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DOING SURVEY
RESEARCH
Each day we are faced with continuing claims made by media pundits, politicians,
teachers, and friends, often quoting research. Consider also the numerous comments
and posts on Internet blogs, Twitter, and Facebook that illustrate the confusion between
opinion and factual data. How do we learn to interpret the research we hear about
and read, to distinguish opinions from scientific facts, and to use this knowledge to
conduct our own studies to answer the questions faced in everyday situations?
Understanding the components that go into scientific research and learning how
to do research, make decisions about which statistics to use, and analyze statistical
findings are goals for everyone in today’s research-oriented world. Questions about
the reliability and validity of data from a study or public opinion poll come up routinely
and need critical review. This book contributes to achieving these objectives.
Doing Survey Research is intended for people who want to learn how to conduct
quantitative studies for a project in an undergraduate course, a graduate-level thesis,
or a survey that an employer may want completed. This brief, practical textbook
prepares beginners to conduct their own survey research and write up the results,
as well as read and interpret other people’s research. It combines survey design with
data analysis and interpretation.
And it is for those who need to understand and critically interpret survey research
found in scholarly journals, reports distributed in the workplace, and social scientific
findings presented online in the media, on a blog, or in social media postings.
Essential new updates to this edition include coverage of Big Data, Meta-Analysis, and
A/B testing methodology—methods used by scholars as well as businesses like Netflix
and Amazon.
Peter M. Nardi is Professor Emeritus of Sociology at Pitzer College, a member of the
Claremont Colleges, former President of the Pacific Sociological Association, and
author of Critical Thinking: Tools for Evaluating Research.
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preface to the
fourth edition
Everything that can be counted does not necessarily count; everything that
counts cannot necessarily be counted.
—Albert Einstein, physicist

E

ach day we are faced with continuing claims made by media pundits, politicians, teachers, and friends, often quoting polls, scientific claims, and scholarly
research. Consider also the numerous comments and posts on Internet blogs,
Twitter, and Facebook that illustrate the confusion between opinion and factual data.
How do we learn to interpret the research we hear about and read, to distinguish
opinions from scientific facts, and to use this knowledge to conduct our own studies
to answer the questions faced in everyday situations?
Understanding the components that go into scientific research and learning how
to do research, make decisions about which statistics to use, and analyze statistical
findings are goals for everyone in today’s research-oriented world. Questions about
the reliability and validity of data from a study or public opinion poll come up routinely and need critical review. This book contributes to achieving these objectives by
providing the methods to design systematic studies.
Doing Survey Research is intended for people who want to learn how to conduct
quantitative research for a project in an undergraduate course, a graduate-level dissertation, or a survey that an employer may want completed. And it is for those who need
to understand and critically interpret survey research found in scholarly journals,
reports distributed in the workplace, and social scientific findings presented online
in news media, on a blog, or in social media postings.
The objective is to keep the book brief, simple, and lively; it is not designed to
be encyclopedic in covering all kinds of research. See it as a how-to manual for
those who do not plan to go beyond an introductory course yet need to learn (or
relearn) how to read survey data and make decisions about which statistics and
methods to use when designing a quantitative study for a thesis, class, or workplace project.
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FOCUS OF THE BOOK

The core goal of the book is to teach the methods to develop, carry out, and conclude
a reliable and valid quantitative research project, while also providing the tools to
critically evaluate research presented in academic journals and popular media. This
is accomplished by organizing the chapters in the same sequence of most quantitative
survey projects:
• Understand the purpose of doing research, in particular the strengths of survey
designs compared with other methodologies and data collection tools (Chapter 1).
• Find topics to study by reviewing previous research in the professional journals to
clarify ideas, formulate theories, and develop hypotheses (Chapter 2).
• Learn to construct and operationalize valid and reliable measures for a set of
research questions or hypotheses (Chapter 3).
• Create a professional questionnaire by developing the techniques and learning the
guidelines used by survey researchers (Chapter 4).
• Distinguish various probability and nonprobability sampling strategies (Chapter 5).
• Learn how to use basic statistical techniques and decide which statistics to use with
different types of measures (Chapters 6 to 9).
• Read and evaluate tables of data and statistics that appear on the Internet, in news
media, reports, and academic journals (Chapters 6 to 9).
• Interpret the data and make conclusions about the research questions or hypotheses when writing or presenting different kinds of reports (Chapter 10).
NEW TO THIS FOURTH EDITION

Since many of the basic statistical and research methods concepts change little over
the years, what makes a new edition lively and topical are the examples illustrating
the key ideas in the text. Each chapter has updated data and illustrations from current
academic and popular articles relevant to today’s Web-oriented students, including
studies focused on topics related to social media. Many of the exercises at the end of
each chapter have also been revised with newer research and examples from a wide
range of social and behavioral studies disciplines. In addition, information and illustrations of the key concepts provided in the Doing Survey Research website have been
updated: https://doingsurveyresearch.wordpress.com/
Growing exponentially in today’s Internet-mediated world is the collection
and analysis of Big Data. This edition includes a brief discussion of what Big
Data is and the ethical issues which emerge not only about privacy, but also how
it relates to the methods discussed in this book about sampling, probability, and
research design.
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Another research method that’s become increasingly popular is “meta-analysis.”
The updated text includes a short discussion of what meta-analysis is and how it
is used to improve research reliability and validity. Along with these two research
concepts, short discussions about the so-called A/B testing methodology and social
network analysis have been added. These increasingly popular methodologies often
require access to large data sets and powerful computers, so details about how to
use them are left to more advanced textbooks. This new edition simply focuses on
explaining what they are as a way to help learners to understand what they mean
and what their strengths and limitations are when reading about them in scholarly
research and popular media.
A few readers have asked for coverage of qualitative methods and more advanced
statistics, such as logistic regression. However, this is a beginner’s guide to quantitative
survey methods rather than a comprehensive, encyclopedic volume on all sorts of social
science research techniques. The objective is to keep the book brief, simple, and lively.
I see it as preparing a foundation for those students who will go on to graduate school,
where they will learn more advanced methods and statistics. And I view the book as a
how-to manual for those who do not plan to go beyond an introductory course, yet need
to learn (or relearn) how to read survey data and make decisions about which statistics
and methods to use when designing a study for a thesis, class, or workplace project. I
have received many e-mails from nonstudent readers in real-world workplaces who have
been tasked with writing a questionnaire, conducting a survey, and analyzing data and
picked up the book to refresh their memory of material learned in a course taken years
before. These are all the audiences for which this book is written.
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