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Measuring Public Opinion on Fish and Wildlife Management
Issues Using Survey Research

“It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data. Insensibly one begins to twist facts to suit
theories, instead of theories to suit facts.” — Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes

Biological research is the foundation of successful fish and wildlife management programs. Human
dimensions research is the foundation of successful fish and wildlife programs, communications, products,
services, and positive and supportive constituent relationships. Successful fish and wildlife agencies develop
policies that reflect both biological research as well as human dimensions research.

While most fish and wildlife agencies and organizations have increasingly utilized human dimensions
research when developing policies, communications and public relations programs and strategies, a few
organizations still place little importance on the value of human dimensions research, instead relying on
nonscientific information about public and constituent opinions and attitudes. For example, too often public
opinion obtained from a few telephone calls made to agencies, public meetings, chat rooms, or poorly designed
Web surveys are used to make projections onto a certain constituent group or the general population as a whole.
These sources of public opinion and attitudes, however, often represent polar and skewed positions and
certainly not reflective of reality. Persons who choose to call an agency to express their opinion or attend public
meetings are generally not representative of the general population. These persons tend to possess polarized
opinions and be highly opinionated or simply have access to an outlet to express their opinion. If only the opinions
of these persons are considered, the reality of public opinion such as support or opposition to proposed
regulations or programs are highly skewed and are in no way reflective of the population or group as a whole.

Survey research is a science, and a well-conducted survey will reflect reality. A quantitative survey is a
systematic coliection of data from a sample population using a standardized questionnaire. The objective of a
public opinion or attitude survey is to quantify opinions and attitudes in a scientific manner. There are several
methods of collecting high quality and reliable human dimensions data, including literature reviews, focus
groups, and quantitative mail, web, or phone surveys. To collect primary data on public opinions and attitudes,
telephone surveys continue to be the most reliable, produce the highest response rates, and are most
representative of the groups surveyed. However, mail and web based surveys can be effective when used in
the proper context and carefully administered. Unfortunately today, Web-based surveys are probably the most
abused of all survey methodologies, often being administered poorly, producing results that are not reflective
of the population under study. In fact, one survey that was being administered via the Web came across our
desks was soliciting respondents by e-mail stating: “Please forward this email to any one you believe is
appropriate to help us maximize our response.” Such a survey being forwarded here and there and everywhere
with no pre-defined sample will be highly inaccurate and will certainly not produce valid results: it is biased
because a sample has not been pre-selected. It has broken one of the most important rules of good solid survey
research.

Just as in biological research, human dimensions research needs to be conducted following established
rules. There are several fundamental elements in a well-designed survey project: 1) The goals and objectives
of the study must be clearly defined. 2) Everyone in the population under study must have an equal likelihood
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of being surveyed. 3) A survey should be written in such a way as to not influence or lead respondents. 4) All
interviews must be administered systematically in the same way. 5) The sample size must be large enough to
minimize sampling error. 6) The response rate must be high enough to minimize any nonresponse bias.
Response rates are inextricably linked to the level of error for and the meaning of every finding in a study. Good
response rates are often evidence of good survey design and implementation. This is the reason that some
organizations put great efforts into “redefining” what a “response rate” means. Obfuscation of true response
rates gives an inaccurate accounting of actual survey performance. One survey actually pre-screens
respondents and asks if they will respond at a later date. Then when the survey is administered at a later date,
a high “response rate” is achieved because the organization reports the second response rate — essentially a

response rate of those who have already agreed to do the survey!
- Comments solicited from Mark Damian Duda and Joy Yoder

Responsive Management

During the past fifteen years, Responsive Management has conducted more than 700 surveys on fish, wildlife
and natural resource issues. For more information contact: Mark @ responsivemanagement.com
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