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about how to handle cases of child abuse (Bachman, 2012). This is true for cases of elder abuse that are reported by 
respondents as well. Regardless of statutes not explicitly listing researchers as mandatory reporters, however, inter-
viewers should certainly be required to develop protocols to act in the best interests of a child or an elder when cases of 
these forms of abuse are revealed.

Confidentiality

Do any of the questions have the potential to embarrass respondents or otherwise subject them to adverse conse-
quences such as legal sanctions? If the answer to this question is no—and it often is in surveys about general social 
issues—other ethical problems are unlikely. But if the questionnaire includes questions about attitudes or behav-
iors that are socially stigmatized or generally considered to be private or questions about actions that are illegal, the 
researcher must proceed carefully and ensure that respondents’ rights are protected.

The first step to take with potentially troublesome questions is to consider modifying them or omitting them 
entirely. If sensitive questions fall into this category, they probably should be omitted. There is no point in asking, 
“Have you ever been convicted of a felony?” if the answers are unlikely to be used in the analysis of survey results.

Many surveys—particularly surveys interested in delinquent or criminal offending behavior—do include 
some essential questions that might prove damaging to the subjects if their answers were disclosed. To prevent any 
possibility of harm to subjects due to disclosure of such information, it is critical to preserve subject confidentiality. 
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Jack Fowler “wrote the book” on survey research—two books, actually, with 
SAGE Publications: Improving Survey Questions (1995) and Survey Research 
Methods (1988). This career focus crept up on Fowler while he was in school. 
As an undergraduate major in English at Wesleyan University, Fowler found 
himself fascinated by social science and went on to earn his PhD in social 
psychology at the University of Michigan. In graduate school, he got hooked on 
survey research. 

Fowler was asked to serve as a research assistant in a series of studies designed to identify the sources 
of error in the National Health Interview Survey, a major source of health data in the United States. This was 
an opportunity to relate research methodology to real-life problems and improve the way the world works, and 
Fowler seized it. He went on to found the Center for Survey Research at the University of Massachusetts Boston 
and to serve as its director for more than two decades. Fowler describes his professional life as “essentially a 
series of projects” that have made a difference by helping address important problems in areas ranging from 
health care, crime, and housing to medical decision making and views of local government. 

His advice for students interested in a similar career: 

Methods, methods, methods. Make sure you are firmly grounded in the methods of collecting and 
analyzing data. The research priorities will change, society and the nature of the problems change 
so fast. However, if you know how to collect and analyze data, you will always be relevant. . . . To 
enjoy work most days and to feel confident it is making a positive difference is about as good as 
one can ask for.
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