 5.1 A Dummy Table for the Relationship between Victimization and Age.

M05_HAGA3882_08_SE_C05.QXD  5/20/09  2:09 PM  Page 125

Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology, 8E by Frank E. Hagan. Published by Prentice Hall. 
Copyright © 2010 by Pearson Education.

S
M
I
T
H
,
 
P
A
U
L
A
 
4
3
1
7
B
U



126 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

Questionnaire Wording

Sudman and Bradburn’s Asking Questions (1982) is a gold mine of suggestions on questionnaire
wording and construction. They caution you to resist writing questions until you have carefully
thought through the research questions or problems. It is also quite useful to collect and borrow
successful questions from other researchers. This may even enable the comparison of questions
across studies (ibid., p. 14).

The language used in questionnaires must be geared to the target population. If the
study group is a specialized one, for example, forensic pathologists, then the use of occupa-
tional argot and technical language would be preferred. In fact, pretests of the instrument with
members of this occupation may suggest appropriate terminology. On the other hand, if the
general population is to be surveyed, a more common language should be used. If the target
group includes significant non-English-speaking populations, it may be necessary to employ
bilingual strategies such as dual-language instruments. Faculty of foreign language depart-
ments at local colleges often prove to be invaluable consultants in this regard. Similarity of
respondent understanding of language is particularly problematic in crosscultural research.
Anyone with exposure to foreign languages realizes that certain ideas, idioms, and jargon are
not readily translated into another language. The same holds true across cultures with similar
languages. Asking if a person has ever been mugged may puzzle others who may confuse the
term with kissing or being served a drink.

Care must also be taken to identify clearly who should answer the questions, for example,
head of the household or any adult member of the household. This writer was once the subject of
a shopping mall marketing survey and, as part of an apparent quota sample, was asked his opin-
ions regarding some sample cereal box covers. The covers featured pictures of sports figures and,
after the completion of a fairly long interview, my wife asked me when I last purchased cereal.
One could just imagine supermarkets loaded with cereal boxes picturing hockey players while
consumers purchase those featuring smiling children.

Some of the following suggestions on questionnaire wording and construction are not in-
tended to be either exhaustive or mutually exclusive:

• Avoid biased or leading questions. The classic example is, “Do you still beat your
spouse?” No matter how respondents answer that question, they are admitting spousal
abuse.

• Avoid double-barreled questions. Such questions ask two questions in one. Do not ask
something like, “Do you walk to work or carry your lunch?”

• Avoid asking questions in an objectionable manner. “Did you exercise your duty as a
citizen and report this incident to the police?” Respondents would feel unpatriotic if they
answered no.

• Avoid assuming prior information on the part of the respondent. One might ask, “Do you
support the Miranda decision?”—only to discover too late that half of the respondents
thought Miranda was a shortstop with the Pittsburgh Pirates.

• Avoid vague wording. Use language with as much common meaning as possible.
• Avoid asking more than you need to know. This merely adds unnecessary length to the

instrument.
• Avoid “response set” patterns by using reversal questions. Do not word all questions

so that a positive or negative answer is the most desirable; otherwise, respondents may
answer the first few and then check off the remainder in a similar fashion without even
reading them.
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 127

Barton (1958, p. 67) provides humorous examples of many of the techniques that have
been used as a means of asking threatening questions (cited in Sudman and Bradburn, 1982, 
pp. 54–55). In this case, we want to ask, “Did you kill your wife?”

• The Casual Approach: “Do you happen to have murdered your wife?”
• The Numbered Card: “Would you please read off the number on this card which corresponds

to what became of your wife?” (Hand card to respondent.)
1. Natural death
2. I killed her.
3. Other (What?) (Get the card back from respondent before proceeding.)

• The Everybody Approach: “As you know, many people have been killing their wives these
days. Do you happened to have killed yours?”

• The “Other People” Approach:
a. “Do you know any people who have murdered their wives?”
b. “How about yourself?”

• The Sealed Ballot Technique: In this version, you explain that the survey respects people’s
rights to anonymity in respect to their marital relations and that they themselves are to fill
out the answer to the question, seal it in an envelope, and drop it in a box conspicuously 
labeled, “Sealed Ballot Box” which is carried by the interviewer.

• The Kinsey Technique: Stare firmly into respondent’s eyes and ask in simple, clear-cut
language, such as that to which the respondent is accustomed, and with an air of assum-
ing everyone has done everything, “Did you ever kill your wife?” Put the question at the
end of the interview. This “everybody does it approach” developed by Kinsey is called
counterbiasing, which means asking the question in such a way that the behavior appears
relatively frequent and normal.

Although Barton’s wife-killing example involves a preposterous topic, the techniques used
to ask threatening questions are quite common and useful in survey research.

Researchers must also decide whether open-ended (unstructured) or closed-ended (structured)
questions will yield the necessary information:

Open: Some people feel that certain parts of the criminal justice system do not work. 
Do you agree? If so, what parts?

Closed: Some people feel that certain parts of the criminal justice system do not work. Is this
belief _______ True, _______ False, _______ Don’t Know. If true, what parts?
_______ Police, Courts, _______ Corrections, _______ Other Specify ___________________________________________________

Although open-ended questions may provide greater detail and permit respondents to express
their attitudes in-depth, such responses pose difficulty as we will see in our discussion of coding in
Chapter 11. Closed-ended (structured) questions, although they ease the coding process and are
easier for respondents, may not give respondents an opportunity to explain fully their views.

To illustrate some question ambiguity in professionally designed surveys, the following
illustrations were drawn from the presentation on analytical issues in victim surveys by the
Crime Statistics Analysis Staff to the Panel for the Evaluation of Crime Surveys (Panel for the
Evaluation of Crime Surveys, 1976, pp. 167–176):

Question: Were the police informed of this incident in any way?
1. ❏ No
2. ❏ Don’t Know—Skip to Check Item G.

Yes—Who told them?
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128 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

3. ❏ Household member
4. ❏ Someone else
5. ❏ Police on scene

Some Problems: The use of the term “informed” is a potentially suggestive one. The pos-
sibility may be ruled out that the police were on the scene or happened on-the-scene or
may have been called without the respondent being aware.

Question: 8a. What were the injuries you suffered, if any?
1. ❏ None—Skip to 10a.
2. ❏ Raped
3. ❏ Attempted rape
4. ❏ Knife or gunshot wounds
5. ❏ Broken bones or teeth knocked out
6. ❏ Internal injuries, knocked unconscious
7. ❏ Bruises, black eye, cuts, scratches, swelling
8. ❏ Other—Specify__________________________________________ 

b. Were you injured to the extent that you needed medical attention after the
attack?
1. ❏ No—Skip to 10a.
2. ❏ Yes.

c. Did you receive any treatment at a hospital?
1. ❏ No
2. ❏ Emergency room treatment only
3. ❏ Stayed overnight or longer 

How many days?

Problems: Question 8b may be subject to varying interpretations. The interviewer training
manual defines “need” as actually securing aid from a trained medical professional.
However, to a respondent, “need” could be based on a conception of the seriousness of
the injury. Because the interviewer may not always provide the official interpretation of
“need,” responses may reflect different interpretations of the meaning of the question.
Question 8a responses 2 (“Raped”) and 3 (“Attempted rape”) were to be interpreted as
determinants of physical injury, but attempted rape may involve only verbal threats.
That is, the inclusion of attempted physical injury may cause distortions in data on
physical injury.

Question 8c, in obtaining data on hospital care only, fails to identify other types
of medical care, professional or nonprofessional, or institutional or otherwise.

Question: 2. About what time did this (most recent) incident happen?
1. ❏ Don’t know
2. ❏ During the day (6:00 A.M. to 6 P.M.)
3. ❏ 6:00 P.M. to midnight
4. ❏ Midnight to 6:00 A.M.

Problem: Noncomparable categories of time provide too broad a category for daytime,
which could be subdivided to 6:00 A.M. to noon and noon to 6:00 P.M.

Question: 11b. How old would you say the person (offender) was?
1. ❏ Under 12
2. ❏ 12–14
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 129

3. ❏ 15–17
4. ❏ 18–20
5. ❏ 21 or over
6. ❏ Don’t know

Problem: Category 5, “21 or over,” is too broad and should be subdivided.

In asking opinion questions, do not assume that the respondents have all the information
necessary to make a meaningful or informed decision. For instance, a researcher could ask, “Do
you support the current interpretation of the Miranda decision?” Perhaps 60 percent of the
respondents may say “yes”; however, not having asked the respondents if they had any idea what
the Miranda decision was, it may turn out that 90 percent of the subjects did not know what it
was and were too embarrassed to say so.

Some additional pointers include that the first several questions should be easy to understand,
important to the study’s purpose, and engage the respondent’s interest. Questions should be grouped
into logical order and new sections should feature an introduction so that participants can switch
mental gears (Narins, 1995, p. 8). Avoid too many skip questions; for example, “If the answer is
‘yes,’ skip to 5; and if ‘none of the above,’ skip to 6.” This may be confusing to the respondent. If the
survey has multiple pages, a booklet format is recommended. Attempt to make self-administered
surveys easy to complete, with check boxes and lines easy to see and numbers to be circled far
enough apart. Begin the instrument with a short introduction explaining its purpose, topics to be cov-
ered, how the results will be used, and any incentives for participation. Leave plenty of room for
open-ended questions but do not supply lines, as these may constrain any comments (ibid., p. 9).

Pretest

Although formulation of dummy tables and a variables list and adherence to general points dis-
cussed so far will assist the researcher in the development of a potentially useful instrument, prior to
using the questionnaire with target respondents a pretest of the instrument is a must. A pretest is a
reconnaissance operation or exploratory testing of the instrument using subjects who are similar to
the group to be studied. The pretest subjects are asked to critique the instrument, pointing out confu-
sions or misunderstandings and perhaps suggesting more proper wording or issues to be explored.

ORGANIZATION OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE

The order of questions may influence the willingness of subjects to respond to the survey. A com-
mon error in surveys is to begin with the demographic items such as age, sex, and race. Although
these questions are an important part of any survey, they are also routine and boring for most respon-
dents. Such questions are better asked later or even last in the instrument (see Schuman and Presser,
1981). A good rule of thumb is “first impressions last.” A questionnaire is best begun with items that
arouse interest and gain the respondent’s attention. The beginning of the survey is also not the
appropriate place for sensitive items; one would not ask a person he or she had just met extremely
personal questions. The following illustrates what not to ask in the beginning of questionnaires:

A Guaranteed Low-Response Questionnaire

What is your name?

How old are you?

What is your sex?

Pretest
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130 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

How much money do you earn?

Do you cheat on your income tax?

How is your sex life?

When was the last time you committed a crime?

Perhaps for good measure one could throw in, “Do you still beat your spouse?” and “Do
you walk to work or carry your lunch?”

The questions should be arranged in a logical sequence that is readable, interesting, and
easy to respond to. In mail surveys, open-ended questions should be kept to a minimum (see
Schuman and Presser, 1996).

MAIL SURVEYS

Most readers of this book are probably already familiar with the properties of mail question-
naires because participation in such surveys is becoming a common cultural phenomenon in
North America and other developed countries. The most common type of mail survey is the
self-administered, mail-back variety in which a stamped, addressed return envelope is enclosed.

The mail survey is a popular instrument for research because it promises, at a minimum
of time and expense, to deliver fairly wide coverage for a study. Perhaps this asset of the mail
questionnaire has made it the favorite instrument of a variety of organizations selling prod-
ucts, soliciting opinions, collecting charitable donations, and those attempting to conduct 
social, scientific, or criminal justice research. In the 1970s, a special conference of the
American Statistical Association addressed itself to the growing concern of nonresponse in
such surveys. It appeared as if the potential respondents were becoming overburdened. In the
mid-1960s, large private research organizations could expect roughly a 75 percent response
rate in mail surveys; by the mid-1970s, this figure had dropped to 60–65 percent. This is 
assuming even a number of follow-up inquiries to solicit participation (American Statistical
Association, 1974).

In The Phantom Respondent, John Brehm (1993) notes some alarming trends about the
growing nonresponse problem in polls and surveys such as the National Election Studies
(NES), based at the University of Michigan and the General Social Survey (GSS) at the
University of Chicago. The former has been done every federal election year since 1954 and
the latter every year since 1972 (Morin, 1993). While the NES averaged nonresponse of less
than 10 percent in the 1950s, by the 1990s it had the same 20–30 percent nonresponse as the
GSS. The major media polls have 30 to 50 percent nonresponse (ibid.). A study of 141 articles
from leading managerial and behavioral science journals in 1975, 1985, and 1995 discovered
that the average response rate in academic surveys was 55.6 percent, actually 48.4 percent in
1995 (Baruch, 1999). The key question is whether the nonrespondents differ significantly
from respondents, and the answer is yes. Overrepresented in surveys are the elderly, blacks,
women, the poor, and the less educated. Men, young people, whites, and the wealthy are
underrepresented.

Those considering using mail surveys as their means of data collection should consider
the fact that they are competitors for the time of respondents who are becoming increasingly
more difficult to interest in participating. A prudent researcher should, prior to deciding to
employ mail surveys, carefully consider the relative advantages and disadvantages as well as
alternative data-gathering strategies that might make it unnecessary to collect new data. The
definitive source on mail survey and related survey research is the journal Public Opinion

Mail survey
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 131

Quarterly, a publication of the American Public Opinion Association, an organization that sets
standards in the field and to which most reputable private research organizations belong. One
practice of such organizations, for instance, is a 5 percent verification check on surveyed sub-
jects to assure accuracy of data; that is, 5 percent of those already questioned are questioned
again to certify their responses.

Although the problems and prospects raised by a particular survey vary from study to
study, a presentation on general disadvantages and advantages of mail surveys may help one
decide whether it is the appropriate data-gathering method for a study.

ADVANTAGES OF MAIL SURVEYS

As previously suggested, one important attractive feature of mail surveys is that they afford
wide geographical and perhaps more representative samples at reasonable cost, effort, and
time. Compared with the personal interview (discussed in Chapter 6), the mail survey requires
no field staff, thus eliminating transportation and other costs. By the same token, it eliminates
interviewer bias effects, because there are no interviewers. Mail surveys may tend to afford the
respondents greater privacy as well as an opportunity to think out their responses, leading to
more considered answers. This is particularly the case for a survey attempting to obtain detailed
information that may require checking records, files, historical documents, and the like. For
example, in a survey of presidents of professions related to rehabilitation, this author asked
questions such as the following:

Question: What was the average budget of your organization from 2000 through 2003?
(If it would be easier, you may wish to supply the information yearly.)

Average Income__________________________________________________

Average Expenditures _____________________________________________

Total Assets _____________________________________________________

Net Assets ______________________________________________________

Optional: 2000 2001 2002 2003

Question: On the next page are a series of events that are believed relevant by some writers
in the field to the history of the development of occupations and their professional asso-
ciations. Please supply estimates and answers.

COMMENTS 
(FOR INSTANCE, 
WHERE, IF 

EVENT ESTIMATED DATE APPLICABLE?)
1. At what time did work in your field 

emerge as a full-time occupation?
2. When was the first training school 

established?
3. When was the first state licensing law 

in your field established (if any)?
4. When was the first formal professional 

“code of ethics” adopted?
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132 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

Obviously, such questions are most appropriately asked in a mail survey, which enables
the respondent to devote adequate time to look things up, rather than in an on-the-spot
interview.

DISADVANTAGES OF MAIL SURVEYS

The chief problem with many mail surveys is nonresponse. Inexperienced researchers with-
out sponsorship may be fortunate to obtain a 20 percent rate in first-wave mailings, that is, a
one-time-only survey without follow-up (Miller, 1991, p. 77). Even with fairly high rates of
return, the researcher is still faced with the problem of possible differences between respon-
dents and nonrespondents with respect to the issue being investigated. Other potential prob-
lems may exist with respect to a lack of uniformity in response, slowness of response 
to follow up attempts, the possibility that a number of respondents may misinterpret the
questions, and escalating costs if several follow-ups are required. Although these and other
problems create difficulties, they are by no means insurmountable, as demonstrated later in
this chapter. Still, these disadvantages must be seriously considered by the researcher and
addressed in some fashion by means of planning, prior to the first canvass.

WAYS OF ELIMINATING DISADVANTAGES IN MAIL SURVEYS

An entire arsenal of techniques is at the disposal of the clever researcher to attempt to outma-
neuver many of the problematic elements of the mail survey. The nonresponse problem can
be broken down into two groups: those who have yet to respond and those who refuse to
cooperate in the survey. It is standard practice in research, unlike encyclopedia sales, to honor
a potential subject’s right to refuse to participate in a study. So long as this rate is small, less
than 1 percent for instance, it is an expected loss in surveys. Further pleas to the respondent to
participate, such as “We do hope you will reconsider,” stretch a delicate boundary and may be
conceived as harassment on the part of the respondent. If high refusal rates are expected, a far
better strategy is oversampling to create a replacement pool. Although this introduces some
potential error in that the replacement subjects may not match the subjects they replace, at
least the study can continue with a filled sampling frame. The researcher must acknowledge
this potential source of error.

Some ways of increasing responses in mail surveys include, but are not limited to, the
following:

Follow-up

Offering remuneration

Altruistic appeals

Use of attractive format

Sponsorship

Endorsements

Personalization

Shortened format

Good timing

Ways of
increasing

responses in
mail surveys
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 133

Follow-up

The use of techniques to increase response in surveys is limited only by the imagination and
perhaps the time and finances of the researcher. Of major importance in most surveys is the
follow-up with respondents. Continued efforts to solicit response may include renewed mail-
ing(s) of the original questionnaire, mailings of shortened versions of the instrument, postcards,
telephone calls, interviews, telegrams, mailgrams, and their combinations (Heberlein and
Baumgartner, 1978). Some researchers mail a “reminder/thank you” postcard three days after
the initial mailing to encourage response. An interesting procedure sometimes followed is
enclosure of an identifying postcard with an anonymous survey form so that the respondents
can, at the time they return the form, register that they have responded and should not receive
further reminders (Dillman, 1972, 1976). In general, special delivery and certified delivery are
superior to first-class mail which, in return, is superior to second- and third-class mail. Certified
mail can yield a return receipt verifying delivery. If first-class letters are marked “address cor-
rection requested,” postal authorities will notify the sender of the filed forwarding address to
which the letter has been redirected.

A common practice for determining proper timing for the follow-up is illustrated by a
hypothetical study (Figure 5.2).

Beginning on June 1, 1,000 residents of Millvale were mailed questionnaires. Returns
began to arrive on June 4. The daily number of returns peaked on June 16. By June 23, the
replies, encouraged by the second mailing (or first follow-up), began to arrive and peaked around
July 15. At that time, a second follow-up was undertaken, the results of which tailed off in late
August, when a third request was mailed to respondents. The third follow-up had little impact on
encouraging more responses and, because the end of the targeted period for data gathering was
nearing, no further follow-up probes were assumed necessary.

Offering Remuneration

Offering remuneration involves offering rewards or incentives to survey participants. It may,
depending on subject and type of respondents, increase response. Some researchers actually
enclose, rather than just promise, payment on the assumption that people will feel guilty about
keeping the money and not answering the survey. A variation of inducement is the offer to share
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FIGURE 5.2 Millvale Victimization Survey.
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134 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

a summary or copy of the report with interested respondents. A word of caution—financial
offerings may be out of order with some subjects; for example, a one-dollar offer might insult
wealthy or influential subjects, or an offer of coupons for free chocolate bars would be in poor
taste in a survey dealing with hunger and starvation. In the latter instance, altruistic appeals to
the respondents’ concern for science and humanity would be more effective.

Church (1993) analyzed thirty-eight studies on the impact of incentives in mail surveys
and found that prepaid incentives were more effective than promised ones. Other findings were
that prepaid monetary incentives were better than gifts offered with the initial mailing, response
rates increase with larger amounts of money, and promises of money or gifts do not significantly
increase response rates. Singer et al. (1999), in a replication of Church, found that the effects of
incentives were only modest.

Attractive Format

An attractive format for the instrument may impress on the respondent the important nature
of the study. Although cost limitations may determine the ultimate appearance of a question-
naire, a ditto reproduction is less desirable than a mimeograph, which again is inferior to a
lithograph or a good print job. Other possibilities include colored paper and print,
photographs, illustrations, and booklets. Anything that can attract interest in the survey may
enhance response.

Sponsorship and Endorsements

Sponsorship and endorsements are excellent means of enhancing the potential prestige and legit-
imacy of the survey in the eyes of respondents. Generally, the greater the public visibility and
reputation of the organization sponsoring or conducting the survey, the greater the potential
response. Unattached researchers or students generally can expect poorer response than known
persons or organizations in the field. For students, letters from professors bearing the college
insignia and urging response would be more effective than the student’s own cover letter.
Endorsement cover letters from prominent individuals, for example, presidents of national orga-
nizations of which the respondents are members, may increase response. A survey of police offi-
cers may yield better response if the questionnaire is accompanied by letters urging response
from the Chief of Police and the president of the local Fraternal Order of Police.

In a mail survey of the 100 largest police departments in the United States regarding
police undercover practices, Hamilton and Smykla (1994) were able to achieve an 87 percent
response rate. This high response may have been achieved in part due to the fact that the
cover letter came from the New York Attorney General’s Office and one of the authors was a
known practitioner in the law enforcement community.

Personalization

Personalization of survey instruments is the attempt to make less impersonal the appearance of
the survey package or follow-up probes. Because all good mail surveys should contain
stamped, addressed return envelopes, some feel the attachment of colorful commemorative
stamps to the envelopes adds more personalization than bureaucratic and impersonal postage
meters. Better yet, commemorative stamps that deal with topics related to the subject matter of
the survey may call additional attention to the survey. A criminal justice survey featuring a
stamp with Justitia, the blind goddess of justice, would certainly be eye-catching. More
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 135

research needs to be undertaken in this regard, however, for Heberlein and Baumgartner
(1978) found the highest response rates for government-sponsored studies in which a franked
or metered postage was used. This was believed to lend an “official” air to the project.

A handwritten “P.S.” on the cover letter urging response has been claimed to increase
response, as does personalization of the cover letter by use of the respondent’s name (Dillman
and Frey, 1974). In one survey of presidents of national professional associations, this writer
stumbled upon a gimmick which, although prohibitive in larger surveys, ensured a last-resort
response from a few remaining important respondents. After four unsuccessful follow-up probes
that included requesting professionals from these fields to look them up at national conventions
and urge response, a personal touch worked. A visit to a local museum of art yielded some occa-
sional cards that featured a colorful reproduction of a famous masterpiece. Through sheer luck,
the campus post office was selling commemorative stamps with famous paintings, one of which
matched the cards. The combined visual impact, along with a handwritten final request for
participation on the card, elicited cooperation (Hagan, 1975).

Shortened Format

Shortened format of follow-up instruments may encourage response from those who were previ-
ously hesitant because of the length of the original instrument. Although a “reminder/thank you”
postcard sent a few days after an initial mailing is likely to result in a higher response rate, a last-
resort postcard featuring the minimum essential questions will at least salvage information on
key items, as well as give some reading of how a group that would have been nonrespondents
differs from respondents. In a review of the literature on methods of improving response rates in
mail surveys, Heberlein and Baumgartner (1978) claim that longer survey forms were perceived
as more important than shorter forms, and, all, other things being equal, were associated with
greater response.

Good Timing

Good timing for survey mailing includes avoiding competitive seasons or other historical events
that may impede response. Vacation periods should be avoided. Household questionnaires
should arrive near the end of the week, whereas business surveys are likely to fare better at the
beginning of the week. Other gimmicks have been developed by imaginative researchers. Again,
The Public Opinion Quarterly is an excellent source of such “trade secrets.”

Despite valiant efforts, because of time, cost, and other factors, most surveys do not expect
100 percent response rates. One way to assess the impact of nonresponse bias on results is
to compare characteristics of the survey respondents with known characteristics of the general
population. For instance, even though we may have a 60 percent response rate and no way of
knowing for sure how the 40 percent nonrespondents differ from those cooperating in the survey,
knowledge that the respondents were representative of the population with respect to age, sex,
race, income, and other key characteristics may give us greater confidence in these findings. In a
survey of victims in which only 125 of 450 questionnaires were returned and the prosecutor’s
office prohibited follow-up mailings to victims, the researchers (Erez and Tontodonato, 1992)
assessed the representativeness of the sample by comparing respondents with nonrespondents,
finding that the former were more serious cases but were similar on other relevant variables.

In an imaginative combination of research strategies Sigler and Johnson (1986), study-
ing a sample of the general population of Tuscaloosa, Alabama, first sent a postcard to house-
holds indicating that they had been selected for study. Three days later, Johnson personally
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136 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

delivered the self-administered questionnaire by hand to each adult in residence and arranged
a time for retrieval. Of 300 delivered to 170 households, 174 were retrieved with 30 refusals,
netting 144 usable questionnaires.

How do researchers know which of these approaches works in increasing response rates?
The answer is to conduct experiments. If 1,000 surveys were mailed and half were on white and
half on blue paper, and twice as many were returned if the paper was blue, we could conclude
that using blue paper might increase response rates.

THE TAILORED DESIGN METHOD

Ziegler (2006, p.30) indicates that surveys now exist in a “surveyed out” population that is less
likely to respond. Utilizing what Dillman (2000) calls the “tailored design method” (TDM), he
uses multiple contacts seeking response and endorsements to increase response rates. This
involves tailoring the survey to the group being studied in order to foster trust, increase rewards,
and decrease the cost of participation. Particularly problematic is obtaining the participation of
reluctant, busy professionals or elite policy makers.

The TDM was originated by Dillman (1978, 2000). Particularly in his Mail and Internet
Surveys: The Tailored Design Method (Dillman, 2000), he uses an approach that relies heavily on
social exchange theory as a framework. This consists of the three elements of rewards, costs, and
trust. Using TDM in a survey of prosecutors in four states, Ziegler (2006) was able to obtain a
response rate of 90 percent in one state and 76 percent overall. Some of the procedures and
assumptions of the TDM involved the following (Ziegler, 2006):

• The most effective means of increasing response rates in mail surveys use multiple contacts.
This may include prenotice letters, telephone calls, introductory letters enclosed with the
questionnaire, thank you cards, follow-up reminders, follow-ups with certified mail, and
overnight delivery.

• Endorsements from credible external parties combined with multiple contacts are particu-
larly effective.

• If more than one endorsement is required, researchers should start with the one most likely
to prove successful and then use “snowball endorsing”—use the first organization’s
endorsement in order to obtain others.

• Offer to present one’s findings at meetings of the organizations involved.
• Use the less authoritative term “encourage” to participate rather than endorse.

SELF-REPORTED MEASURES OF CRIME

Self-report surveys are data-gathering methods which involve asking respondents to admit to
various behaviors. In an attempt to overcome some of the inadequacies of official measurements
of crime, such as the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) discussed in Chapter 4, criminologists have
developed surveys in which subjects are asked to admit to the commission of various crimes and
deviant acts, particularly delinquent ones. Nettler (1978, pp. 97–113) provides an excellent
review of such studies which he breaks down into the following types:

Anonymous questionnaires

Anonymous questionnaires in which respondent is identifiable and response can be vali-
dated by later interviews or police records
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 137

Signed questionnaires validated against police records

Anonymous questionnaires identified by number and validated by follow-up interviews
and threat of polygraph (lie-detector test)

Interviews

Interviews validated against official records

In addition to those indicated by Nettler, other researchers have employed peers (Gold, 1966)
and detached workers (Short and Strodtbeck, 1965) as informants.

Most self-report surveys have been conducted in the United States with the primary
subjects being either schoolchildren, high school students, or college students. Such studies
have not been limited, however, to youths and young adults. In an early study by Wallerstein
and Wyle (1947) of adults from all walks of life using a mailed self-report method, 99 percent
of the respondents admitted that they had committed at least one offense. In another early study,
Porterfield (1946) found a similar rate of admitted delinquency among Texas college students
as existed among officially processed delinquents.

In a unique study, Greenwood and Abrahamse (1982) studied 2,000 inmates’ self-reports
of past conduct and utilized these data to construct a parole prediction scale. Previous parole
prediction scales had been based entirely on objective records and other criteria. Studies of
crime admissions by incarcerated ex-addicts (Inciardi, 1979) and career offense admissions
(Petersilia, Greenwood, and Lavin, 1977) have been useful in complementing official statistics.
Adult populations have been studied, through self-reports, by Tittle and Villemez (1977), who
sampled adults in three states, and by O’Donnell et al. (1976), who conducted a nationwide sur-
vey of drug use.

Major recent self-report surveys using national probability samples include work by
Gold (Gold and Reimer, 1974); the “Youth in Transition” studies of Bachman and associates
(Bachman, O’Malley, and Johnston, 1978); and the “Monitoring the Future” surveys which
involve an annual survey of high-school seniors (Bachman, 1987; Osgood et al., 1989). The
best known of these recent self-report surveys is the National Youth Survey (NYS). The NYS
included a multicohort design, a national probability sample of youth born in the period from
1959 to 1965. The survey began with eleven- to-seventeen-year-olds in 1976, and it followed
up with four consecutive surveys of the same group plus a sixth one in 1984 (Jackson, 1990,
pp. 39–40).

The NYS was found to yield valid and reliable data, indicating delinquency/crime lev-
els much higher than in the National Crime Survey (victim surveys) or in Uniform Crime
Reports (UCR) (Huizinga and Elliot, 1984). Table 5.1 illustrates an example of the NYS self-
report instrument.

A particularly innovative research program sponsored by the National Institute of
Justice (NIT) was the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring (ADAM) program. This program will
be described in detail in Chapter 9 as an illustration of validation of self-reports. Basically,
arrestees were asked questions regarding their drug use behavior and are then asked 
to provide urine specimens, which can be tested for drug use. Such a program provided an
ingenious way for estimating drug usage among criminal populations; it also provides a
barometer on the impact various policies have on drug use. Unfortunately, the program was
discontinued in 2004 by the George W. Bush administration due to budget cuts. The National
Crime Victimization Survey, to be discussed in Chapter 6, is also a self-report survey (Cantor
and Lynch, 2000).
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TABLE 5.1 Self-Reported Delinquency and Drug-Use Items as Employed 
in the National Youth Survey

How many times in the last year have you
1. purposely damaged or destroyed property

belonging to your parents or other family 
members.

2. purposely damaged or destroyed property
belonging to a school.

3. purposely damaged or destroyed other prop-
erty that did not belong to you (not counting 
family or school property).

4. stolen (or tried to steal) a motor vehicle, such 
as a car or motorcycle.

5. stolen (or tried to steal) something worth 
more than $50.

6. knowingly bought, sold, or held stolen goods 
(or tried to do any of these things).

7. Thrown objects (such as rocks, snowballs, or 
bottles) at cars or people.

8. run away from home.
9. lied about your age to gain entrance or to 

purchase something; for example, lying 
about your age to buy liquor or get into 
a movie.

10. carried a hidden weapon other than a plain 
pocket knife.

11. stolen (or tried to steal) things worth $5 
or less.

12. attacked someone with the idea of seriously 
hurting or killing him.

13. been paid for having sexual relations with 
someone.

14. had sexual intercourse with a person of the
opposite sex other than your wife/husband.

15. been involved in gang fights.
16. sold marijuana or hashish (“pot,” “grass,” 

“hash”).
17. cheated on school tests.
18. hitchhiked where it was illegal to do so.
19. stolen money or other things from your par-

ents or other members of your family.
20. hit (or threatened to hit) a teacher or other 

adult at school.
21. hit (or threatened to hit) one of your parents.
22. hit (or threatened to hit) other students.
23. been loud, rowdy, or unruly in a public place

(disorderly conduct).

24. sold hard drugs, such as heroin, cocaine, and
LSD.

25. taken a vehicle for a ride (drive) without the
owner’s permission.

26. bought or provided liquor for a minor.
27. had (or tried to have) sexual relations with

someone against their will.
28. used force (strong-arm methods) to get

money or things from other students.
29. used force (strong-arm methods) to get

money or things from a teacher or other 
adult at school.

30. used force (strong-arm methods) to get
money or things from other people (not
students or teachers).

31. avoided paying for such things as movies, bus
or subway rides, and food.

32. been drunk in a public place.
33. stolen (or tried to steal) things worth between

$5 and $50.
34. stolen (or tried to steal) something at school,

such as someone’s coat from a classroom,
locker, or cafeteria, or a book from 
the library.

35. broken into a building or vehicle (or tried to
break in) to steal something or just to look
around.

36. begged for money or things from strangers.
37. skipped classes without an excuse.
38. failed to return extra change that a cashier

gave you by mistake.
39. been suspended from school.
40. made obscene telephone calls, such as calling

someone and saying dirty things.

How often in the past year have you used
41. alcoholic beverages (beer, wine and hard

liquor).
42. marijuana or hashish (“grass,” “pot,” “hash”).
43. hallucinogens (“LSD,” “Mescaline,” “Peyote,”

“Acid”).
44. amphetamines (“Uppers,” “Speed,” “Whites”).
45. barbiturates (“Downers,” “Reds”).
46. heroin (“Horse,” “Smack”).
47. cocaine (“Coke”).

Source: Elliott, Delbert S., and Suzanne S. Ageton. “Reconciling Race and Class Differences in Self-Reported and Official
Estimates of Delinquency.” American Sociological Review 45 (February 1980): 108–109. Reproduced by permission.
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SOME PROBLEMS WITH SELF-REPORT SURVEYS

Nettler (1978, p. 107) states the matter succinctly by pointing out that “asking people questions
about their behavior is a poor way of observing it.” In specifying difficulties in the accuracy of
self-reports on other types of behavior such as voting and medical treatment (LaPiere, 1934;
Deutscher, 1966; Levine, 1976), critics wonder why we should expect respondents to be accurate
and honest in admitting deviant behavior. The major problems with self-report surveys relate
to inaccurate reporting, use of poor or inconsistent instruments, deficient research designs, and
poor choice of settings or subjects (Nettler, 1978, p. 107).

American studies of self-reported crime include items that may not be regarded as
delinquent.

The often small and nonrepresentative nature of some of the samples used may limit their
generalizability. Many samples, for example, had poor representation of blacks. In addition to
possible difficulties presented by the lack of complete anonymity in some surveys, self-report
studies may be subject to lying, poor memory, and telescoping, or the moving of past incidents
into the time frame being studied. Many studies fail to provide a time reference during which the
claimed offenses were to have taken place.

Until recently, self-report surveys have been plagued by lack of replication and overre-
liance on one-shot case studies often of atypical populations. Bersoff and Bersoff (2000)
claim that the risks to respondents in self-report surveys of having far more personal informa-
tion unprotected is greater than in observational or experimental studies. Such anonymous
surveys requiring neither Institutional Review Board (IRB) review nor informed consent may
invade privacy and cause emotional upset by probing into painful experiences.

STRENGTHS OF SELF-REPORT SURVEYS

Despite the preceding criticisms, an impressive body of research has accumulated that highlights
the strengths of self-report surveys. Both the validity and the reliability of this method and
utilization of the method have steadily improved. Junger-Tas and Marshall (1999) indicate that
the self-report method has improved greatly over the years and that many of its problems and
limitations have been addressed.

Reliability

In examining the reliability of self-report surveys, Hirschi (1969, p. 56) found only moder-
ate correlations in admissions of the six kinds of crimes he measured. Clark and Tifft
(1966) found about an 82 percent reliability for subjects who were retested regarding self-
admissions when they were threatened with a lie detector the second time. Dentler and
Monroe (1961) found a 96 percent concordance between first and second self-reporters, and
Kulik et al. (1968) found a 98 percent agreement with little difference if the questionnaire is
anonymous or signed.

Contrary evidence is provided by Farrington (1973). He had English boys respond to
thirty-eight crimes listed on separate cards and place them into piles as to whether they did
or did not commit these acts. On retest two years later, only 75 percent of the original
crimes were readmitted and half of these were more serious crimes. Gertz and Talarico
(1980) point out important and often overlooked sources of unreliability—clerical careless-
ness and coding error.
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140 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

Validity

The validity of self-report surveys rests on whether people tell the truth or can accurately recol-
lect past crimes or incidents of deviant behavior. Some means of attempting to get at the validity
of such surveys are:

Validity checks using official or other data

Checks using other observers (peers)

Use or threat of polygraph

“Known group” approach

“Lie scales”

Measures of internal consistency

Recheck reports using interviews

Use of Other Data

Self-report data can sometimes be checked against official police records, school records, and
other sources or criteria. There is a paradox of the critics of official statistics using these same
statistics to validate what is claimed to be a superior self-report instrument. Given our previous
discussion of problems with official statistics, it is unclear what type of overall relationship
would be desired.

A significant number of studies have been conducted employing checks against official
statistics. Some of these have been discussed in part in our previous analysis of self-report
surveys. In interviews with boys in Utah, Erickson and Empey (1963) found that a check of court
records indicated that none of the boys lied about having been in court or failed to describe the
offense. Voss (1963) found a strong relationship between admissions and official police records
in his Hawaiian sample. Farrington (1973) also found agreement, concluding that self-reported
delinquents were quite similar to official delinquents. Hirschi (1969) had mixed feelings, with
general underreporting among his sample. McCandless et al. (1972) found even a poorer
matchup between admissions and police records. On the other hand, Hardt and Hardt (1977)
found a strong correspondence between self-reported violations and police statistics; based
on this correspondence as well as other checks they made on their data, they concluded that
many of the conflicting reports in previous surveys may have resulted from the use of inadequate
instruments. Hirschi (1969) also checked other records such as truancy reports and admitted
school suspensions.

Use of Other Observers

Checks using other informants, peers, or people who might be able to speak to the respondents’
behavior constitute yet another way of obtaining some validation. Gold (1966) interviewed associ-
ates of the respondent to check whether the person was either told about or observed the acts claimed
by the respondent. Short and Strodtbeck (1965) used confirming reports of detached workers.

Use of Polygraph

The use of, or threat of, polygraph validation was employed by Clark and Tifft (1966). They found
less than 20 percent changed their initial responses when threatened with a “lie detector” test.
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Known-group
validation

Lie scales

Known-Group Validation

In known-group validation (Nye and Short, 1957; Voss, 1963), groups whose official transgres-
sions are already a matter of record are studied and their self-admissions are compared to this same
behavior. Hardt and Hardt (1977) used, as part of their sample, those who had been previously iden-
tified through official arrest statistics. They concluded that such groups yielded valid responses. Nye
and Short, as well as Voss, found significant differences between “known delinquents” and others.
Nettler points out that there is an essential problem in attempting to validate an instrument with a
criterion, in this case official statistics, which itself is of questionable validity. As a possible explana-
tion, Hardt and Hardt (1977) found that the majority of boys ranking high on the self-report scale did
not have an official police record. Comparing initial with later responses, however, they found that
most respondents changed something, and most of these changes were in the direction of admitting
more deviance. Although minor offenses like truancy and stealing tended to be underreported, major
offenses like violence and sex offenses were overreported.

Use of Lie Scales

Another useful tool for checking the validity of responses is the employment of lie scales or
“truth scales,” a series of questions that measure truthfulness of respondents in answering a
survey. Previously, we discussed the tendency of respondents in experiments and surveys to be
agreeable or to give the researcher what they think is desired. “Lie scales” attempt to assess this,
usually by asking the respondents to admit to a type of behavior that—it is assumed—no one
person would have performed or by trying to crossup the respondents by having them give incon-
sistent responses. Some other procedures involve having the respondent deny behavior that—it is
reasonably assumed—everyone would perform. Such questions are usually weaved among other
attitudinal questions in the survey. Figure 5.3 gives typical “lie scales.”

In scoring “lie scales,” researchers set a limit for the number of “incorrect” answers to
questions they are willing to tolerate before questioning the truthfulness of the respondent and
thus calling into question all other responses of that individual. These cases would be dropped
from the analysis. Such procedures are quite commonly used in standard personality inventories
such as the Minnesota Multiphasic Inventory.

Measures of Internal Consistency

Related to “lie scales” is the measurement of the internal consistency of an individual’s response by
using interlocking items. This involves the repetition of similar items, sometimes expressing them
first in a positive and then in a negative manner. For example, one might say, “I always tell the truth,”
and then later in the survey say, “I never tell a lie.” Hardt and Hardt (1977) in their self-report survey

Internal
consistency

FIGURE 5.3 Examples of a Lie Scale.

1. I always tell the truth.
2. Sometimes I tell lies.
3. Once in a while I get angry.
4. I never feel sad.
5. Sometimes I do things I am not supposed to do.
6. I have never taken anything that did not belong to me.
7. I have never kept anyone waiting for an appointment.
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142 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

asked first whether the respondent had ever been warned or questioned by police and later whether
the subject had ever been arrested or ticketed by the police. It was assumed that a positive response
to the latter would require a positive answer to the former question; if not, the subject’s responses
were considered inconsistent. In combination with the “lie scale,” this measure of inconsistency was
used as the means of discarding questionable respondents. The use of reversals, stating some of the
questions in a negative manner, is a means of checking response sets. The latter refers to the tenden-
cy of subjects to answer all of the items, often without reading many of them, on the basis of their
answers to the initial questions. That is, if the respondents strongly agreed with the first few items,
then they might simply check off this same response for the remainder. This is also a partial check on
socially desirable response patterns.

Use of Interviews

Subsequent interviewing of subjects permits probing regarding the details and context of the
acts. For example, claims of the respondent can be questioned, and the criminal intent of the acts
can be established (Hood and Sparks, 1971, p. 68). Primary disadvantages of this approach are
that anonymity of subjects is lost (Gold, 1966) and there may be a tendency for concealment of
offenses depending on the characteristics of the interviewer (Coleman, 1961, pp. 16–17).

Although self-report surveys have their limitations, they do provide another measure of
criminality in addition to official statistics. Particularly when combined with victim surveys, they
offer another means of assessing unreported crime. Chilton (1993, pp. 6–7) even suggests that it
might be time for criminologists to propose the creation of a National Self-Report Survey. Such
a representative survey would most likely face serious political and methodological problems but
would certainly give us a broader picture of crime. Requests for such serious data are almost
certain to be “inconvenient for someone’s party position on crime and its causes” (ibid., p. 8).

INTERNET SURVEYS

The use of the Internet to conduct surveys is a relatively new and quickly evolving approach.
Changes are taking place so rapidly that what is presented here is only a brief introduction.
Internet surveys take two different forms: e-mail surveys and Web-based surveys; but the
potential is enormous for camera-based, face-to-face interviews, chat groups, and inexpensive
telephone surveys using the Internet.

Advantages of Internet Surveys

The potential advantages of Internet surveys are compelling. If research is limited to specialized
populations (e.g., employees or association members), theoretical access of 100 percent is possible.
Internet surveys can be done faster and cheaper when compared to telephone surveys. In fact, they
are free and many surveys can be undertaken at the same time, which is an advantage over the lat-
ter, particularly with large samples which are ordinarily limited by the number of telephones and
interviewers (Schaefer and Dillman, 1998, p. 379). A mixed-mode strategy of using e-mail when
possible and other methods when not possible has been found to be effective. Web surveys
are much cheaper and more accurate than paper and pencil surveys, and data processing is much
faster and cheaper (ibid.). Results can be published online instantly for viewing by the respondent
as a reward for participating. While Internet surveys may incur little coding or data entry costs
because the data are captured electronically, labor costs for design and programming may be high
(Schonlai, Fricker, and Elliott, 2002).
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 143

Disadvantages of Internet Surveys

The disadvantages of Internet surveys include that electronic mail has generally failed to produce
comparable results to mail techniques. Such surveys have sampling problems and are limited to
those with e-mail accounts. Although more than half of all households in the United States have
computers, only 42 percent had Internet access in 2000. The risk of coverage error has limited
most e-mail surveys to specialized populations. In one study, e-mail surveys with only one contact
achieved a 28.5 percent response; but two follow-ups raised this to 57 percent (ibid., p. 380). The
sampling bias in Internet surveys of the population would most predictably undercount females,
minorities, the elderly, and the undereducated. Internet surveys, just as mail surveys, are self-
administered questions and suffer from the problem of misinterpretation of questions. E-mail
respondents may lack anonymity in their responses, and employers have the potential to monitor
employee messages.

Research using the Internet may raise special ethical problems (Hamilton, 1999). The
rapid growth in such studies may have outpaced the ability of those concerned with ethical stan-
dards to monitor them. Most online research sites do not use safeguards, such as signed consent
forms, to protect respondents. Online researchers seldom design Web sites to send participants
to a debriefing page on completion of the study. The confidentiality of online responses is also
a problem. While the Internet is characterized by confidentiality, the researcher might use a
“cookie” to identify the computer from which the response was submitted (ibid.). Hackers
could intercept responses to sensitive items. IRBs have been seldom consulted on such studies
and are ill-prepared to deal with them if they were consulted. Standardized guidelines for this
purpose are necessary.

Procedures in Internet Surveys

Market research has found Web-based research particularly useful and is fueling Web site design
and better means of utilizing this strategy (Krauss, 1998). Web surveys can use color photography,
video clips, and other dramatic enhancements. Some helpful hints in Internet surveys include
(McCullough, 1998, p. 32):

KISS (Keep It Simple, Stupid). Be as simple and straightforward as possible with questions.

Do not ask what they can’t answer. For example: “Did your toilet training as a child affect
your sex life as an adult?”

Don’t sell. This is another way of saying avoid leading questions.

The next step is to put it on the Web. One might respond, “Sorry, I don’t do windows”
(ibid.). It is probably easiest to have someone with Web design experience produce the site. Try
your younger sibling or relative.

Ways of increasing response rates on Web surveys (ibid., p. 33) include:

Banner ads on Web sites

E-mail invitations

Telephone invitations

E-mail panels

Banner ads on sites frequently visited by one’s target audience have been found to be
quite effective. The use of purchased lists for e-mail risks having one’s message mistaken for
“spam” (unsolicited junk e-mail). One approach is to identify up-front where you obtained
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144 Chapter 5 • Survey Research

their name. Calling people on the telephone and asking if they have Web access and then
inviting them to participate can also work. In fact, multiple methodologies can be employed
at any time. Some marketing companies are now using e-mail panels to do longitudinal
research.

E-mail–based surveys are done by means of an attachment that the respondent can answer
and return via e-mail or download and mail. Web-based surveys utilize a Web site to attract usu-
ally invited respondents to answer questions online. McCullough (1998, p. 30) outlines the steps
in a survey utilizing a Web site:

Understand clearly what questions you want answered.

Know with whom you want to talk.

Write a questionnaire and put it on the Web.

Build traffic to that questionnaire.

Analyze the data.

The writing of specific, measurable, and useful questions involves the same procedure
that we discussed under questionnaire construction. Specialized populations such as orchid
growers can be found by visiting Web sites relevant to their interest. Web surveys are very sim-
ilar to traditional surveys but may actually contain more flexibility and control. They can be
programmed to check that answers fall within a specified range and utilize amazing research
aids (ibid.).

E-mail can be personalized by eliminating the names of multiple recipients from the top
of the screen. Avoid using the carbon-copy function or sending a group message. This also
prevents the respondent from accidentally sending their reply message to each of the other
recipients. As Internet access becomes more universal, the potential of Internet surveys will
become more common. It is important that we as criminological and criminal justice
researchers are not left behind. Hybrid techniques have been developed to enhance the repre-
sentativeness of Internet surveys. For example, random samples of the national population are
contacted by phone and then hooked up to the Internet. Theoretically, this yields a represen-
tative sample to whom questionnaires can be sent over the Internet and be completed in the
privacy of their homes (Morin, 2000, p. 34). With response rates below 50 percent, there is
reason to question whether random samples are truly random. Imaginative use of quota
samples and volunteer samples has been successful in online voter polling. The popularity of
Internet surveys has led to the creation of for-profit Internet survey firms who will design
surveys for you. One such firm, Surveymonkey.com (www.surveymonkey.com), advertises
that it will do the following:

• Permit you to choose from over twenty question types such as multiple choice, rating
scales, and open-ended questions.

• Support a variety of languages.
• Validate survey responses.
• Provide over fifty survey templates.
• Provide options to change the color, size, or style of the survey.
• Add logos.
• Collect responses through a link to your survey e-mail or from the Web site on which the

survey is posted.
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Chapter 5 • Survey Research 145

• Send follow-up reminders to nonrespondents
• Facilitate viewing results as soon as they are collected.
• Protect and keep private all collected data.

Online interviewing also presents many new opportunities as well as challenges for
researchers (Kivitis, 2005). The popularity and relative recentness of Internet surveys have raised
significant ethical and legal questions with respect to human subjects on the Internet. Some
recent concerns about ethical issues and Internet research have arisen as a result of online
researchers not consistently following guidelines with respect to informed consent of subjects,
possible multiple submission of response, and the danger of computer hackers intercepting
messages (Hamilton, 1999). The American Association for the Advancement of Science
(AAAS) also identified some emergent issues (Frankel and Siang, 1999).They raise the question:
What is private information in cyberspace? AAAS saw a particular need for better instruction of
independent review boards regarding online research.

For those interested in doing their own Web survey, Dale Nesbary’s Survey Research and
the World Wide Web (2000) is a very useful primer.

Summary

It is most important to remember that surveys, for
the most part, measure respondent attitude and not
behavior.

Characteristics and qualities of mail surveys
have been described in detail because many of
their features are similar to those of other data-
gathering strategies in criminal justice survey
research. The chief disadvantages of the mail
survey include nonresponse, unpredictable unifor-
mity in response, slow replies, possible misinter-
pretation of questions, and costly follow-up. To be
weighed against these are the many advantages of
mail surveys, including wide geographical cover-
age with a minimum of time, minimal cost and
effort, nonrequirement of field staff, no interview-
er bias, greater privacy, and the opportunity for
more considered replies.

Some possible ways of reducing nonre-
sponse in mail surveys are follow-up, payment or
altruistic appeals, attractive format, sponsorship,
endorsements, personalization, shortened format,
and good timing.

Some guidelines exist for questionnaire con-
struction. First, there should be a clear notion of what
is to be measured and a certainty that the instrument

can address this. The use of variables lists and
dummy tables are intermediary steps. Among the
suggestions discussed were the use of language
appropriate to respondents; clear specification of
respondents; avoidance of biased, leading, or objec-
tionable questions; and the types of questions to use.
A pretest, or trial run, of the instrument is an absolute
necessity. The questionnaire should begin with
the most interesting questions; biographical items
should appear later or last.

Self-report surveys involve asking, usually
anonymous respondents, to admit to a variety of
offenses they had committed in the past. Keeping in
mind our early injunction that reported behavior
does not necessarily equal actual behavior, these
surveys have been criticized for inaccurate report-
ing, poor use of instruments and research designs,
and inadequate settings or study subjects. Despite
these shortcomings, defenders of the technique have
demonstrated accuracy and reliability by employing
known-group comparisons and record checks, as
well as “lie scales” and other methodological
devices. Certainly, self-report surveys present the
criminal justice researcher with another tool with
which to measure crime.
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Key Concepts

Descriptive survey 
research 124

Analytic survey research 124
Variables list 125
Dummy tables 125
Pretest 129
Mail surveys 130

Advantages/disadvantages 
of mail surveys 131

Ways of increasing response in
mail surveys 132

Self-report surveys 136
Problems with self-report

surveys 139

Strengths of self-report
surveys 139

Known-group validation 141
Lie scales 141
Internal consistency 141

Review Questions

1. What are some disadvantages of mail surveys?
Discuss ways of eliminating them.

2. Suppose a student group planning on conducting a
questionnaire survey discovered that you had taken a
research course and asked you for some specific sug-
gestions. What are some general recommendations
that you would give?

3. What are some problems as well as benefits of self-
report surveys as a data-gathering strategy?

4. What are some techniques for improving response
rates in surveys?

5. What are some considerations one must take into 
account in doing Internet surveys?

Useful Web Sites

Online Surveys (Tutorial) www.socialresearchmethods.
net/tutorial/Abrahams/sbk16.htm
The Gallup Organization www.gallup.com
U.S. Census Bureau (Criminal Justice Surveys) www.
census.gov/govs/www/cj.html
Survey Research Program Links Page (Sam Houston
State University) www.shsu.edu/&sim;icc_drl/srp/
srp_links_page.htm
Social Surveys Online (United Kingdom) http://qb.
soc.surrey.ac.uk/docs/home.htm
General Social Survey (Retrievable Data Bases)
www.gss.norc.org

National Opinion Research Center (NORC): University
of Chicago www.norc .uchicago.edu/
United Nations Surveys on Crime www.uncdc.org/
unodc/en/data-and-analysis/index.html
The Survey System (Creative Research Systems) 
(includes sample size calculator) www.surveysystem.
com/sdesign.htm#top
Allyn and Bacon’s Sociology Links www.abacon.
com/sociology/soclinks/research.htm
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148 Chapter 6 • Survey Research

Interviewing can refer to a variety of face-to-face situations in which the researcher orally
solicits responses. Berg (2001, p. 57) defines interviews as conversations with a purpose, the
purpose being to gather information. These range from in-depth, lengthy interviews of one or

a few subjects to fairly structured surveys of large groups. As with the other techniques of data
gathering discussed, the advantages and disadvantages of interviewing as a means of obtaining
information should be carefully considered along with other techniques before the decision is
made to proceed.

TYPES OF INTERVIEWS

Researchers use different terms to denote interviews. There are three basic forms:

Structured interviews

Unstructured interviews

Depth interviews

Although other types of interviews exist, such as the investigative interview used in jour-
nalism (Douglas, 1976) or the preliminary interview employed prior to a larger study, elements
of these are contained in these three principal types.

Structured interviews, sometimes called closed interview schedules, usually consist of
check-off responses to questions that are either factual or to which most responses easily fit an
expectable pattern.

Question: Compared with last year, what type of job do you feel the local police are
performing in preventing crime in your neighborhood?

______ Much better

______ Somewhat better

______ About the same

______ Somewhat worse

______ Much worse

Question: In which of the following income ranges did your combined family income
fall this past year?

______ Less than $10,000

______ $10,000–$20,000

______ $20,001–$30,000

______ $30,001–$40,000

______ $40,001–$50,000

______ More than $50,000

In structured interviews, the interviewer should avoid soliciting additional comments but,
when they occur, record them verbatim. The principal disadvantage of closed-ended questions is
that they generally elicit only limited response patterns; their advantages are easy administration
and data processing as will be seen later.

Unstructured interviews have many variations depending on the purpose. Sometimes
referred to as focused, clinical, or nondirective interviews, they generally provide for open-ended

Structured
interviews

Unstructured
interviews
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 149

Depth
interview

Advantages of
interviews

responses to questions. That is, unlike the closed interviews, no predetermined response cate-
gories are provided. To use an example with which all of us have had experience, the structured
interview is comparable to an objective educational test consisting of multiple-choice and true-
and-false items, whereas the unstructured interview is similar to essay tests or tests in which a
person is asked to define or explain the topics being tested. Examples of open-ended response
questions are:

Question: Do you think the police are better or worse in preventing crime in your local
neighborhood than last year? __________

Question: Why do you feel this way? __________

Question: If you were personally the victim of a crime since January 1 of this year, could
you explain the circumstances surrounding this incident? __________

In comparing the relative advantages and disadvantages of the unstructured questionnaire
vis-à-vis the structured, the previous test question example is a useful touchstone for analogy
purposes. The closed-ended items (e.g., the analogy to true and false) are excellent for recording
simple items in which likely categories of response can be predetermined. Such questions make
codification and tabulation easy but may not provide the depth and quality of response needed.
Open-ended items may present a tabulation nightmare but provide the qualitative detail and
complexity of response that may be required, particularly if the subject of study is little known.

The depth interview is a more intensive and detailed interview, usually of fewer subjects
than is the case in a standard survey, and is particularly useful in life histories or case studies. In a
depth interview, the researcher has a general list of topics to be explored but exercises great
discretion and flexibility in the manner, timing, and direction of questioning. Such interviews are
excellent for hypothesis-generating or exploratory research (Merton, Fiske, and Kendall, 1956).

Smykla (1987), with the approval of a state Department of Corrections, wrote to death row
inmates and later, through further correspondence and visitation, requested from them names,
addresses, and telephone numbers of family members. He was able to arrange interviews with
forty family members and describe what he called their “distorted grief reactions.” Classic exam-
ples of the use of depth interviews can be found in many case studies and oral histories such as
Sutherland’s The Professional Thief (1937), the result of in-depth interviews with a professional
thief, or Laub’s Criminology in the Making (1983), an oral history of American criminology
based on interviews with leading criminologists. Cressey’s Other People’s Money (1953), which
involved extensive interviews with 133 incarcerated embezzlers, also serves as an example.
Other examples will be discussed in the next chapter.

ADVANTAGES OF INTERVIEWS

One chief attraction of the interview is the opportunity it provides for personal contact between the
researcher and the subject. Such a situation presents many possibilities. Because of the face-to-face
relationship, interviews generally bring about a higher response rate than mail surveys. Being on
the scene, the interviewer can clear up any misunderstandings or confusions the respondent may
have in interpreting questions. Additionally, the interviewer can also act as an observer and not
only record verbal responses, but also make note of his or her own impressions regarding the
respondents and their environment.

Interviews provide an opportunity for the interviewer to make use of cards, charts, and other
audiovisual aids. In asking individuals about their income, for instance, the researcher can hand
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Disadvantages
of interviews

Interviewer
effect

the respondents a card with a list of income ranges and ask them to identify the range within
which household income falls. Having greater flexibility, the interviewer can make return visits if
necessary and pitch the language to the level of the respondent. Perhaps less deliberated responses
reflect the respondents’ true attitudes, and the nature of the interviewing process taps this. Unlike
researchers who mail questionnaires, interviewers can determine the actual individual who is
responding and can use their discretion as to the appropriate time at which to ask the more
sensitive questions. With guarded or suspicious respondents, questions regarding income and the
like can be saved for last, so as not to prematurely abort answers to the other questions; or such
questions can be asked at a point in the interview when the subject appears most cooperative.
Interviews are more flexible, may elicit more spontaneous responses, and can utilize more com-
plex lines of questioning than is often possible in mail surveys.

Feminist researchers challenge what they call “malestream” (mainstream male) approaches
to empirical criminal justice research (McDermott, 1992) for not incorporating feminist views.
One researcher used in-depth interviews as a way of getting at women’s experiences that are
obscured in standard surveys (Stanko, 1990).

DISADVANTAGES OF INTERVIEWS

Despite the many advantages of interviews, they possess obvious problems. Some principal
disadvantages of field interviews are that they may be very time consuming and costly.
Although these problems can be offset in part by cluster sampling, covering widely dispersed
households in person can be a problem. Interviewer effect or bias may be responsible for
distorted results. Similarly, the interviewer may make mistakes in asking questions or recording
information. Because of these problems, the use of even a few interviewers requires supervi-
sion, training, and monitoring. In assigning and coordinating field interviews, the supervisor
should be aware of the need for weekend and evening interviews to obtain representative
responses. Interviewing becomes a particularly difficult strategy when attempting to obtain
information from hard-to-reach populations, although by way of trade-offs respondents who do
not own telephones can be reached.

Interviews may be problematic for respondents if factual data that must be looked up are
requested. They are sometimes less convenient to the respondent and afford less anonymity than
mail surveys. Perhaps the chief potential problems rest in the quality, integrity, and skill of the
interviewers, factors that may be uneven in interview surveys.

Question wording in interviews can alter response. Exhibit 6.1 gives some examples from
public opinion polls.

One must weigh the advantages and disadvantages of interviewing and compare them with
those of other data-gathering strategies before deciding on the means of data collection.

INTERVIEWING AIDS AND VARIATIONS

Although most standard interviews are recorded more or less on the spot by the interviewer, using
either an interview schedule, a structured interview protocol, or, in the case of depth interviews,
notes that can be reconstructed into finished form immediately after the interview, a variety of
mechanical aids exist that lend even greater versatility and accuracy. In a small number of important
interviews, videotapes may be used. The American Society of Criminology/Academy of Criminal
Justice Sciences’ oral history project conducted videotape interviews of famous criminologists.
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 151

The recording of interviews by means of tape recorders relieves interviewers from the task
of taking on-the-spot notes and enables them to concentrate on conducting the interview.
Dictaphone transcription enables verbatim reconstruction of interviews and, although it produces
an enormous amount of material, presents the researcher with the raw material to digest after the
fact, rather than at the time of the interview. To illustrate that data gathering is limited only by

EXHIBIT 6.1

Public Opinion Polls

Survey research organizations such as Gallup, Roper,
and Yankelovich play a critical role in taking the
pulse of the American public’s opinion regarding
public policy. In 1994, 27 percent of the American
public named crime as the most important problem.
Surprisingly, only 3 percent had done so the previous
year. Even though the official crime rate had actually
declined from the previous year, 58 percent of those
surveyed said crime in their community had gotten
worse in the past year and 73 percent said crime in
the country had worsened (Morin, 1994c).

Often, the very wording of survey questions
can produce differing results. In 1992, the American
Jewish Committee was shocked when a poll by the
Roper organization that they had commissioned
discovered that about one-third of those polled felt
it was possible that the Holocaust either never
happened or they were not sure. The actual
question asked was (Morin, 1994a):

As you know, the term Holocaust usually
refers to the killing of millions of Jews in Nazi
death camps during World War II. Does it
seem possible or does it seem impossible to
you that the Nazi extermination of the Jews
never happened?

In April 1994, Roper simplified the question to read:

Does it seem possible to you that the Nazi
extermination of the Jews never happened?

Only 1 percent said it was possible that it never
happened and only 8 percent were unsure. In thirteen
different polls, the Holocaust doubters varied from
1 to 46 percent. Why? It is because of the question
wording. The high group had questions that were
ambiguous or even contained double negatives, as in
our first example. When questioned specifically as to
whether the Holocaust happened, 98 percent of the

“doubters” changed their position and said it did
happen (ibid.).

In one final example, Richard Morin (1994b),
chief of polling for The Washington Post, points out
how the wording of presidential approval ques-
tions produce skewed results. Most of the media
polls such as by the The Washington Post and ABC
News ask:

Do you approve or disapprove of the job
that Bill Clinton is doing as President? Is that
strongly or somewhat approve or disapprove?

The Washington Post tested whether a simpler
response scale might produce a different response.
They did a split ballot test in which half of the
respondents were asked the old questions (above)
and half were asked:

Do you strongly approve, somewhat
approve, somewhat disapprove, or strongly
disapprove of the job Bill Clinton is doing as
President?

While the first version produced 58 percent
favorable, 38 percent unfavorable, and 4 percent no
opinion, the second version yielded 62 percent
approving, 32 percent disapproving, and 6 percent
undecided. These illustrations clearly describe the
critical importance of questionnaire construction and
wording in not just measuring attitudes but in some
cases creating them.

Sources: Morin, Richard. “From Confusing Questions,
Confusing Answers.” Washington Post National Weekly
Edition. 18–24 July 1994a, p. 37; Morin, Richard. “Ask
and You Might Deceive.” Washington Post National
Weekly Edition. 6–12 December 1994b, p. 37; and
Morin, Richard. “When the Method Becomes the
Message.” Washington Post National Weekly Edition.
19–25 December 1994c, p. 33.
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Randomized
response

technique
(RRT)

imagination, Albini (1971), in The American Mafia: Genesis of a Legend, reported great success
with mail interviews using cassettes. To cut expenses, time, and travel in interviewing police offi-
cials, organized criminals, and experts on organized crime, he mailed his interview protocol—list
of questions—along with blank cassettes and was able to secure interviews with individuals who
otherwise would not have been interviewed.

Although we will discuss the brief, structured telephone interview survey, the telephone
interview can be expanded under special circumstances by tape recording interviews. An inex-
pensive electronic patch can be purchased at any electronics store and easily attached to a tele-
phone to permit verbatim cassette recording of interviews. Unless one is involved in secretive
measurement, an issue to be discussed in detail in Chapter 8, it is standard procedure to ask,
prior to beginning an interview, the respondent’s permission to record. Obviously, problems are
raised with respect to the assurance of anonymity and respondent candor. These problems can
sometimes be circumvented by agreeing beforehand to shut off the recorder for more sensitive
items that may be identified as “off-the-record.”

Pictorials, photographs, and motion pictures have all been successfully utilized to enhance
studies involving interviews. For such sensitive items as income, respondents can be handed a
card that contains income ranges and asked to specify the general range. Individuals can be asked
to rank their preferences for various items listed on a card.

Another method for coping with resistance to sensitive questions is the randomized
response technique (RRT) (Liu and Chow, 1976; Tracy and Fox, 1981). The technique, origi-
nally developed by Warner (1965), basically uses indeterminate questions; that is, the actual
question answered is known only to the respondent and is unknown by the researcher. The inter-
viewer is blind or unaware of the actual question a respondent is answering. The RRT is rather
complicated to explain, but basically it uses known probabilities in order to estimate unknown
proportions. Neuman (1993, p. 231) provides an example of one variation:

Here is how RRT works. An interviewer gives the respondent two questions. One is
threatening (e.g., “Do you use heroin?”), the other not threatening (e.g., “Were you
born in September?”). A random method (e.g., toss of coin) is used to select the
question to answer. The interviewer does not see which question was chosen but
records the respondent’s answer. The researcher uses knowledge about the proba-
bility of the random outcome and the frequency of the nonthreatening behavior to
estimate the frequency of the sensitive behavior.

In Tracy and Fox’s (1981) example, 100 married men are brought together in a room and
asked to flip a coin. Next, they are asked to raise their hand if they either get a head on the coin
or if they have abused their wives. If sixty hands are raised, we can assume ten wife abusers
among those with heads on the coin, because fifty heads would be expected by chance.
Additionally, ten of the fifty with tails would also be assumed to be abusers for a total of twenty
estimated abusers. In an actual interview situation, a single respondent would be asked to
respond to “anonymous” sensitive questions in the same manner. Despite some possible short-
comings, randomized response procedures have been found to yield more accurate results than
direct questioning methods on sensitive items (Fox and Tracy, 1986). A variety of randomiza-
tion procedures are employed. For example, Guerts, Andrus, and Reinmuth (1976) posed
questions to subjects in pairs, one sensitive and one innocuous. The question answered is
determined by a coin flip. They used the technique to analyze shoplifting, destruction, price
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 153

altering, and other consumer violations. This technique has also been utilized to study abortion
and fertility control, drug use, child abuse, drunk driving, sexual behavior, illegal gambling,
and shoplifting (Klockars, 1982, p. 454).

GENERAL PROCEDURES IN INTERVIEWS

Much of this discussion on procedures in interviewing is applicable primarily to large, standardized
field surveys; however, most of the specific suggestions have been derived from the experience of
both survey research organizations and individual researchers and is appropriate advice even for
individual projects.

TRAINING AND ORIENTATION SESSION

For interview surveys, an adequate amount of time must be spent on training interviewers. These
training sessions, which may last anywhere from a day to a week depending on the complexity of
the study, should familiarize the interviewers with the organization carrying out the survey as
well as the study’s purposes. Details of the project should be provided to make the interviewers
feel that they are an important part of the study and to prepare them to answer any questions
regarding the intent of the survey. Hoinville, Jowell, et al. (1978, p. 117) indicate that an effective
manner of impressing the importance of confidentiality of responses on interviewers is to ask
them to sign a declaration of confidentiality promising not to disclose any information in their
possession. Depending on the sampling plan, either a preliminary letter is mailed or a telephone
call is made to schedule an appointment for the interview.

ARRANGING THE INTERVIEW

Interviewers conducting household surveys should not arrive too early or too late, generally no
earlier than 10:00 A.M. and no later than 8:00 P.M. Surveyors should be furnished with, possess
at all times, and present identification to avoid being taken for door-to-door salespersons.
A prominently displayed name tag featuring the official project name and a picture of the inter-
viewer is frequently useful. On arrival, be sure that the proper person to be interviewed within
the household is located. At this point, the interviewer should not ask if the respondent wishes
to be interviewed now but rather matter-of-factly indicate that the respondent had received a
letter about the survey and that the interviewer is there to conduct it.

If the interviewer is unsuccessful in scheduling a meeting with the respondent, he or she
should keep written track of callbacks and avoid recalls on the same days or same times.

DEMEANOR OF INTERVIEWER

Advice to interviewers can be as simple as beware of dogs, carry change for telephones in case
of emergency, and dress appropriately for audience and weather (Sanders, 1976, p. 273). Where
possible, the field surveyors should match, as closely as possible, the subjects with respect to age,
sex, race, social class, and dress. Attire should be comfortable, but the interviewer should be neither
overdressed nor underdressed for the occasion. Interviewers should have experienced a few practice
interviews beforehand so that they become familiar with the flow of the instrument to be employed.
The interviewer’s language style should also be adapted to the group being studied.
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154 Chapter 6 • Survey Research

Probing

In addition to assuring the respondents that their responses will be held in strictest confi-
dence, the interviewer should attempt to build up rapport with the subjects by being friendly and
diplomatic, as well as convincing, regarding the importance of the study. The interviewer should
attempt to give the impression that the interview will be a pleasant, interesting, and rewarding
experience. Casual conversation can be effective in building rapport with clients. The weather,
children, appearance of the home or grounds, sports, and the like are useful topics. Interviewers
should try to communicate an air of acceptance of respondents’ statements but must maintain
their neutrality (Survey Research Center, 1969). In addition to being a sympathetic diplomat, the
interviewer must be prepared to be a persistent boor, a person willing to ask the types of sensi-
tive questions that generally are considered “nosey” in nature (Converse and Schuman, 1974).

ADMINISTRATION OF THE STRUCTURED INTERVIEW

In structured interviews, it is important for interviewers to become familiar with the flow of the
questionnaire. The instrument should contain good transition statements that in a conversational
style help the respondent to anticipate what comes next. It should be administered in an easy, infor-
mal, and friendly manner to avoid the appearance of an inquisition. For this reason, at no time
should the study be referred to as an investigation. The purpose of a structured questionnaire is to
standardize the manner in which responses are obtained (Survey Research Center, 1969).
Therefore, interviewers should be instructed not to reword or change the questions in any way.

Although procedures may vary depending on the nature and type of interview survey, in
general, questions should be asked in the order listed on the questionnaire. If clarification is
necessary, the interviewer should mark down and list such necessary comments on the question-
naire itself.

If the person being interviewed resists answering sensitive questions, explain that the study
is interested in a group picture of people of different incomes, ages, and backgrounds, and this
information is important to the purposes of the study. In addition, the interviewer must assure the
respondent that the information will be held in strictest confidence and that no individuals will be
identified in the final report.

PROBING

Often the answer to a question does not provide enough information for the purposes of the
study, and it therefore becomes necessary for the interviewer to probe. Probing involves asking
follow-up question(s) to focus, expand, clarify, or further explain the response given. The inter-
viewer should be familiar with the responses needed to each question to know when a probe is
necessary. Given the following hypothetical example, it is obvious that a probe is necessary:

Question: Do you think the police in this community are doing an adequate job in
protecting the community?

Answer: Yeah, I guess so.

Probe: What do you mean by that? In what way?

Of possible assistance in the probe is the interviewer’s informal mood and responsiveness to
the answers provided by the respondent. The probe should not appear to be a cross-examination
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 155

but should be a natural extension of the interview. Conversation can be stimulated by frequent
“uh-huh’s” and “I see’s” and by repetition of the respondent’s answer while recording it.
Occasional silence, although uncomfortable at times, may encourage more thoughtful and consid-
ered responses. Silence may also indicate, similar to police interrogations, that the interviewer is
not going to accept that response. It is almost like saying “You are going to have to come up with
something better or provide an improved explanation” (Sanders, 1976).

Most beginning interviewers have cold feet and fear hostile respondents. Such respondents
are few; however, a problem can also be raised by the overly friendly respondent. Because the
interviewer has imposed on the respondent’s time and good-will, a reasonably friendly socializing
is usually required at the end of the session. What, however, of respondents who, during or after
the interview, account in detail their life history, stories of the big war, or the perils of lumbago? If
this occurs during the interview, some tolerance may be in order to permit the respondent a break
from the demands of the interview schedule (Converse and Schuman, 1974). The digression
can be reoriented by a polite interruption indicating that there is a question directly relating to
that later. Demonstrating inattention such as putting down one’s pencil or closing the interview
schedule may also work. If the digression takes place after the interview, a polite excuse such as
another appointment will usually work.

THE EXIT

As indicated, once the interview is completed, the interviewer should carry on light conversation
and be alert for any additional comments that the respondent may then offer. Such relevant
remarks should be added to the interview notes as soon as possible after leaving the premises.
Finally, before leaving, the interviewer should thank the subject(s) for their time and hospitality
and should clear up any concerns or doubts the respondent may have regarding the survey.
Informal discussions after the interview can often lead to important “off-the-record” information.
The interviewer can elicit such information by asking in an easy manner, “What do you think?” or
“Is there anything else?” or similar open-ended questions.

Berg (2001, pp. 130–131) describes the ten commandments of interviewing:

1. “Never begin an interview cold.” Make small talk and set the stage.
2. “Remember your purpose.” Keep the subject on track.
3. “Present a natural front.” Be relaxed and natural and not wooden.
4. “Demonstrate aware hearing.” Be a real listener and provide appropriate nonverbal

response, such as smiling if the subject makes a joke.
5. “Think about appearance.” Dress appropriately for the setting.
6. “Interview in a comfortable place.” Meet at a place where the respondent will be afforded

both privacy and safety.
7. “Don’t be satisfied with monosyllabic answers.” Simple yes or no answers usually call for

further probing questions.
8. “Be respectful.” Assure them that you are really interested in what they have to say.
9. “Practice, practice, and practice some more.”

10. “Be cordial and appreciative.” Do not close the door for future researchers by inappro-
priate actions.

If you think about it, this constitutes pretty sound advice for a date, job interview, or life
in general.
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156 Chapter 6 • Survey Research

RECORDING THE INTERVIEW

Although the actual mechanics of data tabulation will be examined in Chapter 12 under Data
Management, a few customary interview procedures bear presentation. Interviewers should be
instructed to write legibly, in pencil, as much of the relevant substance of the interview as possible.
An inexpensive clipboard provides the necessary hard writing surface. The interviewer should
distinguish personal observations from the actual interview by using parentheses. Editing entails
reviewing the interview schedule after completion of the interview and cleaning it up and preparing
it for analysis. The completed interview schedule should be self-explanatory.

The interviewer should have covered each item in the schedule. Unanswered questions
should be marked NA for “not applicable” or simply X to indicate “inappropriate.” Where
personal observations are included, it may help the coder (the person charged with assigning
numerical values to the responses) if the interviewer cross-referenced any relevant items. For
example, if an observation has an impact on the understanding of another question, some nota-
tion such as “(see Q. 10 for further explanation)” would be in order.

The interviewer should attempt to record as much as possible during the interview.
Because it is often impossible to record such information verbatim, the jotting down of key
passages for later expansion is helpful. Interviewers should avoid summarizing or paraphrasing
responses but rather try to use the respondent’s own words. Paraphrasing requires interpretation
and may change the color and gusto of the real remarks. The interviewer need not ask obvious
questions such as the sex of the respondent. Personal observations can be added at any point they
appear pertinent to an understanding of the response, for example: “(the respondent appeared
very fearful and shaken when relating this incident)”. Finally, the end-of-the-interview protocol
should include an opportunity for the interviewer to discuss any other observations that may lead
to a fuller understanding of the context of the interview.

Field interview designers should make use of the face-to-face nature of such encounters to
employ audiovisual and other materials that make the interview more interesting, as well as aid in
the data-gathering process, particularly for overcoming reluctance to answer sensitive questions.

If the research project can afford the luxury of two interviewers per respondent, then
much of the difficulty of recording and conducting an interview can be split, with one inter-
viewer asking the questions and the other concentrating solely on recording responses.

VIGNETTES AND SCENARIOS

Finch (1993, p.105) describes vignettes as “short stories about hypothetical characteristics in speci-
fied circumstances, to whose situation the interviewee is invited to respond.” These vignettes are often
short or typical scenarios (short descriptions of future possibilities) or stories about individuals, situ-
ations, and structures. Target respondents can include individuals or focus groups. In the case of the
latter, vignettes may act as warm-up exercises or icebreakers to get people to interact. The stories are
varied with respect to age, gender, ethnicity, and the like and are useful in exploring sensitive topics.

OFFENDER INTERVIEWS

Decker (2005) points out that interviews with active offenders provide a picture of a different
pattern of offending and perceptions different than those of incarcerated offenders. Such studies
have particularly focused on drug dealers and users, residential burglars, armed robbers, gang
members, and gun offenders. The now defunct Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring System used
interviews with offenders to discern their drug use behavior.

Editing
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Telephone
surveys

Advantages of
telephone

surveys

Studies of active residential burglars in Odessa, Texas (Cromwell, Olson, and Avery, 1991),
Delaware (Rengert and Wasilchick, 2000), and St. Louis (Wright and Decker, 1994) documented the
variety of motivations of burglars centered around a lifestyle of partying and keeping up appear-
ances. Studies of armed robbers documented the robbers’ versatility in offending patterns, high
levels of victimization of the robbers themselves, and the pressures of maintaining their lifestyle
(Wright and Decker, 1997). Interviews with gang members and gun offenders, along with the types
of offenders mentioned earlier, were able to note the beginning and end of the offenders’ careers, as
well as their responses to various sanctions. The detailed examination of types of criminals over-
comes some of the problems exhibited by developmental criminological studies that use data on
property criminals and infer them to all types of criminals (Hagan, 2008, 2009). Decker (2005, p. 17)
identifies eleven specific procedures or items of concrete advice on conducting offender interviews:

1. Establish the goals of the interview.
2. Choose offenders to interview.
3. Determine who should conduct the interviews.
4. Find appropriate subjects.
5. Convince the subjects to participate.
6. Maintain field relations.
7. Conduct interviews.
8. Sort out the truth.
9. Analyze the interview results.

10. Present the findings.
11. Apply the interview results to tactical and strategic problem-solving.

Most of the projects involving interviews with active offenders have relied on offers of incen-
tives to participate. This may be in the form of cash (which works best) or vouchers. Maintaining
contacts with subjects may pay future dividends in providing other subjects as well as contacts for
future studies. Most researchers tape-record their interviews and transcribe them at a later date. The
location for the interview should be a place where offenders are not at undue risk. Validation of
interviews is a paramount concern. This may be achieved by repeat interviews, interviews with
peers, and comparisons with other sources of data. Many problem-oriented policing projects have
utilized interviews with active offenders (www.cops.usdoj.gov). These have included interviews
with prostitutes in Lancashire, England (Lancashire Constabulary, 2003), with johns and prostitutes
in Buffalo, and with burglars in Chula Vista, California (Chula Vista Police Department, 2001).

TELEPHONE SURVEYS

Although the interview ensures a high response rate and possesses many distinct advantages, the
cost, size of staff, and time required often make it prohibitive for many surveys. If use is made of
the widespread ownership of telephones, however, certain advantages of interviews can be
gained without the need for a large field staff and at a fraction of the cost.

ADVANTAGES AND PROSPECTS OF TELEPHONE SURVEYS

The advantages of telephone surveys include not only the elimination of a field staff, but
simpler monitoring of interviewer bias, because the supervisor can be present at the time inter-
views are conducted by listening to the interviewers or listening in on calls. Thus, potential bias
or patterns can be caught early and corrected. Although even lengthy interviews can be obtained
through inexpensive electronic patches between telephone and tape recorder, the primary intent
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Disadvantages
of telephone

surveys

Screening
questions

of telephone surveys is to obtain wide and representative samples. Such surveys are inexpensive
and quick, generally yield a low nonresponse rate, and provide easy and inexpensive follow-up.
The growing tendency of organizations to obtain flat rate charges that permit fairly unlimited
long-distance calls has made national telephone surveys more of an economic possibility.

Sudman suggests that phone surveys are more effective in obtaining hard-to-locate respon-
dents than person-to-person interviews. The potential for high refusals can be circumvented,
particularly if short “yes” or “no” answers are used (Sudman, 1980; Glasser and Metzger, 1972).

DISADVANTAGES OF TELEPHONE SURVEYS

Telephone interviews may have difficulty in obtaining in-depth responses or considered answers
over the telephone. There may be some loss of the qualitative detail provided by face-to-face inter-
views. In the past, a major objection to telephone surveys has been that they tended to exclude those
who do not own telephones or who have unlisted or new telephone numbers. In some large metro-
politan areas, a considerable proportion of the numbers are unlisted. Also, high mobility in
developed societies may add a large portion of new numbers, and the poor and transient may not own
phones. Although household telephone ownership overall is estimated by the Census Bureau at
approximately 92 percent, it is less than this for African American and minority groups. Ownership
for Hispanics in areas of the Southwest is as low as 65 percent. While telephone surveys can be quick
and inexpensive, if the survey is global in nature, the cost could be prohibitive.

Additional, but not insurmountable, difficulties with telephone surveys include possible
high refusal rates. This is related in part to problems in employing sensitive screening
questions. These are initial queries made by the interviewer to determine whether the person
who has answered the telephone fits the target population, for example, income and occupation.

The following describes screening procedures used in a national survey of stalking (Tjaden
and Thoennes, 1998, p. 17):

Because much confusion exists about what it means to be stalked, the National
Violence Against Women Survey did not use the word “stalking” in its screening
questions. Including the word would have assumed that victimized persons knew
how to define stalking and perceived what happened to them as stalking. Instead, the
survey used the following behaviorally specific questions to screen respondents for
stalking victimization.

Not including bill collectors, telephone solicitors, or other sales people, has anyone, male
or female, ever

• followed or spied on you?
• sent you unsolicited letters or written correspondence?
• made unsolicited phone calls to you?
• stood outside your home, school, or workplace?
• showed up at places you were even though he or she had no business being there?
• left unwanted items for you to find?
• tried to communicate in other ways against your will?
• vandalized your property or destroyed something you loved?

Respondents who answered yes to one or more of these questions were asked whether
anyone had ever done any of these things to them on more than one occasion. Because stalking
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CAPI

CART

CATI

involves repeated behaviors only respondents who said yes were considered possible stalking
victims. Respondents who reported being victimized on more than one occasion were subse-
quently asked how frightened their assailant’s behavior made them feel and whether they feared
their assailant would seriously harm them or someone close to them. Only respondents who were
very frightened or feared bodily harm were regarded as stalking victims.

Telephone focus groups are a useful technique to tap participants from large or remote
geographic areas (Hurworth, 2004). Such organized telephone groups can be conducted at a
fraction of the cost of plane fares and hotel costs that would be incurred in bringing people to
a centralized place. These can be conducted using a simple conference call using ordinary
telephones, cordless phones, or speaker phones. Once recruits are sent confirmation letters
containing informed consent forms, the studies are underway. A reminder call the day before
the session is a must. At the time of the interview, the telephone company links in the intervie-
wees and calls the interviewer. It is explained that there is a note-taker online. Smaller groups
(four to six persons) work better than larger face-to-face groups. It is best for participants to
use landlines as mobile phones can be problematic. Although nonverbal cues cannot be seen,
this seems to have little effect on outcome.

COMPUTERS IN SURVEY RESEARCH

The first wave of computer usage in the social sciences involved data management and statis-
tical analysis. The second wave has involved the development of software that has enhanced
data collection. A variety of possibilities exist. In a variation of the standard questionnaire,
respondents can be asked to use a computer terminal and input their responses to items on the
computer screen. In CAPI (Computer Assisted Programmed Interviewing), the researcher
uses a laptop computer instead of a clipboard. The interview protocol appears on the screen,
and the interviewer enters the responses. Inexpensive computers can be placed in respon-
dents’ homes for longitudinal research. In one project, on completion of the study, the
respondents were given the computers as an incentive for having participated (Vasu and
Garson, 1990). Computerized interviews may even have advantages over standard interviews
in eliminating interviewer bias, obtaining more standardized responses, assuring anonymity,
and reducing coding error (Monette, Sullivan, and DeJong, 1994, p. 114).

Focus group research is particularly suitable for CART (Continuous Audience Response
Technology). Such purposely selected groups are brought together to measure some stimuli.
Respondents observe various video presentations and give their reactions on a continuous basis
by means of a hand-held keypad (similar to a remote control device) by pressing appropriate but-
tons. For example, the buttons might represent 0 (negative reaction) to 5 (neutral reaction) to 10
(positive reaction). Group and individual responses can be instantaneously recorded, calculated,
plotted, displayed on the video screen, and played back and reanalyzed; all of this is on videotape
for future analysis.

Phone surveys can be done quickly, and they can make maximum use of computerization
through CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone Interviews). Software packages exist to
promote CATI systems. The computer flashes on the monitor the question to be asked, the
interviewer keys in the answer, and the program chooses the next question to be asked. This is
particularly useful for contingency questions, ones in which the interviewer is instructed to
skip to different sequences of questions contingent upon the answer to others. The computer
immediately stores the response, can track inconsistencies in response, and can even track
interviewer performance.
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Random digit
dialing

Respondent reluctance to admit sensitive information to an interviewer can be overcome in
part by self-administration of the survey via computer. Tourangeau and Smith (1996) reviewed
many studies of the effect of a computer as a tool for self-administered surveys and found no
superiority. ACASI (Audio Computer-Assisted Self-Administered Interviewing) involves
having the information on the screen simultaneously being played in earphones. They found
much greater reporting of illegal drug use and multiple sex partners with ACASI than with
CASI. CASI (Computer-Assisted Self-Administered Interviewing) involves the respondent
interacting directly with the computer (but without audio).

SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) has software for analyzing open-ended
survey responses. “TextSmart” (contact the Internet address www.spss.com/software/textsmart
for information) creates a list of key words that capture the meaning of open-ended responses.
Similarly the “Ethnograph v 5.0” produced by Sage Publications is a text based, qualitative data
analysis software which searches and notes segments of interest within the data, marks code
words, and runs analyses.

RANDOM DIGIT DIALING

Random digit dialing is a sampling procedure that enables the researcher to overcome a major
shortcoming of telephone surveys—new or unlisted telephone numbers. The basic procedure can
be summarized:

1. Find the universe of exchanges for the area to be surveyed. Some telephone books conve-
niently list these in the first few pages of the directory. The complete list of such numbers
constitutes the universe (population) to be surveyed.

2. Use some randomized scheme to select the numbers. For example, take every nth name on
a page selected by means of a table of random numbers and use that telephone number.
(Suppose 864-0681 is chosen.)

3. Retain the first four digits (in this instance, 8640) and, using a table of random numbers to
complete the number, be careful not to go beyond the range of the universe as determined
earlier. By this procedure, persons with unlisted and new numbers are included in the sam-
ple, although those who do not own telephones are not (Sudman, 1976, p. 65). Such random
numbers can also be generated one at a time by a CATI system.

The following description of a random-digit-dialing procedure is from a joint project by
the National Institute of Justice and Centers for Disease Control and Prevention entitled,
“Stalking in America: Findings from the National Violence Against Women Survey” (Tjaden
and Thoennes, 1998, p. 15):

The sample was drawn as a national, random-digit-dialing (RDD) sample of telephone
households in the United States. The sample was stratified by U.S. Census region to
control for differential response rates by region. Within regional strata, a simple
random sample of working, residential, “hundreds bank” [emphasis mine] phone
numbers was drawn. A hundreds bank is the first eight digits of any ten-digit telephone
number (e.g., 301-608-38xx). A randomly generated two-digit number was appended
to each randomly sampled hundreds bank to produce the full ten-digit, random-digit
number. The random-digit numbers were called by SRBI [Schulman, Ronca,
Bucuvalas, Inc.] interviewers from their central telephone interviewing facility.
Nonworking and nonresidential numbers were screened out. Once a residential
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Branching
procedure

household was reached, eligible adults in each household were identified. In
households with multiple eligibles, the most-recent-birthday method was used to
systematically select the designated respondent.

In a study commissioned by the Police Foundation, Tuchfarber and Klecka indicate that for
only a quarter of the cost of personal interview survey techniques, police departments can obtain
equally effective victimization and public opinion survey data in their communities. Data regard-
ing crime trends, neighborhood safety, and police performance showed no difference between
face-to-face and telephone surveys, whereas victimization rates for households were higher in
the telephone surveys (Tuchfarber and Klecka, 1976; Tuchfarber et al., 1976). The differences
that appear between face-to-face interviews and telephone surveys may be more of a result of the
actual interviewers involved than differences in the methods. The skills required in a telephone
interview may be quite different from those involved in direct personal interviews (Groves and
Kahn, 1979).

The utilization of random digit dialing procedures is illustrated in a study of citizen partic-
ipation and community crime prevention in the Chicago area (Lavrakis, 1984; Skogan and
Maxfield, 1981) and described in the following manner:

A modified random-digit-dialing procedure was used to generate a total of 5,346
prospective sample numbers. A total of 1,803 interviews were completed. Within
households respondents were adults (age nineteen or older) stratified by sex and age.
For analytic purposes, the sample of 1,803 completed interviews was weighted by
the inverse of the number of different telephone numbers in each household, in order
to correct for the probability of reaching a household with multiple phones (in
Loftin, 1987, p. 84).

Note the concern for accuracy in taking into account multiple telephone ownership, which
certainly would not have been an issue only a few years ago (Lavrakis, 1993).

TECHNIQUES EMPLOYED IN TELEPHONE SURVEYS

A number of procedures used in telephone surveys enable, in part, the overcoming of some of
the limitations of this technique. Sensitive items such as income can be handled by a line of
questioning employing a branching procedure in which income is narrowed down to broad
estimates as in Figure 6.1. Such a procedure has been found to take no more time than the
method of handing the respondent a card with income ranges used in face-to-face surveys
(Sudman, 1980).

The likelihood of refusals is greatest during the first minute of the telephone conversation. The
interviewer should avoid screening respondents with threatening or sensitive questions or questions
that easily permit the subject to refuse. For example, the question “Is there anyone there who earns
under $20,000 a year?” makes it easy for the respondent to say no, even if it is not true, realizing that
such a response will abort the interview. It would be similar to a door-to-door encyclopedia salesper-
son beginning with the question “Do you own any encyclopedias?” (Sudman, 1980).

Even questions requiring scaled responses rather than simply “yes” or “no” answers can be
answered over the telephone. For example, respondents can be asked about their attitudes or
ratings of a subject by being requested to respond by picturing a thermometer ranging from very
cold, cold, mild, warm, and very hot. Telephone dials or buttons themselves can be utilized to
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Victim surveys

Question:
Was your income last year
more or less than $50,000?

If
More

If
Less

–$40,000

+$40,000

–$60,000

+$60,000
+$65,000

–$65,000

+$55,000

–$55,000

+$45,000

–$45,000

+$35,000

–$35,000

FIGURE 6.1 Branching Procedure Employed to Estimate Income in a Telephone Survey.

measure degrees of response ranging, for instance, from 0 (the lowest rating) to 9 (the highest
rating) (Sudman, 1980).

More in-depth questions can be undertaken through the randomization of questions so that
fewer but more detailed questions can be asked of each respondent. In this procedure, more of
the respondents are asked the entire set of questions. The order of questions can also be random-
ized. For additional information on telephone surveys, consult Frey (1989), Groves et al. (1988),
and Lavrakis (1993).

VICTIM SURVEYS IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE

In Chapter 4, we discussed major limitations of the use of official statistics such as the UCR as
an indicator of the overall crime problem of a society. Unrecorded crime, or the dark figure of
crime, as it was referred to by early European criminologists, has always escaped such official
statistics. Victim surveys involve questioning a representative sample of the population to obtain
an estimate of victimization, a portion of which is not reported to the police.

Even though Clinard (1978, p. 22) traces victim surveys as early as 1720 Denmark,
surprisingly, it was not until the late 1960s that victim surveys were conducted on a large-scale
basis to measure crime. On the basis of the results of these surveys, a major victim survey effort
was begun not only in the United States, but also in Belgium, Canada, Denmark, England,
Holland, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, and West Germany (Sparks, Genn, and Dodd, 1977,
p. 3; Nettler, 1978, pp. 94–95). Among both private- and government-sponsored surveys, by far
the most ambitious and sustained effort has been conducted in the United States by the
Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), which utilizes the U.S. Census Bureau
as the data-gathering agent. The BJS was created by an act of Congress to coordinate the crime
data generated by separate local, state, and federal agencies.

Other pilot surveys conducted by the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration
(LEAA) in the early 1970s were invaluable in identifying major methodological issues to be
addressed in later, larger BJS surveys. Such issues as recall periods, reverse validity checks
(police records compared with survey reports), problems of under- and overreporting, credibility

Dark figure of
crime
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NCVS

of respondents, and sampling questions were noted and had the benefit of a trial run (Panel for
the Evaluation of Crime Surveys, 1976, pp. 33–48).

NATIONAL CRIME VICTIMIZATION SURVEY

On the basis of the success of these studies, the National Crime Surveys were initiated in July
1972. Originally, the National Crime Surveys comprised the National Crime Panel Surveys and
the Central City Surveys. Now, only the National Crime Panel studies are conducted, and these
are referred to as the National Crime Victimization Surveys (NCVSs). According to the
National Academy of Sciences panel responsible for evaluating these surveys, the survey design,
sampling, and estimating schemes were among the most complex ever employed on such a large
scale in the social sciences (Panel for the Evaluation of Crime Surveys, 1976, p. 8).

These surveys began as a collaboration between the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) and
the U.S. Census Bureau. In 1969, LEAA, which had been created as a branch of DOJ in 1968,
evolved a subbranch, the National Criminal Justice Information and Statistics Service (NCJISS)
that became involved in the early surveys. Since 1980, NCJISS has become BJS.

Sampling

The surviving set of surveys of the NCVS (the national crime panel) consists of national surveys
of housing units. Since 1991, the National Crime Survey has been known as the NCVS.
Ongoing since 1973, data are obtained for a nationally representative sample of 72,200 house-
holds or nearly 134,000 people (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2007).This sample is subdivided
and is interviewed every month. A housing unit remains in the sample for three years. The
subsamples are designed so that every six months one group is rotated out of the sample and
replaced by a new group. Rotation (reinterviews and replacement of panel subunits) enables the
crime panel to remain fresh and representative. Without it, the panel would eventually grow old
and unrepresentative. The first and fifth interviews are conducted in person, while the others are
via telephone.

The NCVS is conducted using a complex stratified multistage cluster sample (Panel for
the Evaluation of Crime Surveys, 1976, pp. 10–11) and is described in the original language so
that the reader may appreciate the sampling design:

1. A national sampling frame is developed in which about 2,000 Primary Sampling Units
(PSUs) are defined as either a Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area (SMSA), a county, or
a small group of contiguous counties.

2. These clusters are then stratified on the basis of size, density, population mobility, and
other relevant socioeconomic criteria into 376 strata.

3. In the first stage, one PSU is chosen from each stratum with a proportionate probability
with respect to population size.

4. In the next stages within each sample, PSU clusters of roughly four adjacent neighboring
housing units are selected systematically so that each housing unit in the country has an
equal probability of being selected.

Panel Design

The NCVS consists of a crime panel. The crime panel repeats interviews every six months to
bound or provide a benchmark for crime reports. Bounding involves using a pretest or initial
interview to set a reference point for the survey reporting period. The initial interview sets a

Crime panel

Bounding
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Problems in
victim surveys

boundary or time period with which to compare future victimizations. In addition to general
demographic information, these interviews probe such variables as victim–offender relation-
ships, injury or loss suffered, the time and place of the incident(s), the time the crime is reported
to the police, and other criminal justice matters.

Each subgroup of the crime panel is interviewed every six months for three years and then
is rotated out of the panel and replaced by a new bounded subgroup.

The NCVS is conducted for the BJS by the Census Bureau. Initially, face-to-face interviews
are attempted with a household informant (any competent adult eighteen years of age or older).
The core survey averages approximately thirty minutes per household; previous pilot studies
suggest that longer interview times increase refusal rates. The survey has two parts: screening
questions and incident reports. Questions regarding personal victimizations are asked of each
household member twelve years of age or older. (If the person victimized is hospitalized, incom-
petent, or temporarily absent, proxy respondents are accepted.) If victimization is claimed in the
screening instrument, then the “incident reports” instrument is used to follow up on such details as
clarification of the incident, determination of whether the incident was a crime, and information
on offenders, offense, victim actions, economic loss, and the like. Subsequent interviews are
obtained through a combination of personal and telephone interviews.

A COMPARISON OF UCR, NCVS, AND SELF-REPORT DATA

Menard (1987) examined five- to ten-year trends in crime and juvenile delinquency using Uniform
Crime Reports (UCR) (official police data), the NCVS (victimization data), and the National Youth
Survey (NYS) (self-reported delinquency). While the UCR showed steadily increasing rates of
crime, the NCVS and NYS indicated stable or decreasing rates. Although the increase in the official
statistics in the face of relatively stable crime commission rates might be taken as a positive sign of
increased reporting and police effectiveness, it may also reflect an increased reliance upon formal
legal controls and police professionalization. Table 6.1 compares the NCVS with the UCR.

SOME PROBLEMS IN VICTIM SURVEYS

From the initial pilot surveys of the late 1960s to the more recent ones, the Census Bureau and
BJS researchers have been aware of a variety of shortcomings in surveys of victims and have
tried to deal with them in various ways. Some potential problems in victim surveys are:

Cost of large samples

False reporting

Mistaken interpretation of incidents

Sampling bias

Overreporting and/or underreporting

Memory failure, decay, and telescoping

Interviewer effects

Coding and mechanical error

Problems measuring certain crimes

Although this list by no means covers all the difficulties encountered in conducting and
interpreting victim surveys, it does enumerate the major ones.
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 165

TABLE 6.1 The NCVS versus the UCR

The Nation’s Two Crime Measures

The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) and the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports (UCR)
measure various aspects of crime at the national level. These complementary series each
contribute to providing a complete picture about the extent and nature of crime in the United
States. Together the NCVS and UCR provide a more comprehensive assessment of crime in the
United States than could be obtained from either statistical series alone.

The National Crime Victimization Survey

Using stable data collection methods since 1973, the NCVS has the following strengths:

• It measures both reported and unreported crimes.
• It is not affected by changes in the extent to which people report crime to police or

improvements in police record-keeping technology.
• It collects information that is not available when the initial police report is made including

contacts the victim has with the criminal justice system after the crime, extent and costs of
medical treatment, and recovery of property.

• It collects detailed information about victims and characteristics of the victimization includ-
ing who the victims are, what their relationship is to the offender, whether the crime was
part of a series of crimes occurring over a six-month period, what self-protective measures
were used, and how the victims assess their effectiveness, and what the victim was doing
when victimized.

• On occasion, it includes special supplements about particular topics such as school crime
and the severity of crime.

The Uniform Crime Reports

The UCR program measures police workload and activity. Local police departments voluntarily
report information to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) including the numbers of crimes
reported to police, arrests made by police, and other administrative information. The UCR
program has the following strengths:

• It can provide local data about states, counties, cities, and towns.
• It measures crimes affecting children under age twelve, a segment of the population that

experts agree cannot be reliably interviewed in the NCVS.
• It includes crimes against commercial establishments.
• It collects information about the number of arrests and who was arrested.
• It counts the number of homicides (murders and nonnegligent manslaughters), crimes that

cannot be counted in a survey that interviews victims. UCR also collects detailed information
about the circumstances surrounding homicides and the characteristics of homicide victims.

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, “Appendix IV—The Nation’s Two Crime Measures,” Crime in the United
States, 2004, Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 2005.

Cost of Large Samples

In the discussion of sampling in Chapter 4, it was indicated that most large-scale public opin-
ion surveys in the United States are conducted with sample sizes of less than a thousand or
two. Victim surveys require such large samples because of the need to ensure the appearance
of rare events. For example, in that the vast majority of respondents are not likely to have been
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Telescoping

victimized in the past year or six months, it becomes necessary to interview large numbers to
obtain only a few victims. Glaser explains that by using official statistics one must survey ten
respondents to obtain one victim. For more rare victimizations such as rape, even larger num-
bers are needed to obtain a few cases. Also, because sampling error is proportionate to the size
of the sample instead of the size of the population being sampled, one often needs as large a
sample to estimate victimizations in small or large cities as would be necessary for the entire
nation (Glaser, 1978, p. 63).

False Reports

False reports on the part of respondents may produce erroneous victim data. Some falsity in
victim reports should be expected according to Levine (1976, p. 98), who found that respon-
dents were inaccurate in disclosing behavior with respect to voting, finances, business practices,
sexual behavior, academic performance, and other activities. Certainly, one would be overopti-
mistic in assuming greater accuracy in recall of criminal victimization.

Mistaken Reporting

Mistaken reporting is another source of error in victim surveys. Thomas’ “definition of the situ-
ation” holds that, if individuals inaccurately feel that a situation is real, it is nevertheless real in
its consequences (Thomas and Swaine, 1928, pp. 571–572). A person who has lost something
may inaccurately, but honestly, believe it was stolen. Perhaps the neighborhood paranoids do in
fact believe people have been attempting to break into their house, when no such incidents ever
took place. In addition, many respondents are ignorant of the complexities of legal definitions of
criminal events and may report incidents that are not really crimes. Such incidents often tend to
be regarded, even by respondents, as trivial, hardly worth the effort, or not really a police matter.
Many of these events would most likely have been labeled “unfounded” by police, had a request
been made for police investigation.

Poor Memory

Poor memory on the part of those surveyed is another potential difficulty in surveying possible
victims of crime. Memory failure, or recall decay, refers to the phenomenon of progressive
memory loss as the distance increases between the time of the event and the time of the interview
concerning the event. For example, a crime that took place last week is more likely to be recalled
as well as reported than a crime that occurred last month or last year.

Telescoping

A principal type of memory fading in victim surveys is telescoping—the tendency of respon-
dents to move forward and report as having occurred events that actually took place before the
reference period. That is, a crime that happened two years ago is mistakenly reported as
having taken place within the last six months. In a pretest in the District of Columbia, the U.S.
Bureau of Census (1970, p. 9) performed a reverse record check in which known crime victims
were interviewed after the fact. About 20 percent of the victimizations in police records
recorded as having occurred before the reference period were reported by the survey sample
as having taken place within the reference period. Similarly, the Dayton–San Jose surveys
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Demand
characteristics

Interviewer
effects

showing greater victimization reported in the first half of the year are a likely case of forward
telescoping. Some subjects may unconsciously telescope events to please interviewers; thus
demand characteristics or overagreeableness on the part of those surveyed is a related prob-
lem in surveys of public victimization.

Sampling Bias

Sampling bias is a thorny problem in much survey research, including victim surveys. Even the
decennial U.S. Census of Population underenumerates the young, males, and members of
minority groups. As Skogan (1978, p. 17) aptly points out, “Males, African Americans, and
youths are much more likely than others to fall victim to most crimes, but they are less likely to
be found and questioned.” Although the Census Bureau estimates and attempts to correct for
such nonresponse bias, it still remains a problem.

Overreporting and Underreporting

Overreporting in victimization surveys may be accounted for by the fact that when asked,
respondents will report to interviewers acts that they ordinarily would regard as too trivial or
unimportant to warrant police attention. Much of the deep, dark figure of crime consists of minor
property crime, a good proportion of which would most likely have been “unfounded” by police
(Black, 1970). While many critics of victim surveys have assailed their tendency to overreport
certain categories of crime (Levine, 1976; Singer, 1978), these surveys also contain some of the
same shortcomings of the UCR and other official police statistics in underreporting certain
crimes. Victim surveys tend to underreport crimes, and because certain crimes are not reported
or queried, victims do not tend to report crimes in which the perpetrator was a friend, relative, or
family member. As with the UCR, victim surveys do not concern themselves particularly with
corporate, occupational, organized, professional, political, and public order crime.

An additional concern in contrasting official police statistics with surveys of victims
relates to different bases of comparison. Police statistics are based on the number of incidents,
whereas victim surveys are based on individual victims. Glaser (1978, p. 64) gives the following
example: Ten people from ten households were robbed in one holdup, and only one person was
robbed in another. This was recorded as only two robberies in police statistics; however, poten-
tial victimizations are tallied in a survey of victims. Most victim surveys exclude nonresidents
and foreign visitors, a serious underestimate of crime particularly in tourist cities and/or cities
with large commuter populations.

Interviewer Effects

Any survey involving interviewers contains the potential for interviewer bias. Although outright
deception and exaggeration are possibilities, more likely to occur are subjective bias on the part
of the interviewer and the artificiality introduced by the interview situation. Levine (1976) sug-
gests that interviewer’s self-interest may impact on the results in that the enumeration of many
crimes may be thought to ensure more surveys and thus continued employment. Additionally,
potential reactivity of respondents who are continually reinterviewed as part of the national panel
may impact on their attitudes or reported victimizations (National Advisory Committee, 1976,
p. 147). Panel fatigue or other response effects have been demonstrated to occur in the National
Crime Panels (Lehnen and Skogan, 1981).
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Benefits of
victim surveys

Coding Unreliability and Mechanical Error

In addition to all of the previously mentioned sources of possible error, human mistakes in
coding, data entry, and analyzing may account for significant inaccuracy. Sussman and Haug
(1967) have pointed out the serious degree of unchecked mechanical errors in coding and data
entry in general large-scale surveys.

Because of the concern over potential errors in the NCVS, its suspension was seriously
considered in the late 1970s. Fortunately, this did not take place, and the NCVS has become
institutionalized. Once viewed as a novel adjunct crime count, it is now perceived as an impor-
tant social indicator, as noted more recently by adoption of its design principles by the United
Nations.

Problems Measuring Certain Crimes

The NCVS obviously does not interview victims of murder, but Helen Eigenberg (1990)
points out that the data on rape has been inadequate because it never asked respondents
directly whether they had been raped. Although she feels the new screening questions are an
improvement over the old ones because they ask whether the subject has ever been assaulted,
she thinks that “researchers must note that the NCVS has traditionally operationalized rape
poorly” (ibid., p. 655).

The NCVS rate does, however, appear to be a better measure of the true rate of rape over
time than the UCR. The latter reflects trends in organization and management of rape victim-
izations (Jensen and Karpos, 1993). Improved operationalization of rape and domestic
violence in the redesigned NCVS was implemented in 100 percent of the samples beginning
July 1993 (Bachman and Taylor, 1994). In August 1995, the NCVS released the first report on
rape data from the newly designed survey and doubled their estimate of the number of rapes.
The new estimates asked specifically whether respondents were raped or sexually assaulted,
whereas the previous protocol asked only about attacks of any kind without mentioning rape or
sexual assault.

BENEFITS OF VICTIM SURVEYS

Despite some methodological problems, many of which can be controlled as will be elaborated,
victim surveys hold much promise:

1. They have become a model spurring international imitation.
2. Such studies present an opportunity to obtain a picture of victims and their characteristics.
3. Because of nonreporting in official statistics, victim surveys may be a more accurate esti-

mate for commission of such crimes as rape and assault (National Advisory Committee,
1976, p. 145).

4. The potential exists, using telephone surveys (as discussed in this chapter), for local juris-
dictions to conduct their own victim surveys to gauge, plan, and evaluate elements of
police services.

5. Victim surveys are additionally useful for measuring crime costs with respect to injuries,
insurance, and crime prevention programs (Skogan, 1978, p. 2).

6. They also assist in obtaining better descriptions of criminals and their methods of operation.
7. Such surveys also assess such issues as fear of crime, satisfaction with police services,

attitude toward the police, and reasons for not reporting crimes to the police.
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Bounding

Reverse record
checks

A DEFENSE OF VICTIM SURVEYS

Despite the shortcomings of victim surveys that have been elaborated, it should once again be
pointed out that no method of data gathering is perfect. Many of these sources of error are not the
sole province of victim surveys but may apply equally to some of the other techniques of data
gathering. Victim surveys are a relatively young endeavor in criminal justice. Much has already
been learned, and much has yet to be learned in future methodological analyses.

The Department of Justice’s Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) is constantly monitoring
and attempting to update the methodological accuracy of the NCVS. In 1985, a panel of experts
in criminology—The National Crime Consortium—was charged with the task of devising better
screening questions to obtain better control over forgotten as well as sensitive items. Redesign of
the NCVS reflects this effort.

CONTROLLING FOR ERROR IN VICTIM SURVEYS

Some common means of controlling for error in victim surveys, some of which have already
been mentioned, are:

Use of panels

Bounding of target groups

Evaluations of coding

Reverse record check surveys of known groups

Reinterviews of the same group

Interviews with significant others

Bounding

The use of panels in the NCVS permits the researcher to achieve bounding. The first interview
with residents results in a panel that can then be followed up five times every six months before
being dropped out of the sample. At each six-month interview, respondents are asked about
events since the last interview. Bounding is made possible beginning with the initial interview
during which the boundary, or time period during which events were recalled as having taken
place, can be established. Any events recalled later can be tracked since the previous interview,
thus eliminating telescoping of reports.

Simple coding procedures—the assignment of responses to categories—have high degrees of
measurement error and intercoder discrepancies (Crittenden and Hill, 1971; Sussman and Haug,
1967). The utilization of different coders to classify the same data enables assessment of coding error.

Reverse Record Checks

Reverse record checks involve validation of reported behavior on the basis of studying a group
whose behavior is already known. Pilot studies of known victims who had reported their inci-
dents to police were conducted in Washington, D.C., Baltimore, and San Jose (Panel for the
Evaluation of Crime Surveys, 1976, p. 33). The surveys found that recall deteriorates more
quickly after six months, and particularly forgotten are crimes committed by close acquaintances.
In the San Jose survey, 52 percent of assaults known to police were not reported in victim surveys
(National Advisory Committee, 1976, p. 146). Reiss interviewed a sample of respondents who
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170 Chapter 6 • Survey Research

had reported crimes to the police the month before and discovered that one out of five failed to
report to interviewers crimes they had reported to police the previous month (Reiss, 1967).

Reinterview of the same group enables an assessment of potential bias and interviewer
bias. Results obtained by the initial interviewer can be compared with those obtained by the
second interviewer. Such information can then be reconciled or resolved through agreement
(Panel for the Evaluation of Crime Surveys, 1976, p. 63).

Interviews with significant others, peers, teachers, and the like provide a cross-check on
claimed behavior.

VICTIM SURVEYS: A BALANCED VIEW

In 1974, when LEAA released the findings from its thirteen central city surveys, Donald Santarelli,
then head of the organization, was quoted as having remarked “For the first time in history, we now
have an accurate measure of crime in America—at least in these 13 cities” (Burnham, 1974, pp. 1, 51).
Other popular reviews pointed to how victim surveys, in covering the dark figure of crime, showed
that there was actually twice as much crime as appears in official police statistics. After review of
the advantages and disadvantages of victim surveys, it seems fair to conclude that:

1. For the types of personal and household crimes, both victim surveys and the UCR measure,
the true rate is most likely somewhere between victim surveys, which overestimate crime,
and the UCR, which underestimates crime.

2. For other types of crimes such as occupational, corporate, and public order crime, both
measures underestimate crime.

3. Despite shortcomings, victim surveys present a needed separate and independent assess-
ment of crime and other criminal justice matters of importance.

The problems encountered with most methods of data gathering are not inherent to the nature
of the method; rather, the problems arise because the method is used as the sole means of assessment.

COMMUNITY CRIME VICTIMIZATION SURVEY SOFTWARE

The BJS has produced Crime Victimization Survey (CVS) software that can be used by local
government agency researchers to conduct their own victimization surveys. It uses the same
question asked in the NCVS. In addition, it contains questions that can measure citizen attitudes
toward crime, their neighborhood, and local policing services. The Justice Survey Software is a
free Web-based software for justice agencies to conduct their own surveys using standardized
questions available from various sources (www.bjsjss.org).

REDESIGN OF THE NATIONAL CRIME VICTIMIZATION SURVEY

In 1974, in response to an evaluation by the National Academy of Sciences and an internal
review by a predecessor of the BJS, a project was begun to evaluate and redesign the NCVS. The
evaluation was put together by a consortium of universities and private research firms and by the
staff from BJS and the Census Bureau. Implementation of some of these redesign plans was
begun in 1986; others were phased in later (Taylor, 1989, p. 1).

The first changes, those which would have minimal impact on NCVS victimization rates,
were introduced in July 1986. Most of these items related to the expanded list of questions, those
that were added to the questionnaire which had remained fundamentally unchanged since 1972.
These new questions related to: drug and alcohol use by offenders, self-protective measures taken
by victims, police actions, victim contact with the justice system, location of crime, victim’s activity,
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 171

and expansion of several existing questions (Whitaker, 1989, p. 2). Among other changes was the
decision to use CATI technology (computer-assisted telephone interviewing). With this CATI tech-
nology, questionnaire items can be flashed on a video monitor, and then interviewers can immedi-
ately enter responses using the keyboard. The redesigned NCVS program is also considering but
has not implemented CAPI technology (computer-assisted programmed interviewing), which
makes possible the use of portable laptop computers in field interviews. Although the proposed
changes involve too many details for our presentation, it is worth noting some other modifications.
These modifications include altering the scope of crimes measured or adding new topical supple-
ments to the NCVS on a regular basis. Special questions will be periodically added to deal with
timely topics, such as school crime or victim risk (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1989).

Efforts were made in redesigning the NCVS to avoid disrupting the integrity of its longitu-
dinal design. The new survey instrument was phased into the NCVS so as not to compromise
trend data (Bachman and Taylor, 1994, p. 502). Exhibit 6.2 details the redesigned NCVS.

EXHIBIT 6.2

The Redesigned National Crime Victimization Survey

Additional Details About the Redesign of
the National Crime Victimization Survey
In the mid 1970s, the National Academy of Sciences
evaluated the NCVS for accuracy and usefulness.
While the survey was found to be an effective
instrument for measuring crime, reviewers identified
aspects of the methodology and scope of the NCVS
that could be improved. They proposed research to
investigate the following:

• an enhanced screening section that would
better stimulate respondents’ recall of
victimizations

• screening questions that would sharpen the
concepts of criminal victimization and dimin-
ish the effects of subjective interpretations of
the survey questions

• additional questions on the nature and con-
sequences of victimizations that would yield
useful data for analysis

• enhanced questions and inquiries about
domestic violence, rape, and sexual attack to
get better estimates of these hard-to-measure
victimizations.

The Redesign Has Improved the
Measurement of Domestic Violence
Respondents may be reluctant to report acts of
domestic violence as crimes, particularly if the
offender is present during the interview. In addition,

victims may not perceive domestic violence as
discrete criminal acts but as a pattern of abuse.
Though these issues still pose measurement
problems, the redesigned screening section includes
explicit questions about incidents involving family
members, friends, and acquaintances. Screening
questions also include multiple references to acts of
domestic violence to encourage respondents to
report such incidents even if they do not define
these acts as crimes. The survey staff review these
reported incidents using standardized definitions of
crimes. Thus, within the categories of violent crime
measured by the NCVS, the redesign will produce
fuller reporting of those incidents that involved
intimates or other family members.

A Comparison of the Old and New
Questionnaires Illustrates the Expanded
Cues That Help a Respondent 
Recall an Incident
New

1. People often don’t think of incidents commit-
ted by someone they know. Did you have
something stolen from you OR were you
attacked or threatened by—
a. Someone at work or school—
b. A neighbor or friend—
c. A relative or family member—
d. Any other person you’ve met or known?

(continued )
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EXHIBIT 6.2 (Continued )

2. Did you call the police to report something
that happened to YOU which you thought
was a crime?

3. Did anything happen to you which you thought
was a crime but did NOT report to the police?

Old

1. Did you call the police to report something
that happened to YOU which you thought
was a crime?

2. Did anything happen to YOU which you
thought was a crime but did NOT report to
the police?

The new NCVS has resulted in more victimizations
being reported than when the old instrument was
used. The survey now includes improved questions
and cues that help victims to remember victimizations.
Interviewers now ask more explicit questions about
sexual victimizations. Victim advocates have also been
instrumental in encouraging victims to talk more
openly about these experiences (National Crime
Victimization, 1994).

Reasons for Differences in Violent Crime
Rates Because of the New and Old
Screener Questions
The new screener questions provide more specific
cues regarding kinds of items used as weapons and
kinds of offender actions that better define the 
in-scope crimes of violence for the NCVS. In partic-
ular, the explicit cuing of rape and other sexual
assaults has been added to the new screener. A side-
by-side comparison of the new- and old-screener
questions is provided.

Furthermore, two frames of reference have
been added or more explicitly defined in the new
screener. The first relates to crimes being committed
by someone the respondent knows. The second
relates to the possible location of a crime or activities
the respondent may have been involved in. This
screener question takes the few sporadically
mentioned cues of location/activity in the old
screener questions and creates another specific

frame of reference with a greatly expanded list of
location/activity cues.

Violent Crime Screener Questions
New

1. Has anyone attacked or threatened you in
any of these ways—
a. With any weapon, for instance, a gun or

knife—
b. With anything like a baseball bat, frying

pan, scissors, or stick—
c. By something thrown, such as a rock or

bottle—
d. Include any grabbing, punching, or choking,
e. Any rape, attempted rape, or other type of

sexual attack—
f. Any face-to-face threats—

OR
g. Any attack or threat or use of force by any-

one at all? Please mention it even if you are
not certain whether it was a crime.

2. Incidents involving forced or unwanted sexual
acts are often difficult to talk about. Have you
been forced or coerced to engage in unwanted
sexual activity by—
a. someone you didn’t know before
b. a casual acquaintance OR
c. someone you know well?

Old

1. Did anyone take something directly from you
by using force, such as by a stickup, mugging,
or threat?

2. Did anyone TRY to rob you by using force or
threatening to harm you?

3. Did anyone beat you up, attack you, or hit
you with something, such as a rock or bottle?

4. Were you knifed, shot at, or attacked with
some other weapon by anyone at all?

5. Did anyone THREATEN to beat you up or
THREATEN you with a knife, gun, or some other
weapon, NOT including telephone threats?

6. Did anyone TRY to attack you in some other
way?

(continued )
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(continued )

EXHIBIT 6.2 (Continued )

Chapter 6 • Survey Research 173

All Types of Crimes Screener Questions
New

1. Were you attacked or threatened, OR did you
have something stolen from you—
a. At home including the porch or yard—
b. At or near a friend’s, relative’s, or neigh-

bor’s home—
c. At work or school—
d. In places such as a storage shed or laundry

room, a shopping mall, restaurant, bank,
or airport—

e. While riding in any vehicle—
f. On the street or in a parking lot—
g. At such places as a party, theater, gym,

picnic area, bowling lanes, or while fishing
or hunting—

OR
h. Did anyone ATTEMPT to attack or attempt

to steal anything belonging to you from
any of these places?

2. People often don’t think of incidents commit-
ted by someone they know. Did you have
something stolen from you, OR were you
attacked or threatened by—
a. Someone at work or school—
b. A neighbor or friend—
c. A relative or family member—

3. Did you call the police to report something
that happened to YOU which you thought
was a crime?

4. Did anything happen to you which you
thought was a crime but did NOT report to
the police?

Old

1. Was anything stolen from you while you were
away from home, for instance, at work, in a
theater or restaurant, or while traveling?

2. Did you call the police to report something
that happened to YOU which you thought
was a crime?

3. Did anything happen to YOU which you
thought was a crime but did NOT report to
the police?

Reasons for Differences in Burglary Rates
Because of the New and Old Screener
Questions
In general, the same frame of reference is
established for burglary in the new and old
screener. However, the new screener has several
more specific cues. These additional cues relate to
how the offender might have gotten into or
attempted to get into the respondent’s home
and/or other types of buildings that may be on the
respondent’s property.

Burglary Screener Questions
New

1. Has somebody—
a. Broken in or ATTEMPTED to break into

your home by forcing into door or win-
dow, pushing past someone, jimmying a
lock, cutting a screen, or entering through
an open door or window?

b. Has anyone illegally gotten in or tried to
get into a garage, shed, or storage room?

OR
c. Illegally gotten in or tried to get into a

hotel or motel room or vacation home
where you were staying?

Old

1. Did anyone break into or somehow get into
your home, garage, or another building on
your property illegally?

2. Did you find a door jimmied, a lock forced, or
any other signs of an ATTEMPTED break in?

3. Did anyone take something belonging to you
or any member of this household, from a
friend’s or relative’s home, a hotel or motel, or
vacation home?

Motor Vehicle Theft Rates
There is no significant difference in motor vehicle
theft rates between the new and old methods. One
reason is that the new- and old-screener questions
are very similar. Another reason is that motor vehicle
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174 Chapter 6 • Survey Research

TABLE 1 Changes in Totals Reflect the Headings Under Which Offenses Are Counted

Type of Crime 
(New Classification) 1992 Crime Rate

Type of Crime 
(New Classification) 1992 Crime Rate

Personal crimes 126.8 Personal crimes 51.1
Crimes of violence 49.3 Crimes of violence 49.3
Rape/other sexual assault 2.9 Rape/other sexual assault 2.9
Robbery 6.2 Robbery 6.2
Completed 4.1 Completed 4.1
Attempted 2.1 Attempted 2.1
Assault 40.2 Assault 40.2
Aggravated 11.1 Aggravated 11.1
Simple 29.1 Simple 29.1
Crimes of theft 77.5 Purse snatching 
Household crimes 180.8 pocket picking 1.8
Burglary 58.7 Property crimes 325.3
Household larceny 103.5 Burglary 58.7
Motor vehicle theft 18.6 Motor vehicle theft 18.6

Theft* 248.0

*The theft category is a new crime category. It includes those crimes that were previously classified in two other crime
categories: household larceny and personal larceny without contact (a subcategory of crimes of theft).

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, 1994a, p. 10.

thefts are highly salient events (demonstrated by the
fact that they have the highest percent reported to
police), suggesting little room for improvement in
their measurement. Similar results were observed in
the Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI)
research. While CATI increased ratios for most types
of crime, it had no significant effect on motor vehicle
theft rates.

Motor Vehicle Theft Screener Questions
New

1. Was it—
a. Stolen or used without permission?
b. Did anyone ATTEMPT to steal any vehicles?

Old

1. Did anyone steal, TRY to steal, or use it with-
out permission?

Redesign of Type of Crime 
Classification Scheme
A major reclassification scheme has shifted most of
what were previously categorized as personal crimes
of theft into property crimes of theft. Under the old
scheme, theft was characterized as a personal or
household crime based on location of the incident. If
an item were stolen from the grounds of a home, it
was considered a household theft; if the same item
were stolen from someplace away from the home, it
was considered a personal theft. This distinction was
rather arbitrary and unwieldy, since many items are
jointly owned by members of a household. The
redesigned NCVS classifies all thefts as household
thefts unless there was contact between victim and
offender. Personal thefts with contact (purse snatching
and pocket picking) are now the only type of theft that
are categorized as personal theft. Table 1 compares
the old and new type of crime classification scheme.

EXHIBIT 6.2 (Continued )

(continued )
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 175

EXHIBIT 6.2 (Continued )

Overlap Between the Old and New 
NCVS Methods
As discussed previously, an integral part of the
planned transition from the old methods to the new
methods of kconducting the NCVS was to include a
substantial overlap period in which both methods
were implemented concurrently. Besides being used

for comparing crime estimates, the overlap data can
be used to extend earlier time trends data. Statistical
models will be developed to adjust for the effects of
the new methods on victimization reporting.
Adjustment factors will be estimated at least for the
major crime categories and possibly for other
important variables if reliable differences are found.

Summary

Although many of the issues regarding survey
research discussed in Chapter 5 are also applicable to
this chapter, the purpose of this chapter has been to
explore the major elements of the interview, particu-
larly as it is used in criminal justice research.
Interviewing, which basically involves face-to-face
interaction between the interviewer and the respon-
dent, has many variations depending on the purpose
of the interview. Principal among these are structured
(closed-ended response), unstructured (open-ended
response), and depth (focus) interviews.

Some general advantages of the interview
method are personal contact, which affords observa-
tion, clarification of misunderstandings and control
over respondents, and the opportunity to employ
visual aids, make return visits, and gear language to
the level of the respondent. Interviews are also more
flexible than mail questionnaires. Disadvantages of
interviews include their sometimes time-consuming
and costly nature, potential interviewer bias and
mistakes, need for field supervision, and difficulty
in reaching certain respondents. Also, question
wording in public opinion polls has been shown to
radically alter response.

Some interview situations may lend themselves
to the use of various electronic recording equipment or
other aids which can be a considerable bonus. The ran-
domized response technique, in which the interviewer
is blind to the specific item (either a sensitive one or
probability one) being answered, may assist in over-
coming respondent reactivity to sensitive questions.

Some appropriate procedures in conducting
interviews have been detailed. The interviewer

should receive an orientation and training session to
be made aware of the organization and the survey and
to practice interviewing and become familiar with the
instrument to be employed. Arrangement of the
interview, proper protocol, demeanor of interviewers,
and administration of the questionnaire, including
probing and exiting, were detailed. Interviewers
should follow established procedures in recording
and editing their survey schedules.

The use of the telephone survey to assess
victimization holds promise as a means of reducing
the cost of victim surveys. Phone surveys have such
limitations as reduced scope, less in-depth respons-
es, high refusal rates, and exclusion of dispropor-
tions of certain populations, particularly the poor
and minorities. On the other hand, they have the
advantages of no field staff, simple checks on inter-
view bias, inexpensiveness, quickness, and easy
follow-up.

Computer software such as CART (Continuous
Audience Response Technology) has greatly expand-
ed the versatility of the interview. Random digit
dialing enables the coverage of unlisted numbers, a
previous shortcoming of phone surveys of victims.
The use of more careful screening questions and
branching procedures for sensitive items may reduce
nonresponse. Clever procedures have been developed
to ask even attitudinal scale questions by telephone.

Victim surveys have been surprisingly
ignored as a means of measuring crime until rela-
tively recently. As a result of pilot studies in the
late 1960s, LEAA, in cooperation with the Census
Bureau, began two major types of surveys that
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176 Chapter 6 • Survey Research

involved direct questioning of persons as to
whether they had been victims of crime. The first
type, the NCVSs, collected information from both
central city households and commercial establish-
ments. The second type, called the “National Crime
Panels,” consisted of a national stratified multistage
cluster sample of households and a two-stage prob-
ability sample of businesses. The unique character-
istics of the crime panels were bounding of panels
and reinterviews of respondents every six months
until they were rotated out of the sample and
replaced by a new unit.

Victim surveys are not without their problems.
Principal among these are high cost, false reports,
mistaken interpretation of incidents as crimes, mem-
ory failure and decay, sampling bias, over- and/or
underreporting, telescoping, interviewer effects, and

coding and mechanical error. In defense of surveys
of victims, many of their shortcomings are also
present in other techniques, and many of the prob-
lems identified are in part controllable through the
use of panels, bounding, quality control, overcoding,
reverse record checks, studies of known victim
groups, reinterviews, and interviews of persons who
know the victim. As was the case with self-report
surveys, victim surveys provide a valuable addition-
al assessment of crime.

Beginning in 1986, redesign of the NCVS
began to be implemented. This redesign included
plans to use CATI (computer-assisted telephone
interviewing) and, in the future, possibly CAPI
(computer-assisted programmed interviewing). The
redesigned NCVS improved particularly the mea-
surement of domestic violence.

Key Concepts

Structured interviews 148
Unstructured interviews 148
Depth interviews 149
Advantages/disadvantages of

interviews 150
Interviewer effect 150
Randomized response 

technique (RRT) 152
Probing 154
Editing the interview 156
Telephone surveys 157

Advantages/disadvantages of
telephone surveys 157

Screening questions 158
CAPI 159
CART 159
CATI 159
Random digit dialing 160
Branching procedure 161
Dark figure of crime 162
Victim surveys 162
NCVS 163

Crime panels 164
Bounding 164
Some problems in victim

surveys 164
Telescoping 166
Demand characteristics 167
Vignettes 156
Benefits of victim 

surveys 168
Reverse record check 169

Review Questions

1. What are some distinct advantages of interviewing as
a data-gathering strategy? Discuss some interviewing
aids which further enhance this technique.

2. Suppose you were the director of a research project
and assigned the task of running a short training pro-
gram for the interviewers. What are some specific
points you would present?

3. Compare the NCVS with the UCR as measures of
crime in the United States.

4. What are some methodological problems in victim sur-
veys as well as some means of controlling for them?

5. What are some techniques employed in telephone
surveys, particularly in those that are designed to
overcome identified shortcomings of telephone
surveys?

6. What impact does the wording of questions have on
response in surveys, public opinion polls, and victim
surveys?

7. Discuss some redesign features of the NCVS partic-
ularly as it relates to the measurement of domestic
violence.
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Chapter 6 • Survey Research 177

Useful Web Sites

National Crime Victimization Survey www.ojp.usdoj.
gov/bjs/cvict.htm
The Survey System (Creative Research Systems)
www.surveysystem.com/sdesign.htm#top
Crime Victimization Survey Software (Version 1.3)
www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/pub/pdf/questions.pdf
Telephone Interview Methodology (Washington State
University) http://survey.sesrc.wsu.edu/methodologies/
telephone_surveys.htm

Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Software Resources
http://fcis.oise.utoronto.ca/~kcook/qualsoftware/
Electronic Journals in Qualitative Research 
www.uga.edu
Research Navigator www.researchnavigator.com/
articles/research.asp?p=171027seqnum=2
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
(OJJDP) www.ojp.usdoj.gov
Guide to BJS Web Site www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs
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