Survey Research Center

Facilities and Capabilities

The Survey Research Center (SRC) is the largest and oldest academically-based survey research organization in the world.  SRC is part of the Institute for Social Research (ISR),  which houses more than 750 regular and temporary employees, comprising research scientists and professional, administrative and clerical support staff.  The Primary Research Staff includes more than 100 Ph.D. level social scientists. 
ISR’s two buildings, within one block of each other, are located in Ann Arbor, MI, in the heart of the University of Michigan's central campus. ISR has the requisite equipment and services to support its large portfolio of sponsored research.  The buildings contain more than 250,000 square feet of office space including conference rooms, which range in seating capacity from 10 to 80 people.  ISR also houses state-of-the art cognitive laboratory facilities and four fully equipped telephone-video conference facilities.  ISR maintains a business office that includes accounting and grant proposal services, a human resource unit, a library, duplicating services, and computer services.  Other services and facility support are provided through the University including access to the University's powerful computing capabilities, its 34 libraries as well as telephone and web conferencing.  
ISR also houses the Michigan Census Research Data Center, a super-secure facility that allows qualified researchers with projects approved by the Census Bureau to access confidential, unpublished data from Ann Arbor.  Among the data sets that are available are the long-form Decennial Census and the Current Population survey.
Since its founding, SRC has been a principal source of innovation in the methodology of survey research.  Supported by the SRC Program in Survey Methodology (PSM), innovations have been made in sample design, estimation of sampling variance from complex surveys, questionnaire design, understanding interviewer behavior, computer-assisted measurement technologies, and the analysis of survey data.  Scholarly journals and research monographs document the rich legacy of survey methodologists working at the Center over its 60-year history.

Survey Research Operations
Field research and management activities are carried out by staff members in Survey Research Operations (SRO).  The facilities in SRO include SRC's centralized telephone facility, focus group and usability testing facilities, conference space (including integrated teleconferencing capabilities), storage for the inventory of all hardware and supplies used during data collection, and staff offices. Survey Research Operations provides a wide range of survey design, data collection, and data processing services within the Institute for Social Research.  SRO staff members facilitate the involvement of methodologists from the Program in Survey Methodology during study design, implementation and analysis phases of projects.

Sampling and analysis.  SRO carries out a wide range of sampling activities including consulting on sample designs for a wide range of federal and nonfederal clients; and conducting research to develop and apply new sampling methods. 

Much of SRC’s work uses multistage area sampling of households.  SRC has developed a fully integrated sampling system that automates the entire household address listing, updating and selection process.  Using touch screen laptops, the program eliminates the need for paper lists and maps, increasing the efficiency of listers by at least 25% while improving the quality of listing data through the use of validity checks, and accelerating the time between listing and sampling. The listing program also allows for the completion of on-line segment observation forms.  On these forms, listers provide basic information about the area, such as the presence of locked buildings and gated communities, the general appearance of the neighborhood, and any safety concerns.  These data allow for better planning during the recruitment phase, and also can be used to contribute to propensity models during data collection.    
Probability methods are employed in all stages of SRC sample selection, including random selection of respondents from households.  Many SRC samples have also been designed to represent populations of special areas: individual states, countries, metropolitan areas, and cities; national samples of work, school, and social organizations, and of their members; research institutes and universities; members of professional societies and other groups; and a multipurpose national probability sample of non-households.  SRC also uses random digit dialing (RDD) sampling, extensively, for telephone surveys of household populations.
SRC is one of only a handful of organizations in the United States that maintains a national area probability sample. The first‑stage units for the SRC national sample are a probability selection of counties or county groups that are permanently staffed by local SRC interviewers.  The sample is concentrated in geographic areas (PSUs) that are counties or Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSAs).   The national sample is readily adapted to smaller or larger sample size requirements or studies of special populations defined by the presence of a rare or specific characteristic.

Data collection and Processing.  SRO conducts both centralized and decentralized data collection activities. Highly experienced production managers across the nation organize the efforts of the decentralized and centralized interviewing staff.  Senior staff and project managers coordinate the overall implementation process.  The central office in Ann Arbor includes more than 100 staff members who are responsible for overseeing and monitoring all data collection activities. These staff members are responsible for questionnaire development, programming, usability testing, questionnaire application software testing, budgeting and scheduling projects, providing materials and supplies to the interviewing staff, and support services to the Ann Arbor staff. They carry out quality control activities including reviewing completed questionnaires and audio recordings, conducting interview validations, and generating progress reports used in evaluating the production status of each project.  The Ann Arbor office also monitors project costs and provides regular cost, production, and projection reports to clients.

The decentralized field staff includes production managers located in Ann Arbor and throughout SRC’s primary sampling units. On average, these permanent employees of SRC have more than a decade of experience in field management, including conducting interviews, hiring, training and supervising interviewers, and implementing a wide variety of survey designs. A staff of team leaders and team leader coordinators is also employed to assist the field managers. These staff members are responsible for quality control activities in the field, as well as for validation activities and monitoring interviewers’ daily progress and cost reports.  SRO maintains a national field staff of up to 1,000 interviewers. Each newly hired interviewer receives three days of training in general interviewing techniques, as well as study‑specific training for each project on which he or she works (even if the interviewer has worked for another organization). SRC interviewers are mature, well educated, experienced, and reflect the diversity of the 120 primary areas in which they work.

An extensive suite of integrated technical systems allows for real-time monitoring and reporting of field progress, so that both managers in Ann Arbor and supervisors in the field have access to summary and detailed information at multiple levels: overall project, geographic region or other defined “teams”, interviewer, and individual sample line.
SRC began conducting centralized telephone surveys in 1976 and computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI) in 1979.  Recently, SRO redesigned and updated its telephone facility, further increasing the capacity for researchers to collect high-quality national, regional, and local survey data.  The telephone facility contains 60 carrels, reserved supervisor's stations, and office space for project managers, project-specific storage areas, and a monitoring office where supervisors and quality assurance specialists can carry out quality control activities.  The facility has a state-of-the-art telephone system with full monitoring capabilities – including the ability to capture digital audio recordings of all or a selected portion of interviewer-respondent interactions. Samples of interviews are monitored, and interviewers are evaluated on whether they read questions correctly, use appropriate probes, proceed at a correct pace, and accurately record the answers.  The system allows monitoring of interviews from multiple locations in the facility.  In addition to conducting telephone surveys, the facility carries out numerous other activities that support survey efforts. These activities include questionnaire pre-testing, respondent-interviewer behavior coding, questionnaire checking and editing, mail survey administration, cognitive testing, focus group moderation, the recruitment of focus group participants, and data entry.  The facility maintains several toll-free phone lines for respondents, including one especially for Spanish-speaking respondents.

Computing.   Survey Research Operations makes extensive use of computing resources available in SRC.  The Survey Research Center maintains a large in‑house Novell and Microsoft network with state of the art e-mail, document exchange, word processing, spreadsheet, graphics and statistical analysis capabilities.  In addition, the computing unit supports links to the University of Michigan's distributed computing environment, which provides a Unix-based computing environment as well as national and international communications links to all of the researchers in the SRC.  SRC maintains a network of SUN UNIX servers and provides both hardware and software support to research programs and technical units within SRC.  There is a direct Internet connection from all workstations.

SRO maintains an inventory of laptop computers (currently over 500 machines) configured especially for the field interviewers.  The laptop pool is replenished regularly, taking into consideration the technical needs of individual projects as well as general advances in the field of computer assisted interviewing.  Laptops used for the transmission of survey data are equipped with encryption software and other security safeguards. Staff members in SRO have developed computing applications that provide a smooth flow and exchange of information through the entire data collection process from beginning stages of questionnaire development to final data set production and documentation.  The ability to integrate computer-assisted telephone interviews (CATI) and computer-assisted personal interviews (CAPI) with data entry, all utilizing the same system, provides the best possible environment for quality control and efficiency.  SRO programming staff members have also developed integrated technical systems for sample management and the collection of associated process data, as well as systems that facilitate data manipulation and reporting during the research process.

