March 24 Surveys

Adl er and d ark distingui sh between surveys (standard
measurements and statistical analysis) and questionnaires and
structured interviews (ways of collecting information). But
surveys and questionnaires or structured interviews go together so
often that people usually don't nmake this distinction. If a
soci ol ogi st says "survey research" they probably nean research
based on structured interviews. A structured interviewis where
an interviewer reads a questionnaire to a respondent and wites
down the answers. That's the nmobst common formin which serious
survey research is done. Somnetines people are given a
guestionnaire thensel ves and asked to fill it out. That's conmon
in small-scal e survey research, like what we'll do for this class.
I won't follow their distinctions in termnology rigorously.

Another term-"poll". Sane as a questionnaire or structured
interview, but usually used for ones on contenporary politica
i ssues, like those reported in newspapers, rather than those
i ntended for academ c research. But sonetines social scientists
wi || analyze data frompolls, so the distinction is kind of
arbitrary.

The survey begins froma sinple i dea—ask peopl e questions.
By doing this, you can find out about what they think, or about
what they do. But has a special feature. Basic principle—
standardi zation. Standard format for everyone—f it can be
varied, it is only according to explicit rules. E g., if a
person doesn’t have children, you woul d skip questions about
chil dren.

This is different fromthe way that a journalist or
soci ol ogi st mi ght ask questions in a qualitative interview, where
you may adjust your approach fromthe person. For exanple, you
m ght change the wordi ng dependi ng on how well informed or
interested the person seens to be. |If a person doesn’t seemto
understand, you mght explain it further, or give them an exanple.
If the person asks you what you think, you mght tell them

In a survey, interviewers are told not to do any of that.
Essentially, the idea is to do it the sane way for everyone, and
not to add or nodify anything on the questionnaire. Al so, don't
give any extra information. E. g., if a person asks the
i nterviewer what she thinks, the interviewer is supposed to give
sone polite statenent to the effect that | can't say, we're
interested in what you think, etc.

Essentially the idea is to make the process conpletely
nmechani cal Ao choi ce by the interviewer, and no choice by the
person being intervi ewed except what answer to give to each
guestion. Can’'t achieve this totally, because there is a human
el enent, but that’s the idea.

Why? Essentially to elimnate differences caused by the
interviewer. You want to know that any differences you find are
due to differences in what people think. E g., if a survey in
2003 finds sonething, and you conpare it to a survey taken in
1983, you want to be sure that differences reflect changes in what



peopl e think, not differences in who the interviewers were or how
they did things.

Coal is to nake “replication” possible--producing results,
doing things again in the same way. |Inportant in science, because
it nmeans ot her people can check your work. If | say | took a
survey, and 70% said that they were satisfied with their jobs,
then a person who doubts ne can go out and check. [If he didn't
get the sane results when followng ny instructions, that would
cast doubt on ny claim On the other hand, if | say | talked to
some people, and ny judgnment is that nost people are satisfied
with their jobs, can't really be checked. |f sonmeone el se went
out and talk to people and decided that npbst people weren't
satisfied, all you could say is that our judgnents were different.

There are some things |ost by standardi zati on—a skilled
i nterviewer working with I ess structure could probably tell you
nore about what any individual thinks. But then replication
woul dn’t be possible, and you al so wouldn’t be able to interview
as many people. So surveys are best for conparisons of |arge
groups of peopl e—AeNn vs. wonen, people in 1983 vs. people in 2003,
etc. Not as good for detail ed understandi ng of any one person.

One issue with replication: what is "the sane"? There are
di fferent |anguages in the world, and often in the same country.
Al so, even within the sane | anguage, different people may use
words differently, and meani ngs nmay change over tine:



| F THE QUESTI ON OF NATI ONAL PRCHI BI TI ON SHCOULD COVE UP AGAI N,
WOULD YQU VOTE FOR PRCHI BI TI ON OR AGAI NST | T?

Responses:

FOR 23%
AGAI NST 72
NO OPI NI ON 5

Survey Organi zati on: Gl lup Organi zation

Popul at i on: NATI ONAL ADULT

Popul ati on Si ze: 1357

I nt ervi ew net hod: PERSONAL

Begi nni ng date: JUN 4, 1950 Endi ng date: JUN 9,

1950

R18 If the question of national prohibition should come up
agai n, would
you vote to outlaw the sale of alcoholic beverages, or not?

Responses:
Qut | aw 20%
Do not outl aw 78
Don't know 3
Ref used *
* = | ess than .5 percent
Survey Organi zati on: I.C.R -International Communications
Resear ch
Resear ch Sponsor: Harvard School of Public Health
Popul at i on: Nati onal adult
Popul ation Size: 1001
I ntervi ew et hod: Tel ephone
Begi nni ng dat e: JUL 13, 2001 Endi ng date: JUL 17,

2001
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Met hods of adm ni stering surveys:

4 basic methods: (1) face-to-face (2) telephone (3) mail (4)
internet. The book mentions group-adm ni stered questionnaires,
like the one described in the rape attitudes article, which was
given out in classes. However, this isn't a najor nethod. Only
possible if you want to survey people who naturally would be in
one place, like students or people who work at a particul ar
conpany. |f you want to survey a cross-section of the public, you
have to go to them i ndividually.

Traditionally, face-to-face interviews were nost popul ar.

Now t el ephone surveys have becone widely used. 1In the US, they
are the nost common--pretty much all conmercial polls are by

t el ephone, and nost academ ¢ surveys too. Ml surveys have never
been as popul ar for major studies, although they are often used
for small projects. Conmercial polls don't use them because
they're sl ow-nany people don't fill themout right away, and nay
need reminder letters. The nobst prom nent exanple of a nuil ed
guestionnaire is the US Census. Wb surveys have started to
appear recently. Most useful for special popul ations, since nany
or nost people (even in America) don't use the internet.

Bi ggest advantage of tel ephone surveys is |ower cost and
greater speed. Biggest advantage of in-person survey is that it's
possi bl e to have | onger surveys and nore conpl ex questions,

i ncl udi ng questions using visual cues. The mgjor disadvantage is
cost--they are much nore expensive than the other kinds because
you have to add the interviewer's travel tinme. Advantage of rmai
questionnaires is probably that they mnimze "social desirability

bias.” People nmay be nore willing to admt to things that m ght
be enbarrassi ng when they don't have to actually speak out. Wb
survey is simlar to mail, with the advantage of greater speed.

The nmaj or disadvantage is that a | ot of people don't have web
access, or aren't very confortable using it. So it's useful for
sone sorts of people--e. g., professors or students. One
additional point: sonetinmes an in-person survey contains a mail-
in supplenent. Usually these get a pretty good response rate
because people already feel sone commtnent to you, and possibly
some interest in the survey.

Key conponents of a serious survey--identify popul ation,
sel ect people fromit (preferably random sel ection) and nake
serious effort to get those people to respond. "Surveys" based on
asking for volunteers to call in or go to a web site are
essentially worthless--they're basically a formof entertainnent.
Only a snmall fraction of the population will respond, and they're
very likely to be different fromthe people who don't respond.
Al so, people may respond nultiple tines.

A good el ectronic survey contacts people by phone or nail
and gives them an individual PI'N nunber which they need to access
the site, and which can only be used once.



It's also inportant to make nmultiple efforts to contact
people, or renmind themto return a form There will still be
peopl e who you can't reach, but you can reduce the nunber a |ot by
repeated efforts. Also, there will be some who sinply refuse to
respond. You can't prevent themfromdoing this, but you need to
keep count of them [It's also sonetines possible to get at |east
alittle information on them(e. g., in a phone survey, their
nunber gives sone informati on about where they live, and you can
guess their sex with high accuracy; in an in-person survey, you
know where they live, their sex, and can nmake pretty good guesses
about age and race). The reason to do this is to see if they are
different fromthe people who do respond in any obvi ous way.
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Desi gni ng survey questi ons:

O osed-ended vs. Open-ended. C osed-ended questions include
a list of possible answers—tike a multiple choice test. People
are asked to choose some nunber (usually one, but sonetines nore).
Open-ended just gives a question, doesn’t provide possible
answers.

C osed-ended is nore common. Reasons (1) |ess work for
i nterviewer and analyst. Wth open-ended, you have to wite down
exactly what people say, and then classify ("code") it before you
can analyze it. (2) Less need for interpretation by person who
classifies. For exanple, suppose you ask a person how he I|ikes
his job, and he tells you that it has sone good thi ngs—a, b, c—and
sone bad things—d,e,f. How do you classify hi mFavorabl e,
unfavorable, sonewh ere in the mddle? If you give himthe
possi bl e answers—very well, pretty well, not too well, not at all
then he will nake the judgnent hinself. Opposite problem al so
comes up, and actually seens to be nore common—peopl e may not tel

you nmuch in an open-ended question. E. g., if you ask sonmeone how
well he likes his job, and he says “it’s OK’. That could nean a
lot of things. |If you give himthe answers | |ist above, you know

that it’s a mddle response. (3) My be easier for people to
answer a cl osed-ended questions. E. g., suppose you ask peopl e
what’ s the biggest problemfacing the US today. There are lots of
things that people mght be concerned about, but it’s hard to

bring themall to mnd and sort through them If you give
people a list, like economc situation; threat of terrorism
crime; environnent; taxes; .., that may jog their nenory.

Open-ended questions are used mainly with things where there
are a limted nunber of possible answers—e. g., what’s your maj or;
in what state were you born. Sonetinmes used to suppl ement cl osed
ended questions. For exanple, you mght follow up a cl osed ended
guestion by asking "why do you feel that way."

Cood questions. Goals (1) clear; nmean the sane thing
to everyone (2) balanced—don’t trick people or suggest that they
ought to answer in a certain way.

There are no absolute rules for designing questions.
Basically, the right question is one that "works" in practice, and
you can't know that until you try. So when in doubt, it's a good
idea to pre-test questions.

Pre-test—give a trial version of survey. Then ask people if
they were sure about everything, if there were any questions where
they weren't offered an answer that really fits with what they
think. Also, you mght ask people to explain what they had in
m nd when they answered sonme questi ons.

For understanding, try to use everyday | anguage. Avoid
anmbi guous ternms, or terns that aren’t widely understood. E g.,
in controversy over President dinton a few years ago. “Ilnpeach’”—
brought to trial before the Senate; “Convict”—+enoved fromoffice
by the Senate. But a |lot of people may not understand this
di stinction, and may think “inpeach” means “renove fromoffice.”



So when pol | s asked about this, they didn't say “shoul d President
dinton be inpeached?” Rather, they normally asked sonething
like: “do you think President dinton should be renoved from
of fice?” Sometimes they would include sone explanation of ternmns:

QUESTION:
As you may know, the House of Representatives is expected to vote
soon on whether or not to impeach Bill Clinton. If the House
impeaches him, the Senate will hold a trial to decide whether or not
Clinton should be removed from office. Based on what you know,
do you think the House should or should not impeach Clinton?

RESULTS:

Should impeach - 40%
Should not - 58
No opinion -2

Some questions are short and sinple. For our survey, we
should try to keep to that sort of question. But sonetines
it's a good idea to include sone background on your topic.
There are some issues that aren't all that famliar to nost
peopl e. For exanple, if you' re tal king about sonme proposed

bill before Congress, many people m ght not have heard of it
at all, others will have heard of it but won't know the
details. So if just naned the bill, nost people m ght not be

able to offer any opinion. However, if you describe the

basi ¢ features, people may have sonething to say. And

soneti nmes you mght want to ask about hypot hetical ideas that
are pretty renote fromeveryday experience. |In this case,
you will definitely need to give sone background.



Exanpl es:

QUESTION:
The so-called 'flat tax® would generally reduce tax rates but it would
also eliminate many of the current deductions. How do you feel about
the 'flat tax'?

I'm for it - 31%
I'm against it - 15
Don't know - 54

[mail survey 1985]

QUESTION:
There has been a lot of talk about changing the income tax laws to
make the system fairer to everyone as well as make the forms easier
to fill out. One proposal is to do away with all exemptions and
deductions and impose on everyone a flat tax of 14% on all income
above $8,000 a year. Would you be in favor of a flat income tax of
14% a year or do you prefer the income tax system we now have?

Flat 14% tax - 39%
System we now have - 42
* Don't know - 20

[ Phone 1982]

QUESTION:

Thinking about the federal tax system--which of the following would
you prefer?...The current system in which people with large incomes
pay higher tax rates than people with smaller incomes--and taxpayers
can take deductions for charitable contributions, interest paid on home
mortgages, and other items, or a different system in which all people
would pay a flat tax rate of 17% regardless of income and no
deductions would be allowed. Families with four or more people and
incomes of less than $36,000 per year would pay no income tax.

RESULTS:

Current system - 46%
Different system - 50
No opinion -4

[1996, telephone]

March 31



Fairness: in general, should ask questions in bal anced form—
“do you agree or disagree” rather than “do you agree.” n
controversial issues, sonetines start with a “sone peopl e think
this, other people think that” introduction. Try to avoid using

| oaded or enotional terms—e. g., if you're asking about people who
work for the government, call them people who work for the
governnent rather than “governnent bureaucrats.” |If you give

informati on or argunent on one side, give it on the other too. E
g., question on welfare system

QUESTION:
On another subject, Congress has passed a bill that makes basic
changes in the welfare system, ending the federal guarantee of public
assistance for the poor, requiring able-bodied recipients to work after
two years, cutting off benefits after five years and cutting back on food
stamps. Supporters say this will end welfare dependency and save
more than 50 billion dollars over six years. Opponents say it will let
children go hungry and won't help poor people find the jobs they need.
What's your view--do you support or oppose this bill?

RESULTS:

Support the bill - 74%
Oppose the bill - 23
Don't know/No opinion -3

However, difficult to get agreement on what’s fair. Some people
may think a term is loaded. People may disagree with the definitions
or the factual information you give. If you give arguments on both
sides, they may think the argument on their side isn’t as strong as it
ought to be.

In cases like this, usually a good idea to ask a number of different
questions, changing the wording, or adding different information, or
considering different possibilities. If you get a similar distribution no
matter how you ask it, you have a clear conclusion. If not, you can
look more closely at the questions and think about why you are getting
different answers.

Information you get from surveys doesn't “speak for itself.”
It has to be interpreted. |In particular, you need to have sone
i dea about how peopl e understood a particular question. Exanple:

Questi on:
R47 When a person has a di sease that cannot be cured, do
you think doctors should be allowed by law to end the patient's

life by sonme painless neans if the patient and his fam |y request
it?



Responses:

Yes 2%
No 26
No opi ni on 2
Survey Organizati on: Gl lup Organi zation
Popul ati on: Nat i onal adult
Popul ati on Size: 1012
I ntervi ew et hod: Tel ephone
Begi nni ng dat e: MAY 6, 2002
If you think about the words used, they can all be
interpreted in different ways. E. g., “disease that can't be
cured.” Sone people suffer fromdiseases that can't be cured, and
reduce their quality of life, but aren't fatal. |In this case, |I'm
confident this is not what people had in mind--they nmeant the |ast
stages of a fatal illness. And what does “fam|y” nean? Aunts,
uncl es, cousins? Mnor children? Again, probably not what people
had in mnd here. | assune they nean spouse, adult children
parents, maybe brothers and sisters. | would say that these

assunptions are “conmon sense”—+e they' re things | know from
living in this society,

But its often useful to check the “combn sense”, especially
when interpreting what questions nean to people. This is the idea
of the “random probe” discussed in the article. Sinply ask people
to briefly explain why they answered the way they did. Article on
random probes—dsual | y reasons peopl e gave made sense. Not al ways
articulate, but usually fit with how they answered. But sone
cases in which they often didn't, especially rating as |iberal or
conservative. Suggests that many people don’t understand these
terns, or understand themin idiosyncratic ways. Al so, sonetines
made references to things that mght help to explain why they
answered that way—e. ¢., people who said the taxes they have to
pay are too high usually nentioned unfairness rather than the
direct financial burden

Sonetimes a random probe will reveal that sone people
understand the question differently than the interviewer neant it.
Exanmpl e: survey of black people in 1968:

“Do you feel Negroes have nore, less, or the sanme duty as
whites to obey the | aw?”

Mor e 5%
Sane 90%
Less 5%

Assunption was that nost people would say sane, but that sone
woul d say "less," on the grounds that they would think that the
political process and |aws were biased. Didn't really expect any
significant nunber to say nore, but just included it for the sake
of conpl eteness. Surprised that about as nany said nore as said
less. But they'd done a random probe, and found that nost of the
“mores” said things like “I do because they get picked up nore at
night. Also, they can't go downtown at ni ght without being



searched.” That nade it clear that people who said "nore" didn't
think “duty” neant noral obligation, but thought of it as a
practical requirenent.

Fi guring out reasons. Most sociol ogical research is devoted
to expl anati on. E. g., why people do or do not snoke, why they
are |liberal or conservative, why they do well or badly in school
How do you find out about explanation from surveys?

One possibility is to just ask people. On sone issues, this
is reasonable. You figure that they' |l know the answer and be
willing to tell you. But on sone questions, people may not know
the answers, or not want to admt them On others, they may give
valid answers, but not at the level you re interested in. What
counts as a good answer to “why” depends on your point of view
When peopl e are asked about why, they probably focus on causes
that are imedi ately visible to them not on |arger social forces.
E. g., if you asked people who nade a | ot of noney how they did
it, they would probably tell you a |lot about their hard work and
say | ess about the general economic trends that mnight have hel ped
them There answers aren't necessarily wong, just inconplete.
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Expl anation in surveys usually doesn't involve asking people
directly, but |ooking at relations between variables. Does one
thing predict another thing? If so, can you tell a plausible
story about how they are connected.

Exampl e:  why m ght people cheat on tests or assignnents?
There are lots of ideas. Pressure, |ow noral standards, ignorance
of rules, low perceived risk... These have different
inplications. |If it’'s pressure, we should find that students in
tough majors and students with high career aspirations cheat nore.
If it's generally |ow noral standards, you woul dn't get that
di fference anmong nmajors. But you woul d expect to find that people
who showed signs of willingness to break rules el sewhere (e. g.,
traffic violations, unauthorized mnmusic downl oads, |ying to protect
friend) woul d have higher rates of cheating.

Hypot hesi s—st at enent about the val ues of variables, usually

the rel ati onshi p between vari abl es. The si npl est hypot heses,
which is what we'll |ook at, involve just two variables. E g.,
“On the average, wonen feel |ess safe than nen." Says val ue of

the variable nmeasuring feeling of safety is related to the val ue
of sex (male vs. ferale).

A hypot hesis nay nention other qualities that aren’t
variables. E. g., “anmong UConn students, wonen feel |ess safe
then men.” UConn students isn't a variable, it’s a specific
group--to be a variable, sonmething has to involve differences
anmong groups. The point of nentioning UConn students is to
speci fy where the hypothesis applies. A lot of tine, people
woul dn't nention it explicitly, but sometinmes they woul d.



April 6 Hypotheses/ Survey research designs

Poi nt s about hypot heses

1. Hypothesis has to involve only facts--to be, in
principle, objectively right or wong. It can't be a matter of
taste or values. "Students should nmeet with their advisors at
| east once a senester” isn't a hypothesis. You could rmake
argunents for or against this idea, but you can't showit's
factually true or false. However, "most students think that
students should nmeet with their advisors at |east once a semester”
is a hypothesis. To find out if that's true, you' d just need to
ask a representative sanple of students if they think that
students should nmeet with their advisors at |east once a senester.
If nost of them say yes, the hypothesis is supported; if npbst say
no, it’'s refuted.

2. Not a definition--if | say that prejudice is an
irrational dislike or disapproval of some group, that may or may
not be a good definition, but it's not something that can be
proven true or false.

Oten a hypothesis is understood to involve a cover a class
of events, not a single event. The reason that a hypothesis is
usual Iy understood to be about a class of events is that unless
you have nmultiple events, you can't conpare them And finding out
whet her a hypothesis is true is basically a natter of conparing--
e. g., if you think that nmen earn nore than wonen, you conpare nen
to wonen.

I nportant thing about alnost all hypotheses in the social
sciences. Probabilistic rather than determ nistic--that is "nost

of the time" rather than "all the tine." Sonetines stated
explicitly, but often left inplicit.
Exanple: "nmen are taller than wonen". |If you understand it

as determnistic, it would nean any man is taller than any wonan--
that is, the shortest nan is taller than the tall est woman.
Cearly false. But if you understand it as probabilistic, it's
true-average nan is taller than average wonan.

Unl ess soneone says that their hypothesis is determnistic,
you shoul d understand it as probabilistic. E g¢., suppose you
have a hypothesis that children with a disorgani zed hone
environment are nore likely to conmt crines--not all such
children grow up to commit crimes. Al so, sone children have a
fine hone environnent and grow up to be crimnals anyway. So if
you understand it as a determnistic statenment, it's pretty
obviously false--all you need to do is cone up with one exanple
against it. But if you understand it as probabilistic, it may be
true--would have to investigate. Very rare that a social
scientist would propose a determnistic hypothesis: in fact, if
sonmeone clains that they've discovered a rule that al ways works is
a pretty good sign that they shouldn't be taken seriously.

Resear ch desi gns

"Il refer to surveys, since the issue cones up particularly
often in survey research, but the basic distinctions anong
research designs apply to all kinds of information gathering.



1. Cross-section: a snapshot--get information at one point
intime. Focus is on the present--what people think or do now
you mi ght ask peopl e about past behavior, but in practice can only
ask about recent events or major things in their life, |ike when
you married, or finished school, etc. Asking an ol der person how
they voted in the election of 1956, or howthey liked the job they
had then, woul d be pointless, because you couldn't count on their
menory being accurate after a long tine has el apsed. Even asking
a senior in college about how he/she felt freshman year woul d be
guesti onabl e, since experiences since then could col or nmenories.

2. Panel (longitudinal): follow the sanme people over a
period of tine, ask themthe same questions at various tines.

This needs to be planned in advance, because you need to nake sure
that you keep in touch with people. Usually when you did a
survey, you wouldn't preserve the nanes of the people invol ved,
and therefore couldn't look themup again later. So if you wanted
to do a panel, you' d have to get people's nanes, and al so nmake
arrangenents for maintaining contact with them

3. Trend study (repeated cross section): ask the sane
questions to different sanples fromthe sanme popul ati on at
different tines. E g., one inportant source of information is
the Census long form which is given to a random sanpl e of the
Anmerican people every 10 years. Each year, the sanple is chosen
separately, so it's a different group of people each tinme. But
each time it can be taken as representative of the Anmerican people
at that time. Interesting point about a trend study: you don't
have to start out intending to do one--a |later investigator can
make a trend study sinply by repeating questions soneone el se used

before. In fact, | repeated sonme questions on our class survey,
so we will have a trend study for those questions, although it
will involve a short period of tine.

3a. Cohort study: ask sanme questions to different sanples
fromthe same "cohort" at different tines. A cohort is a group of
peopl e who started sonething at the sanme tinme. Mst conmon form
is a"birth cohort"--people born at a particular tinme. But you
coul d define cohorts by other experiences. For exanple, you could
study people who started college in 1995. Mst of those people
woul d have been born at the sane tine, but sone would be ol der or
younger .
April 7

Cohort study and trend studies are rel ated, because both
i nvol ve taking cross-sections at different times. But the
popul ati on from which you take the sanple is different.

Limtations of cross-section: (1) doesn't tell you about
change, which is often interesting (e. g., is there nore or |ess
racial prejudice than there used to be)? (2) Doesn't let you
figure out causal order except in special cases. W'’ve nentioned
causality before, and will talk about it nore again. Causality
nmeans that one thing conmes first and another follows as a result.
Wth a cross-section, you neasure everything at the same tine, so
you don't know which canme first. Sonetines it's obvious (e. g.,
sex can be regarded as a cause of occupation; occupation obviously



isn't a cause of sex). O sonetines you can ask about the past
and be confident of getting accurate answers--e. g., if you're
interested in the relationshi p between educati on and having a
child. Wen did you conplete your education? Wen did you have
your first child? People are generally going to remenber these
facts. But there are questions, e. ¢g. opinions about things and
what kind of job a person has, where either order m ght nake
sense. (E. g., conpare people in different jobs and their views
on crime and |l aw enforcenent). Usually can't rely on people’s
reports of what they thought in the past.

Trend study tells you about change. |It's particularly
useful when you're interested in sone |larger forces that affect
all kinds of people. E. g., national trends in things |ike drug
use, racial prejudice, etc. Trend study tells you about change in
a whol e popul ation, while a cohort study tells you about change in
a cohort.

For exanple, if racial prejudice declines over tine, that
m ght be because of changes in the popul ation. The opinions of
t he popul ation can change even if nobody actually changes their
m nd (ol der cohorts dying and bei ng repl aced by younger cohorts,
as well as by immgrants). O it mght be because individual
peopl e becone | ess prejudiced. |If you do a cohort study, you can
see if there's change within a specific group of people.

Panel hel ps you figure out causal order; although it’s not
perfect. The reason is that you can see what cane first. E g.
if you could nmeasure soneone's opi nions when they were still in
school, see if they affected the kind of work they went into. And
you coul d neasure opi nions after sonmeone had been working for a
while, see if they were different fromwhen they started work.

Cross-sections are the nost conmon type of survey, despite
their limtations. The reason is sinply that they' re cheaper and
easier. (It's good to see if soneone has asked about simlar
i ssues before, so you can nake it a repeated cross-section). The
reason that panel studies aren't used nore often is the cost and
time commitnment. Keeping track of people requires a |ot of work
especially if the panel is a |long one and people w dely scattered.
Al so the issue of "subject fatigue"; and the possibility that
participation in the study affects themin sone way, e. g., by
maki ng them think nore about the issue. There are sone panels
that use national representative sanples, but they usually just
cover a few years. The few |long panel studies are al nost al
based on local, non-representative sanpl es, because special groups
are easier to keep track of.



April 9 Experi nents

Soneti mes considered the ideal formof scientific study.
Experinment is what you'd do if you could, anything else is just a
second best when experinents aren't possible in practice. Whether
or not this is right, the use of experinents in the soci al
sciences is pretty limted. Rare in economcs, political science,
ant hr opol ogy. Conmon in sonme areas of sociol ogy, but not nost.
Psychol ogi sts are the only social scientists who use thema |ot.

However, experinents need to be considered. They are
particularly useful when you want to know whet her an associ ati on
is the result of x causing y, y causing X, or spurious
correl ation.

Experinent: a planned “intervention” and observation of its
result. Contrast with observational studies--just see what
happens naturally. Sone gray areas: for exanple, in surveys
you' re taking an action--asking people questions, not just
listening to their conversation and seei ng what comes up. But
usual |y woul dn't be consi dered an experinent, on the grounds that
it's a mnor intervention. It would be considered an experi nment
if you exposed people to sone experience |like seeing a novie or
doi ng sone task and then took a survey afterwards to see how their
attitudes were affected.

Basi ¢ conponents of social science experinments: At |east 2
groups. Measure whatever you're interested in (pretest). Then
subj ect the groups to different experiences. Oten you would have
a "control" group to which you do nothing, or subject to some
"neutral " experience. Then neasure again (posttest). Pretest is
usual ly desirable, but not essential. The other parts are
essenti al

Why use experiments, rather than surveys, observation, etc.?
Identification of causality. Wth a properly designed experinent,
you can elimnate the possibility that Y may cause X or that both
dependi ng on common or correl ated causes. No other nethod lets
you do this with as nmuch certainty.

Exanpl e: Suppose you're interested in seeing if students benefit
fromgoing to faculty or TA office hours.

Aver age course grade
Vi sited 2.5
Ddn't 3.0

Does that prove that the going to office hours was harnful ? No--
maybe the people who visited tended to be people who weren't doing
wel | and thought they needed extra hel p. Wthout it, maybe they
woul d have done worse than they did.

or suppose it's the other way around:
Aver age grade

Visited 3.0

D dn't 2.5



Does that prove that it hel ped? No--nmaybe the people who went to
of fice hours were just nore notivated or interested, and that was
what nmade the difference in their grades. That is, maybe they
woul d have done just as well (or conceivably even better) even if
they hadn't gone to office hours.

Bot h of these hypothetical cases involve spurious
correlation--"sonmething el se" explains the differences in group
performance. You can control for it to sonme extent with
statistical methods, but to do that you need to neasure the
"something else". |In sone cases this is pretty straightforward
(famly incone), but in others it's hard (notivation). And maybe
there's sone factor you haven't even thought of that nmakes a
di ff erence.

Experi nent:
1. Take group of students.
2. Pick half to go to office hours, half not to. Inportant—need
to make sure those two groups of people are the sane (or at |east
simlar) in all “inportant” ways. Somnetines experinents

explicitly match people, but usually they just check that they're
the same on the average.

3. Measure performance. Wuld be best to do it at start as well
as finish. E g., give a test of general know edge of the subject
at the start. |If your assignnent to groups has worked properly,

t he average should be about the sanme in both groups. Definitely
woul d need to nmeasure perfornmance in the course.

Problemwith this research--will people who are forced to go,
get the sanme benefit as soneone who goes voluntarily? And how can
you forbid people to go to office hours? Seens to be an obvi ous
ethical problemthere, especially if going to office hours really
has sone benefits. So designing an experinent that is practica
and ethical often requires some ingenuity.



April 12 Experinents

Causal (internal) validity--validity within the experinent.
Basically anmounts to asking if your really eliminated the
possibility of spurious correlation--difference between the groups
bei ng expl ai ned by sonething other than the difference in
treat ment.

External validity (generalizability)--do the concl usions
apply in other settings, like other times and pl aces?

Threats to internal validity:

Are groups really (alnost) identical to start with? Two ways
to make groups identical: rmatching or random assignment. You can
deliberately try to nake the groups simlar by matching them as
closely as possible. But you can only do this wth
characteristics that you can observe, |ike age, sex, etc. Hard to
do it on nore subtle things, like notivation. Random assignnent:
assi gn based on a random process like flipping a coin. This
usual ly won’t make the groups exactly the same. But they will be
simlar, and will get nore simlar as the nunber of people
participating gets larger. |Inportant thing—they' Il be simlar in
all respects, including ones that you haven’t mneasured and naybe
even haven’t though of.

Random assi gnnent vs. random sanpling: simlar idea, but not
the same thing. For practical reasons, nost experinents aren’t
based on random sanpl es; usually basically conveni ence sanpl es.

Random sanpl i ng- - makes sanple sinilar to popul ation

Random assi gnnent - - nakes treatnment groups sinilar to each
ot her
Random assi gnnent is inportant in experinents because experimnments
are based on conparing groups.

1. May be departures fromrandom assignment. This is likely
to happen when experinents are in a natural setting, like a
school. Political or social pressures nmake it difficult to keep
up random assi gnment .

2. Attrition--people drop out. People who drop out may be
different fromthose who stay in. And the people who drop out of
different groups nmay be different. So even if the groups that you
start with are the sanme, the groups that you end up observing nmay
be different. Also nore of a problemin natural settings,
especi al | y where experinents cover a substantial period of tine
(e. g., experinment in the effect of reducing class sizes in
school ).

3. People are affected by knowl edge that they're in an
experiment (Hawt horne effect) This can al so happen in other Kkinds
of research--for exanple, people taking a survey could be self-
conscious rather than answering in a "natural" way. However, it's
particularly inmportant with experinents. Various ways in which
know edge can make a difference: people nmight have an i dea about
the purpose of the experinent, and try to prove sonething one way
or another. M ght be influenced by what the investigators think
wi Il happen. Mght develop a rivalry with other group. M ght
feel proud or resentful about being picked for one group, and act
differently because of that.



CGeneral way to deal with this is to try to control what the
participants know. Oten investigators try to mslead or confuse
peopl e about the purpose of the experinment. A so, usually try to
keep groups apart--ideally ignorant of each other. In that case,
rivalry can't develop, and people are less likely to figure out
what the goal of the experinment is. Separation of groups is
pretty easy to do in a laboratory setting; harder in a natura
setting (e. g., different classes in a school will know about each
other. You could do an experinent based on conparing classes in
di fferent schools, but that would nmake it |arger and nore
conplex). If you can't keep themapart, at least try to check for
signs of the "Hawt horne effect." After the experinment, ask people
what they were thinking about, whether they had a sense of what
t he experinment was about.

External validity: howw dely do the results apply? |If they
just apply to the particular people and the specific conditions
you studi ed, they're not of nuch interest. How far beyond that do
t hey go?

Popul ati on--what popul ati on do your concl usions apply to?
It's difficult to use random sanpl es for experinents. Hence,
replication with other sanples is inportant. |[If you just have a
conveni ence sanple, you can't say anything for sure about
generalizability. But with replication, you can gradually build
up sone know edge, although you can't establish it with certainty,
the way you could wi th random sanpl i ng.

E. g., one researcher finds somnethi ng when doi ng a study
based on a sanpl e of undergraduate vol unteers at UConn, anot her
m ght check it w th undergraduates at sonme other college, or a
sanmpl e of volunteers froma particular comunity, or people in
some other kind of institution (say a retirenent hone). The nore
settings that sonething works in, the nore confident you can fee
in generalizing. |If things work in some cases but not in others,
you have another potentially interesting problem-explaining why
you get the differences anong different groups.



Setting. Under what conditions do your results apply? This
is especially inportant when the experinment is done in a
| aboratory rather than a natural setting. People may be self-
consci ous, or otherw se experience things differently. E g,
wat ching a novie as part of an experinent vs. going to a novie
theater with friends or renting it froma video store and watching
at honme. The results may be valid within the special setting of
the experinent, but not apply in the “real world.” (O at |east
not very wi dely).

A related issue is the degree to which the proposed cause is
mani pul ated or the duration of the experinment. E. g., studies of
violence in the nedia and attitudes toward violence. |s |ooking
at a few hours of violent TV going to have simlar effects to
wat chi ng many hours over a period of many years? Are the effects
you get shortly after the experinment going to continue for a
period of tinme, or will they wear off quickly?

Usually in the social sciences you can only do experimnents
using small "doses" and short-termeffects. For ethical and
practical reasons, you usually can't do sonething that would have
a major and lasting effect on people's lives. Exanple of Stanford
nmock "prison" experinent, where people were assigned to play
"prisoner" or "guard" roles for a period of several weeks.
Unlikely that it would be permitted today. But even that coul dn't
reproduce one of the key aspects of a real prison, which is that
you can't have yourself let out.

Interpreting results of experinents: Even though experinents
can elimnate the possibility of spurious correlation, there's
often sone room for argunent about how you should interpret the
results of an experinment. That is, you may be able to establish
that sonething which went on in the experinment nade a difference
to the outcone, but you may not be sure what it was and why it
mattered. E g., famobus experinment done at Yale by Stanley
M| gram on 'obedience to authority'. Wat was it that made peopl e
obey? Wbul d people just go along with anyone who told themto do
something? O was it the prestige of science, or of affiliation
with a university? O was it trust in the |aws regul ating
research ('they wouldn't allow sonething like this if it really
weren't safe')? O did people treat the whole thing as a gamne
rather than a serious situation?

Sone things that you can do to check interpretations:

1. changing conditions of the experinment (as M| gramdid by
renovi ng signs of Yale affiliation).

2. asking participants what they thought (did you think the man
was really being shocked?); |ooking for other evidence that

i ndicates how they felt (signs of disconfort).

3. Trying to reconcile the experinental results wth other

i nformati on (obedience to "authority" in real life).



