
of Americans. Based on this “straw poll,” the editors predicted that Landon would win in a landslide. At the same

time, the new pollsters were using scientific methods with much smaller samples to predict just the opposite—that

Roosevelt would win in a landslide. In fact, one of them, George Gallup, publicly criticized the methods of Literary
Digest before the election and all but guaranteed that his prediction would be correct. And of course it was. (We will

consider the reasons that Gallup was right later in this chapter.) Interest in surveying around election times has led to

several long-term projects, notably the Canadian Election Studies which has measured opinions of Canadian voters

around federal elections since 1965. Anyone can access the data and read about the results of the experiments in

these studies (see http://ces-eec.arts.ubc.ca/)

From market research and election polling, survey research made its way into several academic fields,

including political science, sociology, and public health—where it continues to be one of the primary approaches

to collecting new data. Beginning in the 1930s, psychologists made important advances in questionnaire design,

including techniques that are still used today, such as the Likert scale. (See “What Is a Likert Scale?” in Section

9.2 “Constructing Survey Questionnaires”.) Survey research has a strong historical association with the social

psychological study of attitudes, stereotypes, and prejudice. Early attitude researchers were also among the first

psychologists to seek larger and more diverse samples than the convenience samples of university students that were

routinely used in psychology (and still are).

Survey research continues to be important in psychology today. For example, survey data have been

instrumental in estimating the prevalence of various mental disorders and identifying statistical relationships among

those disorders and with various other factors. The National Comorbidity Survey is a large-scale mental health

survey conducted in the United States (see http://www.hcp.med.harvard.edu/ncs). In just one part of this survey,

nearly 10,000 adults were given a structured mental health interview in their homes in 2002 and 2003. Table

9.1 presents results on the lifetime prevalence of some anxiety, mood, and substance use disorders. (Lifetime

prevalence is the percentage of the population that develops the problem sometime in their lifetime.) Obviously, this

kind of information can be of great use both to basic researchers seeking to understand the causes and correlates

of mental disorders as well as to clinicians and policymakers who need to understand exactly how common these

disorders are.

Table 9.1 Some Lifetime Prevalence Results From the National Comorbidity Survey

Lifetime prevalence*

Disorder Total Female Male

Generalized anxiety disorder 5.7 7.1 4.2

Obsessive-compulsive disorder 2.3 3.1 1.6

Major depressive disorder 16.9 20.2 13.2

Bipolar disorder 4.4 4.5 4.3

Alcohol abuse 13.2 7.5 19.6

Drug abuse 8.0 4.8 11.6

*The lifetime prevalence of a disorder is the percentage of people in the population that develop that disorder at any
time in their lives.

And as the opening example makes clear, survey research can even be used to conduct experiments to test specific

hypotheses about causal relationships between variables. Such studies, when conducted on large and diverse

samples, can be a useful supplement to laboratory studies conducted on university students. Although this approach

is not a typical use of survey research, it certainly illustrates the flexibility of this method.
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