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Trends in Survey Methodology and the Future of
Crime Research

WESLEY G. SKOGAN"

Over the years, my conversations with Martin Killias have largely concerned
surveys. Martin was involved in the International Crime Victimization Sur-
vey, and conducted a number of his own survey projects, while I collaborated
in the development of the British Crime Survey and published a number of
articles based on the National Crime Victimization Survey in the United
States. Since the early 1980s [ have also conducted a number of crime sur-
veys of my own, and therefore I have had to make decisions about how to do
them and how to raise the money necessary to carry them out. Over this peri-
od I have observed tremendous changes in the survey business. What is inter-
esting about this is that these changes have largely reflected changes in socie-
ty, not scientific advances or technological innovations; it is social change
that has revolutionized survey operations. The challenge that this presents is
that these changes have mostly been for the worse. That is, they have made
sample surveys more difficult and much more expensive to conduct, they
have decimated sample coverage and undermined interview response rates,
and they have damaged the quality of the data on which we hope to make
inferences'.

The problem is that the traditional ways in which surveys have been car-
ried out — prior to the mid-1980s by personal interviews at sample address,
and later by telephone at sample telephone numbers — are no longer feasible
in many circumstances. But their replacements — the Internet and (surprise)
the re-emergence of postal surveys — bave many problems, and they only
appear viable because their results are not worse.

In the United States, it was possible for individual researchers to conduct
face-to-face personal interview surveys into the 1980s. Households were
sampled at random from lists of residential addresses in randomly selected
areas of the country or a city. Interviewers knocked on the doors of these
households, quizzed whoever answered about the composition of the house-
bhold, and requested to meet in the living room or over the kitchen table with a
randomly-selected adult. The resulting data had a number of very valuable
features. With repeated visits to catch selected respondents who were not
often at home (and other household members could help on this), the surveys
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1 S(;me of the concerns raised here are addressed in a different context in Groves, Robert,
«Three Eras of Survey Research», Public Opinion Quarterly 75 (2011) 861-871.
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