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Public opinion sampling techniques 
 
There are two approaches to surveying 
public opinions – probability and non-
probability sampling. 
 

Probability sampling   
 
Probability sampling is based on randomly 
recruiting a select sample of the population 
through random digit dialing (RDD) or voter 
registration-based sampling (RBS) that 
proportionally or statistically represents the 
entire population for which the survey is 
being conducted.  
 
The major advantage of a probability-based 
sample is that it can calculate how likely the 
findings from the sample accurately 
represent the full population – the margin of 
sampling error. Generally, the larger the 
random sample the more likely or accurately 
it may represent of the total population 
being surveyed. 
 
Generally, sample accuracy increases as the 
number of completed and randomly 
obtained survey increases. A minimum 
acceptable sample is usually 100 random 
completions subject to a possible error of 
+/-10 percent - meaning the actual (or real) 
population response may be within 10 
points plus or minus of the recorded 
statistic. An average sample size is typically 
considered to be 200 random completions 
subject to a possible error of +/-7 percent. A 
large sample size is 400 random 
completions subject to a possible error of 
+/-5 percent of actual (with a 95 percent 
confidence level).  
 
Probability sampling is typically conducted 
by telephone surveys that may vary in 
length from simple, 2-4 minute 
questionnaires to lengthy multiple 
responses or characteristic surveys which 
may require up to 20-30 minutes if the 
respondent is willing. 
 
Advantages   
§ Speed - is the primary advantage of a 
telephone questionnaire. The survey may be 
completed from start to finish within a very 

short time period involving weeks or 
sometimes even days for simple formats. 
 
Disadvantages  
§ Self-selected - even though random, the 
respondents are still somewhat self-
selected. Approximately 85-95% of all 
telephone-contacted individuals will agree 
to participate though the refusal rate is 
increasing where call blocking and screening 
machines and services limit access. 
Generally, participants have to be recruited 
during evening and weekend hours when 
households are less likely to be agreeable or 
willing to participate. 
§ Complex issues – are difficult to survey 
in a telephone format, particularly when 
survey questions require some forethought 
and particularly if graphics are required. 
Where the contents are more complex, the 
sampling approach may be combined with 
written surveys where the survey 
participant is recruited by telephone and 
agrees to receive, complete, and mail-back 
or phone-back responses to a written 
survey. 
§ Actual completions - even though 
participants may agree to review or 
complete a mailed written survey, less than 
50% of all agreeable participants will 
actually carry through and complete the 
survey meaning the results, particularly for 
more complex issues, are self-selected and 
may not be reflective of the general 
population.  
§ Visibility – is not apparent to the 
population at large, at least to interested 
persons who were not recruited to 
participate. 
§ Population size – can limit the size of 
the sample and thus it’s potential accuracy, 
particularly in smaller cities and 
communities where it can be difficult to 
generate a sufficiently sized sample to 
account for refusal and actual completion 
rates. 
 

Non-probability sampling 
 
Non-probability sampling is where the 
respondents are self-selected or opt-in 
samples (SSS) rather than a random 



	 2 

statistical sample of the larger population. 
The most popular type of non-probability 
sampling is dial-in phone surveys of 
television dance, music, or other 
competitions where the participants, who 
are not drawn from a random population, 
elect to participate.  
 
Disadvantages 
§ Reliability - the results of surveys based 
on respondents who self-select may not be 
reliable or representative particularly where 
the survey contents are of little interest to 
the larger population. The characteristics 
and/or interests of people who choose to 
participate in this type of survey may be 
different than those who do not in ways that 
bias the final results. With non-probability 
samples is there is no simple way to 
calculate the “margin of error” other than by 
the number of person who choose to 
participate as a percentage of the larger 
population – the larger the number of 
completed surveys the more representative 
it may be. 
 
Advantages 
§ Representation – and thus reliability 
may be increased when the survey is 
administered to the whole population being 
surveyed by mailing postcard invitations for 
an Internet survey or the complete written 
survey to every household or every 
registered voter.  
§ Predictability - the individuals who 
choose to participate in the survey are more 
likely to be representative of the individuals 
in the population who will turn out to vote 
in a referendum, such as a levy or bond, on 
the subject being surveyed.  
§ Transparency – the survey process and 
question content are visible to the entire 
survey population and the individuals in the 
community are aware of the survey and 
have the option of participating or not. 
§ Complexity – is improved where the 
mailed-out or Internet survey can include 
background information, graphic 
illustrations, and more complex and longer 
contents requiring some study and 
forethought. 
 
Sources: American Association for Public 
Opinion Research (AAPOR) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


