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When alternative techniques of data collec- 
tion can be compared on theoretical grounds, 
agreement on a preferred procedure is not ordin- 
arily a difficult achievement. Thus, probabili- 
ty sampling methods were quickly judged to be 
superior to sampling methods formerly in use, 
and there is no occasion for surprise in the 
fact that each of the sample survey efforts 
described today is based on a probability sample. 

In the broad domain of the methodologist, 
however, theoretical distinctions are usually 
more subtle, if they exist at all. Imaginative 
experimental studies are required to reduce the 
uncertainties in choice of method. But even the 
best of experiments, ideally conceived and exe- 
cuted, face the types of questions of interpre- 
tation which thread their way through the stu- 
dies reported today: 

(1) Standard of accuracy against what 
standard is the outcome of any pro- 
cedure to be judged? 

(2) Level of accuracy - -what level is 
actually required for results to be 
useful? 
Costs--what is the real difference 
in costs between alternative proce- 
dures? 

(3) 

Standard of accuracy 
One standard used by Loewenstein and Hoch- 

stim is the rate of return or completion rate. 
Statisticians would agree on 100% completion of 
interviews or questionnaires as the ideal, and 
perhaps also on "substantially complete" as a 
realistic and satisfactory target. In the grey 
area of substantially complete, however, one 
would find relatively little consensus, or, at 
least, different statements of requirements for 
different purposes. 

Hochstim finds ratios of returns for his 
three strategies ranging from 88% to 93 %, and 
judges each to be satisfactory. The initial 
implication from Loewenstein is that the 77% 
rate of completion attained by the first cut -off 
date was not satisfactory, although the analysis 
of those interviewed late indicates that adher- 
ence to the first cut -off might not have been 
damaging to the purposes of that study. 

But while agreement may be hard to reach 
on what rate of return is satisfactory, or 
necessary to a particular purpose, it is at 
least an objective criterion and we can readily 
conclude that at given cost, the higher the 
rate of return the better. Of particular inter- 
est, therefore, is the type of procedure designed 
to improve completion rates (e.g., advanced 
notification to respondents in the form of the 
personalized letter described by Hochstim) but 
which has no substantial effect on costs. 

For most methodological experiments there 
is no standard of accuracy quite so objective 
as rate of return. Sudman also uses a complete- 
ness criterion in that increased recording 
of purchases is considered an improvement. 
Apparently satisfactory as a measure of accur- 
acy, at least on an aggregate basis, for the 
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types of product purchases recorded by a consum- 
er panel, it has not proved to be an acceptable 
standard for other types of inquiries. 

Independent sample surveys, or sometimes a 

complete census, have often served as benchmark 

measures against which to evaluate specific data 

collection procedures. Investigators often find 

themselves in the difficult position of making 
judgments about the effects of differences in 

definition of measures used or populations cov- 

ered in the independent studies, thus, muddling 
the evaluation of their awn data -collection ex- 

periments. Nor is it safe to assume that the 

independent sample survey, or even census, as 

Bogue points out, is error free. 

Hochstim has solved this problem for him- 

self by using identical questionnaires and pop- 
ulation definitions for his three different data - 

collection strategies. While no one technique 

serves as the standard of accuracy, Hochstim is 

able, at least, to make judgment about differen- 

ces among the three, unfettered by the possible 
effects of definition or other procedural differ- 
ences. 

Level of accuracy 
Even more elusive than a definitive stan- 

dard of accuracy, is an objective statement of 
requirement for level of accuracy. Properly, 

the question is not whether the data collection 
procedure produces the most accurate results 

possible- -but is the level of accuracy suitable 
to the task at hand? That this is considerably 

more a matter of opinion than a matter of fact 
is well illustrated by Bogue's discussion of 
Census procedures. Most of us design studies 

with more restricted uses than those to which the 

Census is put, but we also deal with multi- 
purpose uses which make level of accuracy re- 

quirements difficult to pinpoint. 

On occasion our subjective needs are more 

important than an objective statement of require- 
ments for accuracy. Even if it turns out on com- 

plete analysis that the persistance to a higher 

completion rate, of Loewenstein and her col- 

leagues, failed to change or "improve" the re- 

sults, the additional effort and costs may be 
more than justified in other respects. The 

research team may attribute greater reliability 
to the data, gain additional confidence in the 

results, and do a more effective job of communi- 
cating conclusions to others. 

Costs 
In evaluating alternative data collection 

procedures, some appraisal of costs is inheren- 

tly necessary. The cost appraisal itself often 
turns out to be a formidable undertaking, and 
cost ratios of the type reported by Hochstim are 
rare and valuable finds. 

Frequently we are reduced to speculation 
about costs, and actions based on tenuous assump- 
tions. Speculations about costs can err, however, 

and actual cost experiments may turn up surpris- 
ing results. 




