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“Surveys produce just what democracy is supposed to 

produce — equal representation of all citizens. The 

sample survey is rigorously egalitarian; it is designed 

so that each citizen has an equal chance to participate 

and an equal voice when participating. Here is where 

science and political representation meet.” 

Sidney Verba, presidential address 

American Political Science Association, 1995



The roadmap

Who polls?

Who pays for it?

How do the topics get chosen?

How are the polls actually conducted?

Who is polled and how?

What are they asked?

How is the data analyzed?

How do we communicate findings?

Who is our intended audience?

How do we reach them?

How do we assess our effectiveness?

What questions do you have?
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Public vs private polling

Public pollsters conduct their work and make it public

Private pollsters conduct similar work but do it for private clients who may or may 

not make it public. Clients wanting private polling include political candidates 

and parties, other political organizations, advocacy groups, businesses and 

nonprofits.

Some organizations do both public and private polling



A sampling of organizations conducting public polls
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Pew Research Center: Who we are

• A “fact tank” that informs the public about the 

issues, attitudes and trends shaping the world. 

• Nonpartisan and non-advocacy, meaning we do not take policy 

positions or make recommendations. 

• A subsidiary of The Pew Charitable Trusts, our primary funder. 

• We don’t do reports for hire.

• We have full editorial control over our work. 
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Pew Research Center: What We Do

Mission: Generate a foundation of facts that enriches the public dialogue and 

supports sound decision-making.

Methods: We conduct public opinion polling, demographic research, content 

analysis, computational social science and other data-driven social science 

research. 

Major research areas: 

U.S. politics Media & news Social trends

Religion Internet and tech Science

Migration Methods



Pew Research Center: 

Melding journalism and social science
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Michael Dimock, president

Formerly at N.C. State University

Claudia Deane, vice president for research

Formerly at The Washington Post
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Conventions of journalism that we prize

• News judgment

• Timeliness and topicality

• Sense that you are being told a coherent story in which one 

episode flows into another

• Readability

• Lack of jargon

• Not being overwhelmed by numbers/ selective use of numbers. 

• Clarity

• Concision



• Using best methodology for the task

• Remaining true to methodological limitations of the data 

• Taking great care on “causality” – when we suggest it that data has to 

be there to back it up

• Adhering to high standards of transparency

• Writing defensively, being aware of what other people are writing, 

“writing cautiously”
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Conventions of social science that we prize



The roadmap

Who polls?

Who pays for it?

How do the topics get chosen?

How are the polls actually conducted?

Who is polled and how?

What are they asked?

How is the data analyzed?

How do we communicate findings?

Who is our intended audience?

How do we reach them?

How do we assess our effectiveness?

What questions do you have?
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Funding

Polling is expensive. Finding adequate funding is a constant challenge for pollsters

Main models

• Sponsoring organization includes polling in budget

• Organizations obtain funding from public, private and nonprofit funders

• Organizations generate revenues and use profits to subsidize public polling
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Funding

Funding also can bring obligations and the appearance of obligation. Control of the 
organization’s agenda can be affected

For Pew Research Center, we are fortunate in having a major funder. But even for them, 
the rules we apply to the financial relationships are the same as for other potential 
funders

• Accept funding only if it aligns with our research goals – no commissioned research 
projects

• Complete transparency with respect to funding as well as methodology

• Always retain full editorial control

• Rarely do partnerships and collaborations but carefully consider reputational risk 
when doing so
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC

Setting the agenda

http://www.enliveningedge.org/action-research/reinventing-your-organization/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


Some work 

continues 

long-standing 

research 

interests and 

trend 

measures…



Some work 

fits with large 

cross-

organization 

initiatives…



…While some 

attempts to 

be timely and 

topical
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Choosing a research design

Most organizations have a standard research design and data collection 

methodology, for example…

• Cross-sectional (or “one-off”) survey

• Telephone (dual frame RDD with landlines and cellphones)

• 1,500 live interviews with general public

But field is in a period of transition and costs of traditional methods are 

becoming unsustainable. This is especially true for telephone surveys, due 

to declining productivity

And sometimes we want to do a study that is very complicated, e.g. a rare 

population



Surveys of rare populations
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Rare populations we’ve studied

• Muslim Americans

• Jewish Americans

• Asian Americans

• Police officers

• People of mixed race

Special challenges

• Low incidence

• Sampling frames

• Special languages



Survey methods group
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Quality.  Speed.

Low Price.

Pick two



Mode of administration

Internet

Live interviewer     

on telephone
Internet and 

phone

Mail

… and what kind of sample will we use?
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Telephone response rates drop and costs go way up

2004 2019



The American Trends Panel: 

our probability-based online panel

October 18, 2019 27



October 18, 2019 28



October 18, 2019 29



Alternatives and supplements to surveys
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Creating a questionnaire and writing questions

What’s the goal of the study? Cover a 

lot of topics or go deep on a 

particular issue?

Important to establish comparisons 

that give context to the results. 

Numbers alone don’t make 

meaning: Big compared with what? 

Growing from what baseline?

• Across groups in the population

• Over time

• Across alternative measures



Where to find survey questions and data?
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Where to find survey questions and data?
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Question development

Pilot testing

Focus groups



Data collection
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Ipsos
SSRS

Abt Associates NORC

The survey methods team works with a variety of vendors



Data analysis and report writing
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SPSS

Stata

R

Wincross



Writing style guidance
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The number checking process
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Ethics and transparency
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Avoid harm to respondents

Participation in surveys is voluntary

Avoid misrepresenting our research

Make no false claims about sponsorship or purpose

Prevent unintended disclosure of PII

Exercise due care in designing research

Be mindful of limitations of our methods

Disclose methods and procedures in appropriate detail

Correct errors



Dissemination
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Our Mission
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We generate a foundation of facts that 

enriches the public dialogue and supports 

sound decision-making.
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Core Audiences

• Media

• Policymakers

Thread throughout: The informed public
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What Does Comms Do?

Strategic Planning

• Devise comms strategies to promote the Center’s work to key audiences

Outreach/Promote Experts

• Pitch media

• Offer briefings to all relevant stakeholders

• Conference placement

• Event planning

Internal Reporting

• Track and report on our work using a variety of metrics

• Draft communications for The Pew Charitable Trusts on our upcoming work and past 
successes

Provide Support

• Provide researchers with communications guidance and media training

• Answer calls and emails from reporters and general public 

Bolster the Pew Research Center Brand

• Monitor citations; respond in situations where our reputation or methods are questioned

• Ensure how we produce and communicate our work is in line with our mission
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Comms Strategy

• Identifies core audiences

• Sets plan for outreach

• Allows for handling incoming inquiries (reactive), while also leaving room for 

pitching our work and our experts (proactive) 

• Includes metrics for success  
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Outreach

• Maps to our target audiences

• Eg., press releases for media, briefing offers for policymakers, videos for the informed 

public
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Outreach Tool: Press Releases
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Outreach Tool: Briefings, Speaking Engagements
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Outreach Tool: Events
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Outreach Tool: Social Media
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Tactic: Experts on Social Media
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Outreach Tool: Video
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Outreach Tool: Video
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Outreach Tool: Newsletters
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Outreach Tool: Graphics



October 18, 2019 55

Outreach Tool: Interactives
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Measuring Impact

• Setting project-specific goals

• What does success look like?

• Did our research resonate with key audiences?
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Media Mentions
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Press Clips
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Tweets by Important Stakeholders
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Policymaker Citations
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Stakeholder Action
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Web Traffic
• Page views

• Visits

• Unique visitors
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Team(s) Effort
• Communications

• Digital

• Copy Editors

• Social Media

• Blog

• Video
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Questions?

• Access our research and datasets at www.pewresearch.org. 

• Follow us: @pewresearch and @facttank

• Email us:

• Rachel: rweisel@pewresearch.org

• Scott: skeeter@pewresearch.org

http://www.pewresearch.org/
mailto:rweisel@pewresearch.org
mailto:skeeter@pewresearch.org

