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Membership surveys (defined as surveys of a 

population who are members of an organization with 

known names and contact information) differ from 

general population surveys in several ways.  

Response rates are typically much higher than 

general population surveys as contact information is 

much better and respondents typically have reasons 

to want to complete the survey, either because they 

foresee specific benefits (organizational changes, 

support for different policies, etc.) from the results 

or guilt that might result from not completing the survey. Higher response rates reduce the potential 

impact of non-response error (the chance that non-respondents have different opinions than do 

respondents) but potentially increase other sources of error, such as social desirability.  Since members 

have known contact information, responses are not anonymous to researchers, and survey respondents 

either know or suspect this is the case (Bradburn, Sudman, Blair and Stocking 1978).  In conducting 

surveys of membership organizations, strategies to minimize biases due to interviewer effects should be 

considered.  While no method can eliminate all sources of error (Groves 1989) consideration of sources 

of errors and cost effective ways of reducing them is important to any research project.   

The human “tendency to give a favorable picture of oneself” (Seltiz, Wrightsman and Cook) to an 

interviewer, or tell the interviewer what the respondent thinks the interviewer wants to hear, is termed 

social desirability bias. There is considerable literature on social desirability bias and interviewer effects 

that stretches back for decades, Edwards (1957) developed an scale to measure social desirability at the 

individual level as far back as the 1950s and other similar scales were also developed by psychologists 

(Crowne and Marlowe 1964; Schuessler, Hittle and Cardascia 1978) but much of the early work on social 

desirability was focused on personality traits and not of particular interest to survey researchers (see 

DeMaio 1984 for a review of this literature).  More focused studies on the impact of social desirability 

on survey questions is also quite wide (; Schuman and Converse 1971; Sudman and Bradburn 1974; 

Schaeffer 1980; Anderson, Silver and Abramson 1988; Kane and Macaulay 1993; Holtgraves 2004) and 

several ways are suggested for understanding it, but the general conclusion of this research is that it is 

difficult, to predict when and if it will happen and difficult, if not impossible to eliminate the effects of 

social desirability through question design.   

But there are ways of reducing social desirability in member surveys.  Designing questionnaires to build 

rapport with respondents is a frequently used technique.  Asking benign, non-threatening questions at 

the start of the interview and gradually asking questions on more controversial topics allows the 

interviewer to gain the trust of the respondent and get a more “honest” response to later questions.  



Another technique is to ask the “same” question in several different ways by varying the wording of the 

question slightly to create what might be called a “leading” question in a positive and a negative 

direction.  Comparing the results to the leading questions with the neutral question can give the 

researcher an indication of the range that bias due to socially desirable way contributes.  Another 

common way of reducing social desirability is to use a third party to conduct surveys, especially one that 

can guarantee confidentiality of responses (within legal limits) thereby encouraging members to speak 

more freely about their concerns about the organization.   

There is evidence that surveys conducted in a visual format (either in paper and pencil surveys or in web 

surveys) are less likely to exhibited significant social desirability effects than do surveys with an 

interviewer (Schwarz et al. 1991; Tourangeau and Smith 1996; Krauter, Presser and Tourangeau 2009).  

The absence of the interviewer reduces the desire/need to respond in a socially desirable manner as 

there is no interviewer to impress.   

However, one method that is often thought to reduce 

social desirability, build rapport, and provide more 

reliable data that is not desirable is to provide 

respondents with the questionnaire in advance of the 

interview.  While this might help the respondent 

prepare their responses, it seriously jeopardizes the 

comparability of survey responses.  For example, there 

is no way that researchers can ensure that all potential 

respondents will review the questionnaire in advance.  

Those that do not will essentially be answering 

“different questions” than those who do as they will have not had a chance to think about the question 

or prepare an answer.  A second problem with providing the questionnaire in advance is that any 

experimental questions included in the surveys for consistency resting.  And a further, more serious 

problem relates to the issue observation bias, which refers to instances when the method of data 

collection causes the results to be skewed in a non-random manner.  This can often happen when the 

sample used in a study is not representative population of interest or when a survey has low response 

rates in which non-response correlates with the topic of study.  Observation bias limits the ability to 

generalize results of the sample back to the entire population (see Groves et al. 2000).  If respondents 

are less willing to respond because they are concerned that their responses may not be anonymous, or 

may be used against them, observation bias can be a serious concern when trying to generalize findings.  

Providing the questionnaire in advance is likely to make suspicious respondents even more suspicious, 

reducing the likelihood that they will participate in the survey, thus increasing observation bias. 

While web surveys are often an inexpensive alternative to telephone surveys, they routinely have higher 

levels of non-response.  Non-response in general population telephone surveys has not yet proven to be 

a critical problem, it is of growing concern as many argue that the resulting samples are not 

representative of the overall population (see Keeter et al 2006).  As telephone surveys, particularly in 

membership surveys, typically have much higher response rates than web-based surveys, observation 

bias is reduced. 



In sum, both telephone and web surveys have their advantages and disadvantages when interviewing 

respondents who may be concerned about their individual responses becoming known beyond the 

interviewer.  Care should be taken when designing studies and care should be taken when interpreting 

the results of surveys as well to consider and anticipate social desirability effects. 

 

Random Sampling – Why it Works (at least most of the time!) 

One of the most difficult concepts to grasp for many non-

researchers is how a small sample of a very large population 

can be considered representative and allow researchers to 

infer things about the overall population.  Most people have 

never taken a course in statistics or survey methodology, and 

if they did, probably don’t remember it fondly.  But the principles behind random sampling are pretty 

straightforward and can be easily understood as long as we stay away from the actual math. 

The reason that we use sampling in surveys is that it is impractical if not impossible to interview or 

measure everyone in a population.  Even the U.S. decennial census, which is the closest we come to 

measuring everyone in the U.S., has never enumerated every household in the country – it’s a practical 

impossibility.  Instead of measuring everyone, researchers have, for more than 150 years, drawn 

samples of the population, asked questions to sampled respondents, and inferred the statistics gathered 

from that sample back to the overall population.  But these early studies were typically flawed in that 

they systematically excluded important parts of the population.  For example, the Literary Digest 

magazine straw poll, which sought to predict the results of the 1936 presidential election, collected 

interviews from more than 2,000,000 respondents but incorrectly predicted that Alf Landon would 

defeat Franklin Roosevelt.  The reason was that they used a sampling frame compiled from telephone 

directories and motor vehicle registration lists.  This resulted in a heavily Republican sample (it was 

during the midst of the Great Depression) which, unsurprisingly, told researchers they would vote for 

the Republican Landon.  The Literary Digest, which had the largest circulation of any magazine in the 

country, went out of business the next year, in part, because of a loss of credibility from the straw poll 

results.  That same year, George Gallup, Archibald Crosby, and Elmo Roper independently fielded 

“scientific” polls which were much more accurate in predicting the election. These polls used quota 

sample, which means that they interviewed specific numbers of men and women, urban, suburban and 

rural residents, whites, and blacks, etc. to get a more representative sample of the population.   

Quota sampling was an improvement over the Literary Digest poll, but also proved less that satisfactory 

when the Gallup Poll predicted that John Dewey would defeat Harry Truman in 1948.  Pollsters 

reexamined their sampling methods and settled on a relatively new sampling methodology based on the 

Central Limit Theorem.  The Central Limit Theorem is based on the statistical principle that if an infinite 

number of random samples are drawn from a population measuring any statistic, for example average 

height of the population, the statistic (height) measured by each random sample will form a normal 

distribution with the center of that distribution being equal to the population parameter of that statistic 



and that a known percentage of all samples fall within 

one, two or three standard deviations of that central 

average – 67% of all samples fall within one standard 

deviation of the sampling mean and 95% of all 

samples fall within two standard deviations of the 

sampling mean; the actual statistic if the entire 

population had been measured. We see this expressed in the media as sampling error – such as a poll 

with a sample of 500 people, in 95 out of 100 cases (two standard intervals), is accurate within +/- 4 

percentage points. 

This does not mean that any one random sample is necessarily representative of the overall population, 

rather, it allows us to say with a level of statistical certainty how close to the population parameter our 

sample is.  And it is also important to remember that margins of sampling error do not include other 

potential sources of error such as non-response error, question wording effects, interviewer effects, etc. 

That said, random sampling and the Central Limit Theorem is the only statistically grounded sampling 

methodology that has been devised.  While declining response rates and rising costs are driving many 

media pollsters and marketing researchers to migrate to other data collection methods, especially web 

surveys, none of these other methods has the power of the Central Limit Theorem undergirding their 

models. 
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