The Survey Research Design
Some Practical Problems

By FRANCES HENRY

RESUME

Aprés avoir souligné que les méthodes de recherches tradi-
tionnelles ne s’emploient que difficilement dans le contexte d’une
société en développement, I'auteur présente le “Survey Research
Design” qui a été utilisé dans sa recherche sur I'engagement
politique a Trinidad.

The research topics that are of growing interest to anthro-
pologists call for an increased sophistication of research techniques
and methodology.! Anthropologists conducting research within the
context of emerging nations concentrate on such topics as national
integration, the rise of political consciousness among rural or peasant
peoples, the changing structure of urban areas as a result of migra-
tion from rural areas and many other socio-political problems related
to the developing countries. It has become steadily apparent that
reliance on traditional techniques of data collection — participant
observation and intensive interviewing among others — cannot
adequately cope with research topics which involve the study of
large segments of a population or indeed of entire nations. In
studying the reorganization of rural peoples in a city, or the rise
of political consciousness, for example, intensive analysis of one
community, or even of several, may not be sufficient. Sometimes
community delineation in a sprawling metropolis may be virtually
impossible.

The sample survey — an instrument devised by sociologists and
used by them for many years — can be of immense value in
gathering data on problems associated with a national state or

1 The research upon which these observations are based was a study of
political commitment and the communication process in Trinidad. Fieldwork
was carried out in January-May 1965 and supported by a grant from the Centre
for Developing Area Studies, McGill University.
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any topic in which a representative sample of a large population is
required (see Parten 1950; Kish 1965; Lerner 1958). Some anthro-
pologists have become interested in this technique and political
scientists, particularly those who work in developing areas, are also
making use of the survey (Bonilla 1964).2

The survey technique is not without its problems however.
I would like to call attention to some of these problems which
emerged from a study of political commitment which I conducted
in Trinidad recently. The following research design was constructed
prior to the commencement of fieldwork. The study used the
survey technique and a total of 350 interviews were collected by
seven local interviewers. The sample was selected by means of the
Trinidad and Tobago Census of 1960 which is conveniently divided
into enumeration districts. The districts vary somewhat in size
although the average is about 100 households per district. Twenty
districts were selected by using a table of random numbers. A
questionnaire of 182 items was constructed before fieldwork began
and this was pre-tested in Trinidad and revised accordingly. Each
district was surveyed and a number of streets or roads (in country
areas) were randomly selected.  Interviewers were then sent and
instructed to approach each second house on the selected streets
or roads until the total quota of interviews (usually 15-25 depending
on the total size of the district) was reached. Certain modifications
in this design took place within the field and these are noted below.
On the whole, this random approach to the selection of the sample
proved successful in that a fairly representative sample of the country,
on the basis of age, sex, race and occupation was attained.

It is important to stress at the outset however, that the overall
research design — and particularly the sampling procedure — must
be sufficiently flexible to permit changes in the field. In also stressing
this point, Bonilla (1964:145) says “What may appear in the abstract
to be a clear-cut and vigorous plan can prove a nightmare to apply.”

1. SELECTING A SAMPLE

The sample can be selected in various ways. Stratified or ran-
dom sampling are the two most commonly used means of sample

2 A good discussion of research design in modernizing areas can be
found in Hyman 1964.
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selection. Stratified sampling implies a relatively intensive knowl-
edge of the variables which will be relevant to a particular topic
and the sample is selected on the basis of such known criteria. In
field situations in contemporary anthropology, knowledge of relevant
variables may not be thorough enough to permit usage of this
method and the matching of informants on selected criteria may be
difficult to carry out. In my study of political commitment, there-
fore, the random method was employed. Because of the availability
of the minute divisions in the census, I was able to draw a random
sample of districts which was representative of the population.
While the random technique worked well in this situation, it may
present problems in others. In drawing a random sample from a
larger universe than the population of Trinidad which is under
1 million, the sample may become excessively large and problems of
time, money, availability of interviewers, etc. may make it impossible
to interview a sample of say 1,000 or more unless the research under-
taking is large in itself. Small one or two man field teams with
limited funds may find the stratiied method — which usually
involves a smaller sample — more practical. But, as noted above,
more intensive knowledge of the total area is required.

The units which are to be sampled may present another area
of difficulty. The researcher must decide on the kinds of sampling
units to be used and these may depend upon the country in which
the research is to be carried out. Units can be villages, communities,
neighbourhood blocks, households, heads of households, etc. In
countries which are not as developed as Trinidad, census units may
not be available and even units such as households or roads may
present greater problems of delineation (Wilson 1958: 230). Even
census divisions are not completely reliable due to the lapse of time
between enumeration and the time of research. Changes in popu-
lation or even in boundaries may seriously affect the sample. In
this case, many enumeration districts were bounded by imaginary
lines which were difficult to retrace so that some substitutions had
to be made during the course of fieldwork. One district could not
even be located during the first survey and a substitution was made
rather than spend excessive periods of time in locating the missing
district.
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2. SELECTING INTERVIEWERS

One of the advantages of the survey technique is that a large
number of respondents can be reached. This usually means that
a team of interviewers is employed to gather the data. One of the
most obvious difficulties lies in finding trained local interviewers,
since it is usually too expensive to bring an interview team into the
field. In most countries, university students have some degree of
training but they may not be available during the research period.
Summer research has an advantage in this respect. Occasionally,
a local market research or similar organization can supply reasonably
trained interviewers. In Trinidad such facilities were fortunately
available but again several problems emerged. In the first instance,
the natural biases of local interviewers must be controlled. Since
this study focused on politics, the interviewers themselves had
strong opinions with respect to the political scene and a great
deal of supervision was required to make sure that they were not
leading or influencing the answers of the respondents. Despite this
supervision, complete neutrality was probably not attained. Secondly,
because of the racial heterogeneity in Trinidad, the interviewers and
the respondents had to be matched with respect to race, insofar as
this was possible. It was assumed, for example, that a Negro inter-
viewer would not be able to establish sufficient rapport with an
Indian respondent. In other countries, variables other than race
— sex, for example — might have to be controlled (Ralis et dl.
1958: 247). Another problem is created by the fact that several
interviewers are employed and inconsistencies or differences between
them may affect the overall results. Interviewer reliability can
usually be increased by careful and prolonged training but often
the exigencies of fieldwork do not allow for such extensive training
periods.

3. THE VALIDITY OF THE DATA

One of the major weaknesses of the survey technique is that
it relies upon the voluntary cooperation of the respondents. This is
not an insurmountable weakness particularly as respondents can be
substituted as long as the substitutions are made in keeping with
the research design. In a limited field situation, however, such
substitutions may not be feasible and they may, in fact, become
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excessively time consuming. Usually the interviewer is instructed
to convince the respondent of the importance of the research in
order to enlist his cooperation (Bonilla 1964: 139). Even so this
aspect of the survey technique may be most foreign to the anthro-
pologist accustomed to the sometimes lengthy period of time neces-
sary to establish rapport within a community. In this case, however,
an interviewer comes into an area in which he is not known and
asks for 1-2 hours of a respondent’s time. The interviewer is, of
course, instructed to present his role and that of the research in a
convincing and reasonable manner. Nevertheless, the time involved
may be too short to really convince a potential respondent. Will
people respond at all and if they do, how valid are their responses?
In this research project, again perhaps because it involved politics,
many respondents tended to associate the interviewer with the
government, despite assurances to the contrary. It could be seen
that some respondents gave answers which they thought would not
endanger them and they were particularly loathe to express any
negative sentiment against the government. These respondents
tended to give vent to their true feelings after the formal interview
was finished. They said, for example, “You have no more questions,
ma'm? Now the way I see it is this...” Others tended to give the
type of answers which they thought the interviewer expected. Some
interesting rural-urban differences emerged in this respect. Urbanites
tended to be far more suspicious; they asked many more questions
but tended to give richer answers. Rural people, on the other hand,
were more accepting but gave briefer answers and many more “I
don’t know” answers. This may, of course, reflect their lower level
of information and political involvement. Although rapport may
present difficulties in some cases, the validity of the answers can,
to some extent, be controlled by means of sensitive questionnaire
construction.

Another problem which relates to the entire data gathering
process has to do with the need for government clearance of research
in many areas of the world today. Government scrutiny may be
necessary for many research projects regardless of the research design
employed. Since the survey uses a questionnaire, the government
official may wish to see the questionnaire and examine it carefully.
There is a subtle psychological difference between showing a research
proposal or discussing the research verbally and showing a question-
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naire which lists a very specific set of questions. The chances are
that an official will examine a questionnaire more closely and raise
more objections when an itemized list is presented. The question-
naire used in this study was scrutinized carefully and changes were
requested. Fortunately they were not of a kind to seriously jeopardize
the project — usually a rephrasing was sufficient. In other countries,
major modifications might have to be made to satisfy a government
official and this is particularly the case when a questionnaire or
other type of measuring instrument is employed.

Finally, the usage of quantitative techniques such as the survey
implies a problem of a somewhat different order. Many anthro-
pologists are not trained in the sophisticated mechanics of question-
naire construction or statistical data analysis using computer pro-
grammes. At the moment, this lack can be solved by reliance on
sociological colleagues but if quantitative techniques gain a more
widespread acceptance among anthropologists, specific training, per-
haps at the graduate level, may become necessary — some graduate
programmes already include this type of training. It seems apparent
that anthropology would have much to gain by a more sophisticated
methodology where the research topics require it. In the final
analysis, however, the ideal research design would consist of a com-
bination of the intensive and qualitative analysis of the traditional
anthropologist with the more quantitative approach of other disci-
plines.

McGill University

REFERENCES

BoniLra, F.
1964 Survey Techniques. In Studying Politics Abroad, ed. by Robert
E. Ward et al. Boston & Toronto, Little Brown.

HymaN, HERBERT
1964 Research Design. In Studying Politics Abroad, ed. by Robert
E. Ward et al. Boston & Toronto, Little Brown.

KisH, L.
1965 Survey Sampling. New York, Wiley.

LErNER, D.
1958 The Passing of Traditional Society. Glencoe, Free Press.



THE SURVEY RESEARCH DESIGN 57

ParTEN, M.
1950 Surveys, Polls and Samples. New York, Harper.
Ravis, M. et dl.
1958 Applicability of Survey Techniques in Northern India. Public
Opinion Quarterly 22:245-250.

Warp, RoserT E. et dl., eds.
1964 Studying Politics Abroad. Boston & Toronto, Little Brown.

WiLson, E. C.
1958 Problems of Survey Research in Modernizing Areas. Public
Opinion Quarterly 22:230-234.



	Contents
	p. [51]
	p. 52
	p. 53
	p. 54
	p. 55
	p. 56
	p. 57

	Issue Table of Contents
	Anthropologica, Vol. 9, No. 1 (1967) pp. 1-120
	Front Matter
	Magic in Business and Industry: Notes towards Its Recognition and Understanding [pp. 3-20]
	Family Life in Bornu [pp. 21-42]
	A Comment on Race, Class and Status Differences in Merida, Yucatan, Mexico [pp. 43-50]
	The Survey Research Design Some Practical Problems [pp. 51-57]
	The Morphologic Variations of the Supramastoid Crest and Tubercles [pp. 59-72]
	L'utilisation des ordinateurs électroniques dans les sciences de l'homme [pp. 73-90]
	Communications
	The Council for Canadian Archaeology: A Comment [pp. 91-95]

	Recensions / Book Reviews
	Review: untitled [pp. 97-97]
	Review: untitled [pp. 98-98]
	Review: untitled [pp. 98-100]
	Review: untitled [pp. 100-101]
	Review: untitled [pp. 101-103]
	Review: untitled [pp. 104-104]
	Review: untitled [pp. 105-106]
	Review: untitled [pp. 106-107]
	Review: untitled [pp. 107-109]
	Review: untitled [pp. 109-110]
	Review: untitled [pp. 110-112]
	Review: untitled [pp. 112-113]
	Review: untitled [pp. 113-115]

	Volumes reçus / Books Received [pp. 117-119]
	Back Matter



