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Class, I miss seeing you and being able to work with you in the computer lab in Fine Arts 

Center. This crisis will pass. I hope that each of you and your loved ones are safe and well.  

 

Let's step back a moment and consider the "big picture" this course is about. Survey research is 

about asking people questions for a purpose. The intent might be to predict the outcome of an 

election. If "Smith" and "Jones" are candidates for major, we may simply want to accurately 

predict which of them will become mayor in the coming election. Assuming the "population" of 

interest is all the people who are likely to vote in that election, we need a list of them (sampling 

frame). We then draw names randomly from that list, ask them who they plan to vote for as 

mayor, and assume (because we have a random sample of the population) that candidate 

preferred by a major of those in our sample will win the election. In other words, we infer from 

the majority preference in our random sample who will in fact win the election. In this example, 

there is only one variable -- preference for Smith or Jones. All we care about is who is more 

likely to win the election. There is not much "data analysis" involved here. If Jones is favored by 

55 percent of those in our random sample, we conclude Jones is likely to become mayor.  

 

In the kind of "research" described above, there is no research model, no independent variables, 

and no hypotheses. The resulting "data analysis" is what is called univariate analysis. "Uni" 

means one. Think of the difference between a unicycle and a bicycle. A unicycle is a vehicle 

with only one wheel. "Bi" means two; and a bicycle is a vehicle with two wheels. Univariate data 

analysis involves only one variable. In the example above, the only variable is the intention to 

vote for Smith or Jones. Well, what kind of "data analysis" can you do with only one variable? 

The only thing you can do (no matter how powerful the computer) is to run a frequencWell, what 

kind of "data analysis" can you do with only one variable? The only thing you can do (no matter 

how powerful the computer) is to run a frequency method and get a count of them. The outcome 

may look like this. 

 

 value  count 

 

 Smith  142 

 Jones  187 

 

With just one variable, there is a limit to what you can report. You may have the finest computer 

and software package in the world. In SPSS, for example, the only command relevant to the data 

above is the following (assuming the name of the variable is "preference").  

 

freq preference. 

 

You can also calculate what percentage of the sample prefers which candidate. Depending on 

what the variable is, you may be able to calculate and report the mean, the median and the mode. 

But, bottom line, univariate statistics are limited in value. You can't really explain anything if 



you have only collected data about one variable. Imagine a survey research instrument with only 

one item on it. You can report, but you can't explain anything. Jones may like the "data," but it 

does not tell anyone anything about why Jones is apparently going to win. There is no data 

available to indicate what kinds of likely voters favor Jones. It does not tell Smith what Smith 

may need to say or do to become a more popular candidate.  

 

When beginning to analyze a dataset (derived from use of a survey research instrument) we 

usually start by "running" simple univariate statistics. And if we write a paper about the findings 

of the research project, we usually include the relevant univariate statistics, just because we 

should. A thoughtful reader is likely to want to know, for example, how many women and how 

many men were in the sample. Often the univariate data regarding the demographic variables (in 

the sample) is included in the report or publication. It helps readers interpret the findings 

reported. If the sample does not appear to have been a random sample, the univariate 

counts/frequencies is the evidence of that.  

 

Most research is designed to explain something, using independent and dependent variables that 

must be operationalized/measured by items included in the survey instrument. The research 

design includes hypotheses we want to be able to test, using the data collected from the sample 

of people who participate by answering the questions. The following is a hypothesis. 

 

H: that women are more likely than men to prefer candidate Jones. 

 

You will recall that gender is the independent variable and preference is the dependent variable. 

The researcher thinks gender influences candidate preference.  

 

So, what is the point? Univariate statistics (especially about demographic variables -- age, 

gender, race, education and income) should be reported but they are not very interesting alone. It 

is the bi-variate and multi-variate statistics (involving combinations of two or more variables) 

that are potentially interesting because they may help explain things. Telling Smith that she or 

he is behind in the race and that reaching out to gun owners or vegetarians may be the path to 

victory, may be useful information. In other words, raw data may not be very useful to most 

people. But when data is upgraded into information, information can be very valuable.  

 

Surveys are used to collect data. If you collect "the right" data it is possible to test hypotheses 

about the relationships between and among variables. Decision-makers who believe in science 

(rather than lead primarily with their gut feelings alone) want more than data alone. They want to 

know the why. They need information in order to make decisions and do things that may change 

the future in positive ways. They need information about the nature of causal relationships 

among variables relevant to what it is that they are trying to control. In public administration 

(PA), the purpose of most survey research is to provide leaders relevant information to help 

leaders make informed decisions and take appropriate actions. Values and feelings are important. 

In my opinion, public administration (both as an academic field and in practice) should be 

grounded in information and science. And beyond that, PA should be a design science. We need 

the understandings required not only to predict the future but to design the future. 

 

 


