
UNIT 9 VARIETIES OF SURVEY AND THEIR PROBLEMS 

Although the above discussion distinguishes several different ways of sampling 
time, thls unit will concentrate on only two of these: time-series or trend designs 
(Section 3), and longitudinal cohort designs (Section 4). 

It is often assumed that social surveys inevitably involve the sampling of individ- 
uals and the collection of primary data from these individuals. For various reasons, 
however, this is not necessarily the case and may not even be desirable For , 
example, with certain kinds of subject matter, questionnaires, schedules or the 
interview situation in general may be thought to produce excessive reactivity in 
such a way that responses may be more a reaction to the procedures and tech- 
niques of data collection khan accurate reflections of respondents' feelings, beliefs, 
attitudes or actions. In other cases it may not be possible to have access to 
respondents (perhaps because of over-protective 'gate keepers' or even, in hlstori- 
cal research, because the potential respondents are dead!) Further, the individual 
may not be the relevant unit of analysis. This is the case, for example, with 
police-public social znteractions, with crime rates in different communitzes, or 
decision-making processes in different criminal justice institutions. For all of these 
reasons, researchers may choose to sample units of analysis other than individuals 
and to use sources of data other than questionnaires and schedules. These can 
include records of interactional patterns, diaries, letters, essays, newspapers, 
organizational memoranda, and official statistics. The use of different sources of 

I data will be outlined and illustrated in Sections 5 and 6 

The variety of survey designs to be covered in subsequent sections will be illus- 
trated predominantly by means of case studies of research on crime and criminal 
justice. However, it should be remembered that the general principles 
propounded are equally applicable to all areas of educational and social research. 

3 THE MEASUREMENT AND 
ASSESSMENT O F  SOCIAL 
CHANGE 
With one-shot cross-sectional designs a sample is selected and data collected from 
or about each of the units in the sample at a particular point in time The sample 
may be selected using random sampling techniques, or it may be chosen purpo- 
sively, perhaps, using quota controls. Figure 3 represents a one-shot cross- 
sectional design where a random or purposive sample of individuals is taken at 
one of the points A, B or C. In effect, it is a single and particular slice through 
time. Thus, there are two aspects of sampling: the sampling of units of analysis 
and the sampling of time In this unit the focus is on sampling of time 

With a one-shot design there is the capacity to collect both past and present data, 
and perhaps to find relationships within and between these An example of this is 
the survey of the attitude of Londoners to crime and policmg which was commis- 
sioned by the Metropolitan Police and conducted by the Policy Studies Institute 
(Smith and Gray, 1983). Its commissioning followed concern about relations 
between police and the community, particularly ethnic minority groups m London 
A major strand of the survey was a random sample of 2,420 people designed to be 
representative of all those aged 15 and over in the Metropolitan Police District. 
This was made up of two sub-samples, one of which was a general sample (of 
1,411 people) of the population, and the other a special sample of 1,009 people of 
Asian and West Indian origin. Each respondent was contacted and interviewed 
once. In this respect the survey of Londoners is random, cross-sectional and one- 
shot It took a sample of Londoners at a particular point in time (August to 
October 1981) with a view to measuring their attitudes towards the police Even 
so, one aspect of the research involved collecting retrospective data about past 
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Figure 3 Samplzng through tzme 

A 
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contacts w~th  the police with a view to relat~ng these reported experiences to data 
collected from the same individuals about present attitudes towards the police. 
The final report concluded by bemg critical of the way in which police had related 
to sectlons of the community, particularly ethnic minorities, thereby generating 
anti-police att~tudes 

v 

This is not the place to delve into the ments of such arguments or into the exten- 
sive literature on poke-public interactions and relat~ons. It is sufficient to note 
here that where one-shot cross-sectional surveys collect retrospectwe data, with a 
vlew to placmg such data In a pivotal position in any analysis and conclusion, the 
val~dity of such data should be treated with caution. For example, in a detailed 
analysis of the problems of using retrospective data in studying 'undesirable 
behaviour', Janson (1990) identified several threats to data validity, including prob- 
lems of recollection, telescoping (reporting events as bemg more recent than they 
were), omiss~on (deliberate or otherwise), and reinterpretation (reinterpretmg 
events in a different way as a result of more recent experiences). Even if one is 
satisfied with the val~dity of retrospectwe data, there is the further problem that 
one-shot des~gns are not especially strong in prov~ding direct evidence that par- 
ticular kmds of experiences (say, types of contact w~th  the police) cause particular 
kinds of attitudes (say, types of attitudes to the police) to come into existence To 
establish causation, it 1s not enough to argue that the experiences preceded the 
attitudes Though the experiences ai-e at least a necessary condition of causation 
of attitudes, they are not a sufficient condition, and one-shot surveys cannot pro- 
vide good evidence that the attitudes d ~ d  not exist before the experiences. It is to 
prov~de firmer evidence about causality that researchers somet~mes turn to longi- 
tudinal surveys, as we will discover in the next section. For the moment, we shall 
focus on another problem with one-shot designs, namely their inappropriateness 
for the measurement and analysis of social changes and social trends In this 
analysis we shall use victim surveys as our example. 

3. l VICTIM SURVEYS 

Surveys of victims of crime have been mfluential tools ~f criminological research, 
particularly in the 1980s and 1990s. (For a good review of such surveys see Walk- 
late, 1989 ) Their popularity has been given impetus by official policies relating to 
law enforcement and also to communities' taking responsibility for crime preven- 
tion. On a methodological front, further impetus was given by the widely held 
view of social researchers that official statist~cs on crlme, such as appear in the 
annual Home Office publication Cmminal Statistzcs, fa11 to provide accurate meas- 
ures of the true level of crime Crimznal Statistics includes data on two aspects of 
crime and criminal activity which prov~de ways of measurmg the extent of crime 
and the numbers of people committing criminal offences First, statistics are pro- 
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vided on the number of notijiable offences recorded by the police. Second, stat- 
ist~cs are provided on known offenders. In both cases it is well recognized that 
there is a gap between, on the one hand, what official statistics show as the 

i amount of crime and the number of offences, and, on the other hand, the true 
extent of crime and the correct number of offenders For example, the number of 
offences recorded by the police is very much dependent on the ability or willing- 
ness of ~ndiv~duals or groups of individuals to report crimes, and it has long been 
suspected - as research has subsequently confirmed - that certain kinds of 
offences, such as sexual offences, are seriously under-reported This results in the 
so-called 'dark' figure of unreported crime. Victim surveys developed as means of 
estimating this 'dark' figure, thereby providing more valid estlmates of the true 
extent of crime 

l 

Basically, victlm surveys involve the selection of a representative sample from the 
l 

I population Questions are asked of sample members - whether they have been 
I victims of crime wlthin a specified penod of time and whether they reported such 
l 

crimes to the police. A major landmark in the development of victim surveys was 

! 
their use m the USA by the President's Crime Commiss~on (see Ennis, 1967). A 

I number of victim surveys were commissioned, the largest of which was a rep- 
resentative sample survey of 10,000 households across the country. The surveys 
reported a h~gh incidence of victimization, much higher than was recorded in 

I official statistics on crime. Closer to home, Sparks and his colleagues carried out a 
much smaller and more localized vict~m survey in 1977. The survey found that 

l nearly half of the sample had experienced actual or attempted crime in a twelve- 
month period (assuming that the informants were reporting correctly - victim 
surveys also have their methodological problems) and also reported an 11:l ratio 
of victim-percelved to police-recorded crime (Sparks et a l ,  1977). The design 
~nvolved a representative sample of three areas of Inner London and can be 
described as typically one-shot and cross-sectional. The work of Sparks et al. pro- 
vides a more valid estimate of the true extent of crime in 1977 than is reported in 

1 official crime statistics However, it does not permit us to examine changes and 
I trends in crlme over a period of time This is a major weakness of the typical one- 

shot cross-sectional design. 

ACTIVITY 2 111 
Spend a few mmutes th~nk~ng of different ways In wh~ch th~s weakness m~ght be over- 
come. Make a note of your conclusions 

One way around this problem is to examine findings from a succession of one- 
shot surveys carried out at d i f f e ~ n t  points in time. Indeed, findings from sub- 
sequent surveys have been reported, for example from Merseyside (Kinsey, 1986) 
and Islington Qones et al., 1986, Crawford et al., 1990) These show the same 
general pattern of a gap between crimes reported by victims to surveyors and 
crimes recorded by the police. At a methodological level, the comparison of 
results from a succession of one-shot studles provides a means by which vari- 
ations in the extent and distribution of victimization can be examined between 
different areas and also between different time periods for the same area. In this 
way, the secondary analysis of independent surveys of the same subject matter 
can provide a bass for examining social changes and social trends. Such compari- 
sons should, however, be made with care For example, surveys may differ in the 
way in which they define, operationalize and measure social phenomena such as 
victimization, and in the ways in which the sample is constructed (say, in terms of 
whether random or purposive sampling is used, whether the sample is stratified, 
what stratfication factors are used, and so on). Such differences can limit the 
extent to which valid comparisons can be made A much sounder basis for com- 
parison exists where successive surveys sample the same population, are con- 
structed m the same way and are uniform m their definition, operationallzation 
and measurement of variables. For example, the General Household Survey has 
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asked questions about burglary victimization in several years of its operation, l 

allowing comparison over time for this limited category of crime Another example 
of this is provided by the British Crime Survey. 

The British Crime Survey, which is carried out under the supervision of I 

researchers within the Home Office Research and Planning Unit (HORPU), rep- 
resents a significant development relating to victim surveys. The BCS is an exam- l 

ple of a trend design. This design can be illustrated by Figure 3 which appears at I I 
the beginning of this section Unlike a one-shot cross-sectional design, the trend 
design samples at points A, B and C, and the same or similar items of information 
are collected at each point The individuals chosen to be sample members at each 
of the points are not the same, although the procedures for selection are The 
samples, therefore, are equivalent and permit researchers to look for trends in 
society over time. The first BCS was carried out in 1982, the second in 1984, the 
third in 1988, and there are plans to continue sampling at 4-year intervals. At each l 

point in time, sample members are asked whether they have recently been the 
victim of a crime; they are asked to specify the type of crime, and they are asked I 

to indicate whether the crime was reported to the police The main analysis, there- I 

fore, provides data on crimes, of different kinds, reported and not reported to the 
police. Adjustments are made to the number of crimes reported by sample mem- 
bers to facilitate comparlsons with crime officially recorded in Criminal Statzstzcs 
and, as with the other surveys mentioned, there is evldence of slzeable under- l 

reporting of crimes (which, incidentally, can vary according to the type of crime) 
- assuming that the informants' reports are correct One important finding to 
emerge from the earlier surveys is that there is great fear of crime, particularly 
among women, older people and those living in inner-city areas; this fear, it is 
suggested, is out of all proportion to the realities of crime as measured by the 1 
surveys. The analysis also provides insights into the subjects' reasons for not l 

reporting crimes. Perceived triviality of the offence is by far the most important 
i 
! 

reason, but perceived uninterest and impotence on the part of the police are l 
important. For all of these items - extent of victimization, fear of crime, reporting I 
of crime - there is the facility for making comparisons over time, and therefore 
the basis for making assertions about social changes and social trends. 

U ACTIVITY 3 
The following extract from Mayhew and Hough's artlcle 'The Bntlsh Cnme Survey' (1 982) 
detalls the research des~gn of the lnrt~al survey conducted In 1982. Whde readmg the 
extract, ask yourself the follow~ng questions: ! 

Was the sample drawn uslng random procedures? 

What waslwere the samplmg unlt(s)? 

Was the sample stratfied? 

Was proporbonate samplmg used? 

How good was the response rate, and could non-response affect the conclusions? 

THE ORGANISATION AND DESIGN OF THE SURVEY 

Samphg deagn 

One penon aged 16 or over was ~ntervlewed In each household. An ~ssued 
sample of some 20,000 addresses ylelded almost 1 1,000 lnterv~ews In England 
and Wales and 5,000 In Scotland - wlth a response rate of 805 per cent of 
eliglble addresses. The survey used the electoral register as a samplrng frame 
to yleld an lnltlal sample of addresses. Thls sample was then converted mto 
one of households, and one penon was selected from each household uslng 
a modlfied version of a random number gnd. People llv~ng In lnstltut~ons such 
as hotels, hospitals, barracks and unlvenltles were excluded from the sample 
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The sample was desrgned to be natronally representat~ve. Howevel; Inner cty 
areas were over-sampled In England, partly to maxim~se the number of v~c- 
tlms ~dent~fied by the surveys, and partly to prowde more preclse ~nforrnat~on 
on rnner-crty areas than pro-rata samplrng would have allowed. The class~fi- 
cat~on of parhamentary const~tuenc~es developed by the Plannmg and 
Research Appl~cat~ons Group (PRAG) was used to define Inner c~t~es and to 
stratrfy constrtuencres In England and Wales. In Scotland stratrficatron was 
based on local government d~v~s~ons using 197 1 census ~nd~caton. 

(Mayhew and Hough, 1982, p 26) 

The above extract outlines the sample design at point A in Figure 3, in this case 
1982. At point B (1984) and point C (1988) the same items of information were 
collected from an equwalent sample selected using roughly the same procedures 
This facilitates comparison between points A, B and C, and thus represents a 
major advantage of trend designs over one-shot designs. In terms of criminological 
research and criminal justice policy, the British Crime Surveys have made import- 
ant contributions by measuring the level of victimization, by estimating the 'dark' 
figure of unreported crime, by measuring the extent of fear of crime, and by 
analysing explanations for non-reporting. 

You should have noted, remembering the discussion of th~s  topic in the previous 
unit, that the response rate will limit the interpretability of the results. A response 
rate of over 80 per cent is very good for a survey of this kind on so sensitive a 
topic; few surveys have achieved so high a rate of response. Nonetheless, 20 per 
cent or so of the sample did not respond, and we cannot assume that the expen- 
ences of this 20 per cent are necessarily the same as those of the people who did 
respond. It is likely, for example, that some people did not respond if they had 
been victims of a crime wh~ch made them feel 'ashamed' - for example, young 
men who have been beaten up - and so the true incidence of these crimes is 
likely to be higher than the survey suggests. 

In methodological terms, although providing an analysis of trends over time, the 
surveys are best described as descriptzve rather than explanatoy. In essence, the 
surveys are descriptive studies which measure crime at part~cular points in time 
with no pretensions of providing explanations However, there is the potential - 
as there is in all such trend designs - to use the findings from the surveys to 
theorize about the causes of changes in the incidence of social phenomena (in 
this case, crime levels). For example, throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s 
politicians and researchers alike speculated about the causal connection between 
changes in unemployment levels and changes in crime levels (see Jupp, 1989, 
pp 109-19) What is more, trend designs offer the potential to assess the efficacy 
of policy initiatives in relation to crime levels. For example, the 1980s witnessed a 
major push towards crime prevention, including neighbourhood watch schemes, 
factory watch schemes and car security campaigns. Cr~me levels, as indicated by 
surveys carried out at different times, can be examined prior to, and after, the 
introduction of such campaigns with a view to obtaining some measure of the 
effectiveness of those campaigns. However, the survey findings do not themselves 
provide a direct test of such theorizing nor a direct evaluation of such policy 
initiatives. In both examples it may well be the case that there is stat~stical evi- 
dence of a time-lagged relationship between a rise in unemployment levels and a 
rise in the crime rate, or between an increase in crime prevention in~tiatives and a 
decrease in cnme levels If so, there is evidence both of correlation and of time- 
ordering of variables. However, there is not complete evidence as to causality in 
so far as variables other than unemployment or crime prevention, which have not 
been controlled in the analysis, may well have brought about the changes in ques- 
tion. 

What is more, time-ordered relationships which can be established at a societal 
level do not necessarily provide evidence as to causality at the level of the md~vid- 
ual. This 'fallacy of the wrong level', or ecological fallacy, which you came across 
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in Unit 6, is especially apposite with regard to the analysis of the relationship 
between unemployment and crime. A statistical relationship between unemploy- 
ment levels and cnme levels does not provide evidence that unemployed people I 

commit crimes. 
l 

There is a related fallacy built into the design of the British Crime Survey and 
trend or time-series designs in general: namely that, although equivalent samples, 
generated by the same procedures, are selected at different points in time, this 
does not mean that the same individuals appear in each sample. In fact, the 
chance of this happening is very low. In other words, the samples at points A, B 
and C in Figure 3 are equivalent but comprise different individuals. The impli- 
cation of this is that, although findings from trend designs can be used to general- 
ize about changes and trends in society as a whole (or perhaps particular sub- 
sections of society), they cannot be used to make inferences about changes in 
particular individuals. To facilitate this, some variant of a longitudinal cohort study 1 

is required This is the subject matter of the next section (Section 4) I 
Although we have used the British Crime Survey and victim surveys in general to 1 
illustrate trend designs and their strengths and weaknesses, such designs are not 
confined to the analysis of crime or to policy initiatives relating to it. We can 
briefly mention three other examples of surveys using trend designs the General 1 
Household Survey, the National Food Survey and the Family Expenditure Survey. l 

l 

General Household Survey 
l 

The General Household Survey is carried out by the Social Survey Division of the 
Office of Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS, annual). It is based on an 
annual sample of approximately 20,000 people living in private (i e. non-insti- 
tutional) households in Great Britain. The sample is two-stage and stratified. The 
first stage is a selection of postcode sectors (roughly equivalent to electoral wards) 
and the second stage is a selection of addresses. The chosen addresses are subse- 
quently converted to households The survey collects data on the main variables 
with which social policy is concerned, including population, housing, health, 
employment and education. The survey also collects data from time to time on 
other topm of social interest burglary victimization and smoking behaviour have 
been popular topics New topics are introduced from time to time. The survey 
permits the monitoring of changes from one year to another on these variables 
and helps to fill information gaps between censuses, which are held every ten 
years 

National Food Survey 

The National Food Survey (MAFF, annual) is another example of a trend destgn. 
The sample is a three-stage, stratified random sample, and comprises 7,000 private 
households. Different households are lncluded at each point of selection Each 
household records details of all items of food brought into the home for human 
consumption during the course of a week, and also of meals eaten outside of the 
home The survey provides data on trends of expenditure on food of different 
kinds and also on the nutritional values of foods taken by households of different 
kinds. 

Family Expenditure Survey 

The Family Expenditure Survey (CSO, annual) is carried out annually by the Social 
Survey Division of OPCS. It is a two-stage, stratdied sample organized around the 
section of postal-code sectors and then households. Seven thousand households 
participate annually, with different households chosen at each point of selection. 
The survey collects data on family expenditure and is used to provide data on 
spending patterns for the construction of the Retail Prices Index which measures 
the change in the cost of a shopping basket of goods and services representative 
of the expenditure of the vast majority of households. 


