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SOME RECURRENT ISSUES IN SURVEY RESEARCH IN
LATIN AMERTCAY
| by
A, Eugene Havensg/

. The use of survey techniques. has not enjoyed widespread
use in pyschological and other soclial sclence research in
Latin America. Yet there is every reason to expec# that dur-
ing the next decade survey research will be a frequent tool
used by social scientists in Latin America.3/ The major rea-
son this will occur is that survey research provides informa-
tion that is necessary for more sophisticatsd research de-
slgns. For example, it is impossible to perform a before-
after experimental design with matched experimental and con-
trol groups unless one has certain information about these
groups to be used in matching. Informatlion such as the age-
sex structure, channels-of‘communicatioﬁ, levels of knowledge,
ete., are quite frequently employed as va;iables to be con-
tfqlléd by matching. Surveys can provide this type of infor-
mation in a relatively efficient manner.

If these contentions are true, then it may be impoftant
to feview some of the recurrent issues in survey research in
the hope that by specifying them, research to be carried out
in the future can avoid some of the mistakes made in the past.

Such is the purpose of the present paper, As a result, many
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of the toplecs treated herein wiil not represent a new contri-

butlon but rather a reappralsal of these issues.
ENUMERATION OF THE ISSUES

Frequently among researchers coming from different tra-
ditlons of the soclal sclences an argument ensues concernlng
the valldity of the data generated by surveys as opposed to
direct observation., Obviously, the two techniques often glve
different reéults, not because one 1s necessarily more valid
than the other, but because the two techniques are logically
sulted to answer diffefent baslc research questions. Thus,
one of the central 1ssues”1n survey research, and any research
for that matter, is the conceptualization of the research
problem.”:During.eonceptualization, two key questions emerge,
what to ask and how to ask 1t. This is the first 1ssue to
be dlscussed subsequently.

| Survey research when not based upon a total enumeration
of a population, must depend upon the adequacy of the sampling
done, Therefore, the 1ssue of deflning the universe, presence
of sampling frames, and locating the'units drawnlin the sample
become central to the validity of the results.

Insofar as surveys.afe not seif;administered, the re-
crultment and training’ofAlnterviewers 1s another i1ssue to be
'cdnsidered. Under this.sectiop will be treated concerns such

as interviewer bias, difference in response depending upon
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-the.sex and social ~class of the. interviewer, and subtle vari-
~ations "in meanings.

- .The final ‘two issues to be treated are concerned with
the use of surveys in comparative analysis which includes the
problem of conceptual equivalents versus item equivalents.
and- comparing operationalizations. as well -as data. The last
.1ssue, which derives its importance ifrom the previous one, is
the-question 6oncerning whether or not the survey 1s a viable
instrument for testing hypotheses.

These flive issues, 1) conceptuslization of the research
problem, 2) sampling edequacy, 3) interviewer recruitment and
training, 4) comparing the resulis of two or more surveys
from different universities, and 5) the use of surveys in
testing hypotheses, will be discussed in detail in the follow-
ing pages.

‘t ' t (o) t izatio

It is frequently suggested that essentially the survey
is an empirical instrument that generates a large rmumber of
unrelated ‘facts“ that at some later stage provide the raw
material for theory bullding and conceptualization. This is
simpiy not true for two reasons. First of all, not even sur-
Vey research 1s conducted entirely at the empirical level.
It is more than a set of empirical Procedures that-yleld
Specific findings., ‘Whetherkhe is aware of it or not, the sur-

vey ?esearcher does not simply enumerate all the facts and
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then classifies them, His way of selecting certain facts and
searching for order among them is always guided by some prior
assumptlons and some basic questions that he is trying to
answer. Secondly, even if 1t were possible to “look at all
the facts® without making any assumptions, this is not a
necessary component of survey research. The decislons as to
what to survey ‘are certainly derivable from a research model.
Even though it may be -true that more emphasis 1is placed
upon how to ask questions rather than what questions tb ask,
this need not be the dase. -Moreover, answering the issue of
what questions to ask can only be handled by'conceptuaiiéa-
tion. By conceptualization, Wwe mean the explicit statéﬁent
of the assumptions being mgde, deflning the concepts'ﬁézbe
studled and specifyling the relationships expected among these
concepts. In other words, conceptualization as used herein
implies the construction of a research model. Once construct-
ed, the model not only peffprms the aforementioned functions,
but 1t alsq serves as a standpoint‘and directive for thg
types of data to be gathered. Ir the survey teéhpique can “
provide the types of data specified by the model, then ;f is
an appropriate tool; if not, it should be discarded for'théP'
paréicular Job., If thls type of cénceptualization iS'not‘a:
parf of thg research prdcess, then 1t 1s difficult to dete;-

mine 1f the survey is an appropriate instrument or nof.
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For exemple, if one vliews the prohlem of success or
. fallure in marriage es the re-enactment of childhood roles,
the survey may not be the most appropriate instrument for data
‘gathering, On the other hand, .if success or failure in
marriage ls thought of as a juxteposition of sets of person-
ality traits, the survey would be most appropriate.g/ But in
- either case, one should first decide whlch view he wishes to
take of marriage before.he :decides what data gathering instru-
ment is most efficlent.

During conceptualization and particularly definition,
one must constantly be on guard for what Hook called unenalyz-
eble abstractions.i/ By this is simply meant whether or not
declarations made in the research model are meaningful. As
Hook stated:

When are sentences meaningful? Briefly, a sentence

is meaningful if we know how to go about testing it,

and what would'constitute evidence tending to confirm

it or refute it., If we know what would be evidence

one way or another for our proposition, then we know

what kind of situation to look for or construct (as

the cese may be)... Every statement, then, which

purports to be a true account of what is so or isn't,

enables us by the use of certain rules of inference

to derive other statements that direct us to do cer-

tain things and to make certain observations. How,

then, do we recognize that a sentence contains ab-
stractions that are unanalyzable?...by the inability

of the speaker or writer to state...the conditions or

situations in which cerg in observations can be

carried out to test it.

Based upon the notion of unanalyzable generallzations,
one can determine whether or not the hasic research questions

contgined in the modél are subject to empirical testing. For
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example, 1f our baslc research question states "To what ex-
tent does the individual feel that he possesses personal
liberty?® it does not mean an&thing unless it can be trans-
lated into a series of propositions such as "liberty to invest
capital wherever he can get the highest return® or "liberty
to organize unions,“Z/ |

Moreover, unanalyzable ‘generallzatlons take on particular
importance if one.ls attempting-to-use'attitudinal Scales 1n
his surveys. Testing for reliability and validity assumes-
unidimensionality.é/ Even though it 1s possible to test for
unidimensionality, how is it possible to select test items
1f one is attempting to measure unanalyzable concepts or con-
cepts that are used in unanalyzable generalizations? The
answer 1s obvious by definition. One has no way of knowing
what 1tems to select. Yet many an astempt at scale construc--
tlon has been made without rigorous conceptualization of the
varlables under study.

When one moves to the questions or reliability, the
focus is shifted from what questions to ask to how to ask the
questions.g/ The answers to this 'lssue generally center around
conslderations of language used in ‘the questionnaire or sur-
vey. This can generally be treated under the headings of
1) vocabulary, 2) communication, and 3) structural meanings.
Vocabulary ls the problem of language that concerns itself
with the level of language ability of the population undem
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study. Vocabulary errors lead to “no communication® in
the sense of no shared meanings, while communication errors
refer to eilther 1) a single term (albeit shared) may refer to
different phenomena, or 2) different terms may refer to the
‘same phenomenon.ll/ Thus -one must select the concept appro-
priate for the stimulus he hopes to introduce. In other words,
there must be congruence between the meaning taken for granted
by the researcher and the meaning the respondent imputes to
the concept as he replies. This concern immediately leads to
the necessity to'place most relevance upon structural mean-
ings rather than lexical meanings. That is, "words"™ are not
included in a survey quest;pﬁnéire but actually concepts that
have meaning in relation to other concepts. Since these con-
cerns are both well-known and well-documented, they will not
be given further attention in the present study.

The present section has attempted to indicate some of
the recurrent problems of conceptualization and how they re-
lated to survey research. Emphasis has been placed upon the
“what questions to ask" aspect rather than the “how to ask
them” concern, since it is my firm conviction that in most
instances the latter takes precedence over the former. More-
over, it is argued that without adequate conceptualization
neither the most perfect sample nor the best trained inter-
Viewers are sufficient to make the survey technique a viable

instrument for social science research,
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Probably one of the most frequent lssues in survey re-
search 1s the concern with drawing samples to be surveyed
that are representative of a larger universe. Thls is not a
happen~stance event. One of the most frequent Justifications
for using survey techniques is that they.allow the gathering
of various types of data that can be generalized to larger
units. Thus sampling of some sort is implied in the Justifica-
tion for the use of surveys. Any glven study may differ
widely from othe;s, however, depending upon thelr objectlves,
in the relative emphasis plgced upon representativeness of
the sample studled. Market research studies or public opinion
polling, for example, are qesigned primarily so that inferences
drawn from them will describe the larger population with a
known degree of accuracy. Other types of studles may sacri-
fice a degree of sample representativeness elther because the
objectlve 1s pure;y exploratory, or because the universe of
theoretical concern is too general to allow representational
sampling, or because the requirements of the particular .
analysls are more compelling than the need for representative-
ness. .

Whenever sample representativeness becomes of prime con-
cern ln survey research, how the universe is defined and the
establishment of sampling frames become crucial elements for

consideration. The definition of the universe to be studied
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is largely dependent upon the nature of the basic research
%dﬁéstions posed in the conceptualization of the problem. - For
‘examble, if one is concerned with studying the relationship
-By?field survey ‘techniques between anxiety and risk-teking
behsavior among decision-makers, then his universe must be de-
fined-as all those declislon-makers in a given locality area
-or 'social category. A sémblingiframe for this type of universe
‘s rarely present. imagine attempting to sample a universe of
decision-makers in farming in a Latin American community given
“the complexity of the land tenure arrangements one encounters.
Even opinion polling of all hoﬁsehold units in a given
geographic area does not escape diffiéulties. Rapid urbaniza-
tion in Latin America makes almost every map of household
units in urban tracts surrounding the major .cities out of
date before the map is completed. Thé problems.in the rural
areas are even more extreme. Random samples drawn by.éééign-
;pgtﬁnmpers té eaéh perspn in thé universe .and selecting at
rahdoé”a cerﬁéin percéﬁpage of the totalnhbpulation to bé
intef#;eWed 1mp;ies tﬁouﬁery important items: .1) knowledge
of the total mmber of persons, éﬁd 2) the iocation for inter-
viéwihg of those drawn in the sample. This 15 almost totally
impossible in most rural areas of Létin America. Peru repre-
sents one of the biggest exceptions to this generalization,
thanks to their excellent uerial photographing of the country.

Nevertheless, locating a house on an aerial photo and
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locating that same house in the fileld is not necessarily
easy glven the nature of the terrain and transportation diffi-
culties. One possible solution to the sampling difficulties
encountered in areas of rapid urbanization or in rural areas
is the use of area sampling. This still reqoires knowledge
of population distribution which iz not always available.
There are several alternatives that the survey researcher
may employ in solving these problems. For example, there are
quite a number of non-probability sampling technlques that
mlight be employed, or the researchef may perform a brief cen-~
sus of. the area under study, thus allowing him to include in
his conceptual universe only those individuals who fit his
deflinition. Ao any event, these 1seues must'be faced by the

survey researcher.

Interviewer Reorultment and Trainine

Because the general nature of the issues involved in
1nterv1ewer’training and recrultment are so well known,vthey
wlll not be treated in great depth in the present paper.

Any beginning student of survey research is aware of the need
to ‘recruit interviewers that are conscientious in theifven-
deavors to obtain the most complete 1nformation possible and
to report it faithfully. Moreover, he is acquainted with the
concern of not presenting himself as one of superior social
standing during the interview situabion. However, the evi-
dence for this latter point is conflicting. Myren reports,
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for ‘example,” that in Mexico he was able to obtaln reliable
;;nn:valid data in survey research while using upper class
%females to interview.rura1~peasants.lg/ On the other hand,
Eother researchers report that best results are obtalned by
recruitlng and training interviewers who -are of equal status
to the respondents.lz/ It is quite possible that the solution
totthese apparent conflicting results lies in the nature and
extent of tralning given the interviewers. ,Sexedifferencee
.between interviewer and interviewee and the presence of third
persons present in the interview situation are other poten-
tlal sonroee of bias that must be checked.l&/ Most of these
issues can be solved during the pre~testing phase of the re-
search process.

One important aspect of interviewer training that is
less frequently mentioned centers around detecting and record-
ing in a systematic fashion subtle differences in responses.
This 1s particularly relevant in attitudinal and opinion re-

search where attention is paid to the 1ntensity of agreement

- o ~

or opinion. For examp1° 'a respondent who indicates agreement
with an attitudinal statement by responding, "Si, como no¥
must certainly vary in intensity of agreement from the one who
responds to the same item with “Creo que si."” One possible
way to systematize these types of responses is to determine
the intensity of agreement by a series of dichotomous ques-

tions, For example, if one is dealing with a response
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continuum ranging from strongly agree.to strongly disagree,
he mlight flrst ask if the rzspondent agrees or disagrees and
then ask if he is in strong agreement (disagreement) or only
mild agreement, |

While all of the preceding issues that have been dis-
cussed are very obvious ones, 1t 1s sometlimes helpful to re-
mind ourselves.of them so as to keep them in mind. Attention

1s now turned to some more basic issues.

Survevs and Comparative Research

Probably the ultimatehtest'of any research instrument
1s the extent to which it contributes to our knowledge and
to theory building. Comparing research results from one
setting to that of another 1s an essential step in theory
bullding. To what extent can the survey be used in compara- -
tive research? The age-old problems of reliability‘and
valldity of the research instrument are central to answerlng
this question., Not only is the reliability and validity of'
the lnstrument used in a particular research setting inpcrt-
ant, but also the reliability and validity _ﬂ_tt. g'mgéri on.
For example, when discussing the validity of a test instru-
ment in a particular setting, we are quick to point cut that
it 1s necessary to understand that behavior-relevance in a
construct 1s not logically the same as behavior-equivalence;

It 1s one thing to insist that in order to be admissible, a

complex psychologlcal construct must have ‘some relevance to‘
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‘behavioral indicatorsi it is quite another thing to require
that any admissible psychological construct must be equiva~-
itw By

:the same token, it is folly to 1insist that there- must be a

-zglgzlgngl_gggi_glgng_ between study A and study B if the en-
fvironmental conditions surrounding .-the individuals in study A

Llent to any direct operational behavior measure.

1are different from those in study B and unless the measure-
‘ment in both cases yields similar levels of validity. For
‘examrle, if alienation is found to be highly related to status
inconzistency among empresarios in Lima but not found to be
reiated among empresarics of Santiago, we can draw no infer-
ences about the differences between thase groups unless all
known relevant conditions that effect alienation and its
measuremeht are the same in both groups. Yet, survey tech-A
niques are not by naturé able to exercise great control over
the observations they record.

~. This would seem to” suggest that surveys can contributg .
to comparative anslysis ificomparison was bullt into the Te-
search model and the survey instrument was applied under simi-
“lar environmental and observational conditlions. However, cém—
paring the results of & survey performed for one purpose with
those of another performed by a different researcher with,
perhaps, entirely different goals in mind is likely to yleld
disappointing results. In the first place, it 1s doubtful if

external variables that might effect the response were
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controlled similarly, if at all. Moreover, it ir esséﬁblal
that the comparison be made not only hetween the results but
also between operationél definitions eﬁployed by both re-
searchers.lé(

| Even Af comparison 1s built into the research desigﬁ and
survey techniques are employed, all the problems do not dis-
appear. 'The& merely take a different form. The most crucial
Problem in this type of design centers around the problems of
language mentioned earlier, even if the research is performed
within the same language group. It seems to be a generally
accepted premise that meanings do not exlst in words but
rather in the subject’s relation to these word stimuli., Of
course, this problem is paramount if one is engaged in cross-
cultural research. When indigenous research is considered,
these problems are less since the researcher, knowing his
language as only a native can, tends to select the appropri-
ate concept for the stimulus he hopes to introduce. Never-
theless, these conslderations have profound implications for
cross-cultural research, ésﬁeciallf in those circumstances
where translation is required. Expressed in terms of method-
ology, transposingfan ltem.across igﬁguages by the méans;qf

& formal translation can result in a shift of stimuli between
the.gcales. Comparing.the results 6f such scales is not
pmssiblé.. Thus, translations pannbt be made in terms.of

words but must be madétﬁy-substitutiﬁg terms which hold. .
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'stimuli constant across cultures, which is not always accom-
{plished by a formel translation. -’

-

Uge of S . t otheses

The last issue, “is the suryeyvan appropriate instrument
zgy‘testing pypbtheses??_willhbe'treated ohly briefiy. Im-
Tgeéiately, one must respond that the answer to this question
depends upon the types of hypothe§es ﬁo be tested., If one is
interested in testing hypo{“eseé that specify probebility
relationships hetween two or morevconcepts, then the survey
‘1s a viable instrument for this purpose. It will produce a
set of empirical generalizétions. But it will never replace
more sophisticated designs such as laboratory or fleld experi-
ments. On the other hand, the types of information that sur-
veys do produce may be neceséary information that allows one
to~move to more sophisticated deéigns. In brief, it has 1ts
place in the growth of a science, but it isn’t science in

and of itself.
CONCLUSIONS

In concluslion, it is the contention of the present paper
that survey research techniques will be widely used through-
out Latin America in psychological and other social science
research during the next decade. After that, they will
gradually give way to more sophisticated research techniques

but will not be totally displaced. The reason that survey
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research will be so-prominent for the next few years 1s that
surveys yleld a type of information that 1s necessary for the
growth of a soclal sclence but noE"sufficient to establish
any soclal sclence as a scieﬁ;e. For example, insofar as we
are not ellowed total freedom in experimenting with human
beings, large samples from surveys allow statistlcal controls'
on ltems which would not'be amehable to manipulation in an
experimental design. And fhis typelof informatlion ﬁay be
crucial to the sharpening and reformulation of theories con-
cerning human behavior.

Based upon these éssumptions, the present paper outlined
some of the most frequently recurring 1ssueé in survey re-
search in the’hope that by reviewing fhe issues the filrst
tentative step is being taken toward making explicit the
proper role of'survey research techniques. Almost all of tThe
issues explored are directly related to the nature of the re-
search problem and how it is conceptualized. Thus, conceptu-
alizativn is viewed as the key issue in survey research as

in any research problem,
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