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Introduction to Primary Research:
Observations, Surveys, and
Interviews

Dana Lynn Driscoll

PRIMARY RESEARCH: DEFINITIONS AND OVERVIEW

How research is defined varies widely from field to field, and as you
progress through your college career, your coursework will teach you
much more about what it means to be a researcher within your field."
For example, engineers, who focus on applying scientific knowledge
to develop designs, processes, and objects, conduct research using
simulations, mathematical models, and a variety of tests to see how
well their designs work. Sociologists conduct research using surveys,
interviews, observations, and statistical analysis to better understand
people, societies, and cultures. Graphic designers conduct research
through locating images for reference for their artwork and engaging
in background research on clients and companies to best serve their
needs. Historians conduct research by examining archival materials—
newspapers, journals, letters, and other surviving texts—and through
conducting oral history interviews. Research is not limited to what has
already been written or found at the library, also known as secondary
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research. Rather, individuals conducting research are producing the ar-
ticles and reports found in a library database or in a book. Primary
research, the focus of this essay, is research that is collected firsthand
rather than found in a book, database, or journal.

Primary research is often based on principles of the scientific meth-
od, a theory of investigation first developed by John Stuart Mill in
the nineteenth century in his book Philosophy of the Scientific Method.
Although the application of the scientific method varies from field to
field, the general principles of the scientific method allow researchers
to learn more about the world and observable phenomena. Using the
scientific method, researchers develop research questions or hypoth-
eses and collect data on events, objects, or people that is measurable,
observable, and replicable. The ultimate goal in conducting primary
research is to learn about something new that can be confirmed by
others and to eliminate our own biases in the process.

Essay Overview and Student Examples

The essay begins by providing an overview of ethical considerations
when conducting primary research, and then covers the stages that
you will go through in your primary research: planning, collecting,
analyzing, and writing. After the four stages comes an introduction
to three common ways of conducting primary research in first year
writing classes:

*  Observations. Observing and measuring the world around
you, including observations of people and other measurable
events.

*  Interviews. Asking participants questions in a one-on-one or
small group setting.

*  Surveys. Asking participants about their opinions and behav-
jors through a short questionnaire.

In addition, we will be examining two student projects that used sub-
stantial portions of primary research:

Derek Laan, a nutrition major at Purdue University, wanted to
learn more about student eating habits on campus. His primary re-
search included observations of the campus food courts, student be-
havior while in the food courts, and a survey of students” daily food
intake. His secondary research included looking at national student
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eating trends on college campuses, information from the United States
Food and Drug Administration, and books on healthy eating.

Jared Schwab, an agricultural and biological engineering major at
Purdue, was interested in learning more about how writing and com-
munication took place in his field. His primary research included
interviewing a professional engineer and a student who was a senior
majoring in engineering. His secondary research included examining
journals, books, professional organizations, and writing guides within
the field of engineering.

ETHICS OF PRIMARY RESEARCH

Both projects listed above included primary research on human partic-
ipants; therefore, Derek and Jared both had to consider research ethics
throughout their primary research process. As Earl Babbie writes in
The Practice of Social Research, throughout the early and middle parts
of the twentieth century researchers took advantage of participants
and treated them unethically. During World War II, Nazi doctors
performed heinous experiments on prisoners without their consent,
while in the U.S., a number of medical and psychological experiments
on caused patients undue mental and physical trauma and, in some
cases, death. Because of these and other similar events, many nations
have established ethical laws and guidelines for researchers who work
with human participants. In the United States, the guidelines for the
ethical treatment of human research participants are described in 75e
Belmont Report, released in 1979. Today, universities have Institutional
Review Boards (or IRBs) that oversee research. Students conducting
research as part of a class may not need permission from the univer-
sity’s IRB, although they still need to ensure that they follow ethical
guidelines in research. The following provides a brief overview of ethi-
cal considerations:

»  Voluntary participation. The Belmont Report suggests that, in
most cases, you need to get permission from people before
you involve them in any primary research you are conduct-
ing. If you are doing a survey or interview, your participants
must first agree to fill out your survey or to be interviewed.
Consent for observations can be more complicated, and is dis-
cussed later in the essay.
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»  Confidentiality and anonymity. Your participants may reveal
embarrassing or potentially damaging information such as
racist comments or unconventional behavior. In these cases,
you should keep your participants’ identities anonymous
when writing your results. An easy way to do this is to create
a “pseudonym” (or false name) for them so that their identity
is protected.

*  Researcher bias. There is little point in collecting data and
learning about something if you already think you know the
answer! Bias might be present in the way you ask questions,
the way you take notes, or the conclusions you draw from the
data you collect.

The above are only three of many considerations when involving
human participants in your primary research. For a complete under-
standing of ethical considerations please refer to The Belmont Report.

Now that we have considered the ethical implications of research,
we will examine how to formulate research questions and plan your
primary research project.

PLANNING YOUR PRIMARY RESEARCH PROJECT

The primary research process is quite similar to the writing process,
and you can draw upon your knowledge of the writing process to un-
derstand the steps involved in a primary research project. Just like in
the writing process, a successful primary research project begins with
careful planning and background research. This section first describes
how to create a research timeline to help plan your research. It then
walks you through the planning stages by examining when primary
research is useful or appropriate for your first year composition course,
narrowing down a topic, and developing research questions.

The Research Timeline

When you begin to conduct any kind of primary research, creating a
timeline will help keep you on task. Because students conducting pri-
mary research usually focus on the collection of data itself, they often
overlook the equally important areas of planning (invention), analyz-
ing data, and writing. To help manage your time, you should create a
research timeline, such as the sample timeline presented here.
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Fig. 2: A sample timeline for Jared’s research project.

When Primary Research Is Useful or Appropriate

In Evaluating Scientific Research: Separating Fact from Fiction, Fred
Leavitt explains that primary research is useful for questions that can
be answered through asking others and direct observation. For first
year writing courses, primary research is particularly useful when you
want to learn about a problem that does not have a wealth of published
information. This may be because the problem is a recent event or it
is something not commonly studied. For example, if you are writing
a paper on a new political issue, such as changes in tax laws or health-
care, you might not be able to find a wealth of peer-reviewed research
because the issue is only several weeks old. You may find it necessary
to collect some of your own data on the issue to supplement what
you found at the library. Primary research is also useful when you
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are studying a local problem or learning how a larger issue plays out
at the local level. Although you might be able to find information on
national statistics for healthy eating, whether or not those statistics are
representative of your college campus is something that you can learn
through primary research.

However, not all research questions and topics are appropriate for
primary research. As Fred Leavitt writes, questions of an ethical, phil-
osophical, or metaphysical nature are not appropriate because these
questions are not testable or observable. For example, the question
“Does an afterlife exist?” is not a question that can be answered with
primary research. However, the question “How many people in my
community believe in an afterlife?” is something that primary research
can answer.

Narrowing Your Topic

Just like the writing process, you should start your primary research
process with secondary (library) research to learn more about what is
already known and what gaps you need to fill with your own data. As
you learn more about the topic, you can narrow down your interest
area and eventually develop a research question or hypothesis, just as
you would with a secondary research paper.

Developing Research Questions or Hypotheses

As John Stuart Mill describes, primary research can use both induc-
tive and deductive approaches, and the type approach is usually based
on the field of inquiry. Some fields use deductive reasoning, where re-
searchers start with a hypothesis or general conclusion and then collect
specific data to support or refute their hypothesis. Other fields use
inductive reasoning, where researchers start with a question and collect
information that eventually leads to a conclusion.

Once you have spent some time reviewing the secondary research
on your topic, you are ready to write a primary research question or
hypothesis. A research question or hypothesis should be something
that is specific, narrow, and discoverable through primary research
methods. Just like a thesis statement for a paper, if your research ques-
tion or hypothesis is too broad, your research will be unfocused and
your data will be difficult to analyze and write about. Here is a set of
sample research questions:
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Poor Research Question: What do college students think of

politics and the economy?

Revised Research Question: What do students at Purdue Uni-
versity believe about the current economic crisis in terms of
economic recoverability?

The poor research question is unspecific as to what group of students
the researcher is interested in—i.e. students in the U.S.? In a particu-
lar state? At their university? The poor research question was also too
broad; terms like “politics” and the “economy” cover too much ground
for a single project. The revised question narrows down the topic to
students at a particular university and focuses on a specific issue re-
lated to the economy: economic recoverability. The research question
could also be rephrased as a testable hypothesis using deductive rea-
soning: “Purdue University college students are well informed about
economic recoverability plans.” Because they were approaching their
projects in an exploratory, inductive manner, both Derek and Jared
chose to ask research questions:

Derek: Are students’ eating habits at Purdue University
healthy or unhealthy? What are the causes of students’ eating
behavior?

Jared: What are the major features of writing and communi-
cation in agricultural and biological engineering? What are
the major controversies?

A final step in working with a research question or hypothesis is
determining what key terms you are using and how you will define
them. Before conducting his research, Derek had to define the terms
“healthy” and “unhealthy”; for this, he used the USDA’s Food Pyramid
as a guide. Similarly, part of what Jared focused on in his interviews
was learning more about how agricultural and biological engineers
defined terms like “writing” and “communication.” Derek and Jared
thought carefully about the terms within their research questions and
how these terms might be measured.

Choosing a Data Collection Method

Once you have formulated a research question or hypothesis, you will
need to make decisions about what kind of data you can collect that
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will best address your research topic. Derek chose to examine eating
habits by observing both what students ate at lunch and surveying
students about eating behavior. Jared decided that in-depth interviews
with experienced individuals in his field would provide him with the
best information.

To choose a data collection method for your research question, read
through the next sections on observations, interviews, and surveys.

OBSERVATIONS
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Observations

The student sits in the dining hall. As he eats
his piece of pizza, which drips oil, he says to a
friend, “This pizza is good.”

| observed cash register #1 for 15 minutes.
During that time 22 students paid for meals.
Of those 22 students, 15 grabbed a candy bar

Dana Lynn Driscoll

Thoughts

It seems like the student really enjoys the
high-calorie content pizza.

Fruit is less accessible than candy bars (it is
further back in the dining court). Is this why
more students are reaching for candy bars?

or granola bar. 3 of the 22 students had a
piece of fruit on their plate.

Figure 3: Two sample entries from a double-entry notebook.

courages you to separate your observations (the facts) from your feel-

SURVEYS AND INTERVIEWS: QUESTION CREATION

Sometimes it is very difficult for a researcher to gain all of the neces-
sary information through observations alone. Along with his observa-
tions of the dining halls, Derek wanted to know what students ate in
a typical day, and so he used a survey to have them keep track of their
eating habits. Likewise, Jared wanted to learn about writing and com-
munication in engineering and decided to draw upon expert knowl-
edge by asking experienced individuals within the field.

Interviews and surveys are two ways that you can gather informa-
tion about people’s beliefs or behaviors. With these methods, the in-
formation you collect is not first-hand (like an observation) but rather
“self-reported” data, or data collected in an indirect manner. William
Shadish, Thomas Cook, and Donald Campbell argued that people are
inherently biased about how they see the world and may report their
own actions in a more favorable way than they may actually behave.
Despite the issues in self-reported data, surveys and interviews are an
excellent way to gather data for your primary research project.

Survey or Interview?

How do you choose between conducting a survey or an interview? It
depends on what kind of information you are looking for. You should
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use surveys if you want to learn about a general trend in people’s opin-
ions, experiences, and behavior. Surveys are particularly useful to find
small amounts of information from a wider selection of people in
the hopes of making a general claim. Interviews are best used when
you want to learn detailed information from a few specific people.
Interviews are also particularly useful if you want to interview experts
about their opinions, as Jared did. In sum, use interviews to gain de-
tails from a few people, and surveys to learn general patterns from
many people.

Writing Good Questions

One of the greatest challenges in conducting surveys and interviews is
writing good questions. As a researcher, you are always trying to elimi-
nate bias, and the questions you ask need to be unbiased and clear.
Here are some suggestions on writing good questions:

Ask about One Thing at a Time

A poorly written question can contain multiple questions, which can
confuse participants or lead them to answer only part of the question
you are asking. This is called a “double-barreled question” in journal-
ism. The following questions are taken from Jared’s research:

Poor question: What kinds of problems are being faced in
the field today and where do you see the search for solutions
to these problems going?

Revised question #1 : What kinds of problems are being
faced in the field today?

Revised question #2: Where do you see the search for solu-
tions to these problems going?

Avoid Leading Questions
A leading question is one where you prompt the participant to respond

in a particular way, which can create bias in the answers given:

Leading question: The economy is clearly in a crisis,
wouldn’t you agree?
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Revised question: Do you believe the economy is currently
in a crisis? Why or why not?

Understand When to Use Open and Closed Questions

Closed questions, or questions that have yes/no or other limited re-
sponses, should be used in surveys. However, avoid these kinds of
questions in interviews because they discourage the interviewee from
going into depth. The question sample above, “Do you believe the
economy currently is in a crisis?” could be answered with a simple
yes or no, which could keep a participant from talking more about
the issue. The “why or why not?” portion of the question asks the
participant to elaborate. On a survey, the question “Do you believe
the economy currently is in a crisis?” is a useful question because you
can easily count the number of yes and no answers and make a general
claim about participant responses.

Write Clear Questions

When you write questions, make sure they are clear, concise, and to
the point. Questions that are too long, use unfamiliar vocabulary, or
are unclear may confuse participants and you will not get quality re-
sponses.

Now that question creation has been addressed, we will next exam-
ine specific considerations for interviews and surveys.

INTERVIEWS

Interviews, or question and answer sessions with one or more people,
are an excellent way to learn in-depth information from a person for
your primary research project. This section presents information on
how to conduct a successful interview, including choosing the right
person, ways of interviewing, recording your interview, interview loca-
tions, and transcribing your interview.

Choosing the Right Person

One of the keys to a successful interview is choosing the right person to
interview. Think about whom you would like to interview and whom
you might know. Do not be afraid to ask people you do not know for
interviews. When asking, simply tell them what the interview will be
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about, what the interview is for, and how much time it will take. Jared
used his Purdue University connection to locate both of the individu-
als that he ended up interviewing—an advanced Purdue student and
a Purdue alum working in an Engineering firm.

Face-to-Face and Virtual Interviews

When interviewing, you have a choice of conducting a traditional,
face-to-face interview or an interview using technology over the
Internet. Face-to-face interviews have the strength that you can ask
follow-up questions and use non-verbal communication to your ad-
vantage. Individuals are able to say much more in a face-to-face in-
terview than in an email, so you will get more information from a
face-to-face interview. However, the Internet provides a host of new
possibilities when it comes to interviewing people at a distance. You
may choose to do an email interview, where you send questions and
ask the person to respond. You may also choose to use a video or au-
dio conferencing program to talk with the person virtually. If you are
choosing any Internet-based option, make sure you have a way of re-
cording the interview. You may also use a chat or instant messaging
program to interview your participant—the benefit of this is that you
can ask follow-up questions during the interview and the interview
is already transcribed for you. Because one of his interviewees lived
several hours away, Jared chose to interview the Purdue student face-
to-face and the Purdue alum via email.

Finding a Suitable Location

If you are conducting an in-person interview, it is essential that you
find a quiet place for your interview. Many universities have quiet
study rooms that can be reserved (often found in the university li-
brary). Do not try to interview someone in a coffee shop, dining hall,
or other loud area, as it is difficult to focus and get a clear recording.

Recording Interviews

One way of eliminating bias in your research is to record your inter-
views rather than rely on your memory. Recording interviews allows
you to directly quote the individual and re-read the interview when you
are writing. It is recommended that you have two recording devices for
the interview in case one recording device fails. Most computers, MP3
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players, and even cell phones come with recording equipment built in.
Many universities also offer equipment that students can check out
and use, including computers and recorders. Before you record any
interview, be sure that you have permission from your participant.

Transcribing Your Interview

Once your interview is over, you will need to transcribe your interview
to prepare it for analysis. The term transcribing means creating a writ-
ten record that is exactly what was said—i.e. typing up your inter-
views. If you have conducted an email or chat interview, you already
have a transcription and can move on to your analysis stage.

SURVEYS

Other than the fact that they both involve asking people questions,
interviews and surveys are quite different data collection methods.
Creating a survey may seem easy at first, but developing a quality sur-
vey can be quite challenging. When conducting a survey, you need to
focus on the following areas: survey creation, survey testing, survey
sampling, and distributing your survey.

Survey Creation: Length and Types of Questions

One of the keys to creating a successful survey is to keep your survey
short and focused. Participants are unlikely to fill out a survey that
is lengthy, and you’ll have a more difficult time during your analysis
if your survey contains too many questions. In most cases, you want
your survey to be something that can be filled out within a few min-
utes. The target length of the survey also depends on how you will
distribute the survey. If you are giving your survey to other students in
your dorm or classes, they will have more time to complete the survey.
Therefore, five to ten minutes to complete the survey is reasonable. If
you are asking students as they are walking to class to fill out your sur-
vey, keep it limited to several questions that can be answered in thirty
seconds or less. Derek’s survey took about ten minutes and asked stu-
dents to describe what they ate for a day, along with some demographic
information like class level and gender.

Use closed questions to your advantage when creating your survey.
A closed question is any set of questions that gives a limited amount of
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choices (yes/no, a 1-5 scale, choose the statement that best describes
you). When creating closed questions, be sure that you are accounting
for all reasonable answers in your question creation. For example, ask-
ing someone “Do you believe you eat healthy?” and providing them
only “yes” and “no” options means that a “neutral” or “undecided”
option does not exist, even though the survey respondent may not feel
strongly either way. Therefore, on closed questions you may find it
helpful to include an “other” category where participants can fill in an
answer. It is also a good idea to have a few open-ended questions where
participants can elaborate on certain points or earlier responses. How-
ever, open-ended questions take much longer to fill out than closed
questions.

Survey Creation: Testing Your Survey

To make sure your survey is an appropriate length and that your ques-
tions are clear, you can “pilot test” your survey. Prior to administering
your survey on a larger scale, ask several classmates or friends to fill
it out and give you feedback on the survey. Keep track of how long
the survey takes to complete. Ask them if the questions are clear and
make sense. Look at their answers to see if the answers match what you
wanted to learn. You can revise your survey questions and the length
of your survey as necessary.

Sampling and Access to Survey Populations

“Sampling” is a term used within survey research to describe the subset
of people that are included in your study. Derek’s first research ques-
tion was: “Are students’ eating habits at Purdue University healthy or
unhealthy?” Because it was impossible for Derek to survey all 38,000
students on Purdue’s campus, he had to choose a representative sample
of students. Derek chose to survey students who lived in the dorms
because of the wide variety of student class levels and majors in the
dorms and his easy access to this group. By making this choice, how-
ever, he did not account for commuter students, graduate students,
or those who live off campus. As Derek’s case demonstrates, it is very
challenging to get a truly representative sample.

Part of the reason that sampling is a challenge is that you may find
difficulty in finding enough people to take your survey. In thinking
about how get people to take your survey, consider both your everyday
surroundings and also technological solutions. Derek had access to
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many students in the dorms, but he also considered surveying students
in his classes in order to reach as many people as possible. Another pos-
sibility is to conduct an online survey. Online surveys greatly increase
your access to different kinds of people from across the globe, but may
decrease your chances of having a high survey response rate. An email
or private message survey request is more likely to be ignored due to
the impersonal quality and high volume of emails most people receive.

ANALYZING AND WRITING ABOUT PRIMARY RESEARCH
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