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1 - Aim 
This paper asks the Steering Group to take a decision on whether to change the 
methodology being used for the opinion survey at the end of PSE3, in the light of 
expert review results. 
 
 
2 - Background 
The Partnership has valued public opinion highly since the start of its work.  This 
manifests itself in two ways.  First, much effort has been put into public and 
stakeholder engagement (PSE).  Second, the Partnership has stated that it will run 
a representative public opinion survey to gauge whether there are more people ‘for’ 
participating in the siting process than ‘against’.  This is called ‘net support’. 
 
The Partnership has agreed that “it is right to use an opinion survey rather than a 
referendum at this stage in the process… and that a referendum might be an 
appropriate tool to use at some point in the future” (Doc 176, para 6.3).  However, 
there is sensitivity in the Partnership, as well as beyond, about the robustness of 
the actual methodology used to deliver the opinion survey.  People want to know it 
can be relied upon within reasonable limits.  
 
The Partnership, via the PSE sub-group, commissioned two expert reviews of the 
methodology being proposed.  Both reviews are now complete and have been 
discussed by the PSE sub-group.  
 
The Partnership agreed that “the PSE Sub-Group will communicate the outcomes 
of its work to the Partnership for it to review, to ensure that members are convinced 
of the robustness of the survey and the methodology” (Doc 176, para 6.3).  As the 
PSE sub-group’s work may lead to significant high profile changes, a Steering 
Group decision is required on what change to make to the methodology.  This 
decision will in turn need communicating to the Partnership together with the full 
documentation. 
 
 
3 - Current Methodology 
In simple terms, the current methodology comprises of an independent contractor 
conducting 10-15 minute telephone interviews with 3000 people across Cumbria.  
This sample is split into 1000 in Allerdale, 1000 in Copeland, and 1000 in the rest 
of Cumbria.  Quotas are set to ensure that interviews are achieved in the correct 
proportions (i.e. reflective of the whole population) in terms of age, gender, working 
status etc. This method is commonly used across the UK as a relatively reliable 
and comparatively cheap way of conducting opinion surveys. 
 
 



4 - Expert Reviewers 
A procurement process was undertaken to recruit up to three expert reviews of the 
methodology.  13 bids were submitted, and two chosen: Dr Sandy Ochojna 
(independent consultant) and Prof Patrick Sturgis (University of Southampton). 
Both appear to be very experienced and well respected in the field and the PSE 
subgroup had no reservations about appointing them.  Their reviews are attached 
to this paper and should be read in full so Steering Group members are aware of 
the sensitive nature of their comments. 
 
In summary, there are various aspects of the methodology that the reviewers either 
support, or make suggestions on things that will be easily factored in to the survey 
when the contractor is in place.  There are however two keys things that the 
reviewers are questioning: 
 

- Whether the sample is either truly random or quota based. 
- Whether telephone or face-to-face interviewing is more appropriate. 

These two points are covered below, together with the view of the PSE sub-group 
on each point. 
 
 
5 – Whether the sample is either truly random or quota-based 
The currently proposed method uses what is called a ‘quota’ sampling approach. In 
the first instance a list of telephone number is generated by a computer, this is 
done within area codes to ensure they cover the geographic areas of interest. 
 
Interviewers then work through that list calling each number in turn. If nobody 
answers the phone that number is discounted and the interviewer moves to the 
next number. 
 
The interviewer continues to make calls until they have completed the necessary 
number of interviews to fill the quotas (i.e. of women, men, different age groups, 
people in and out of work etc). This method is based on the assumption that 
people with similar characteristics will hold similar opinions, so if we achieve 
interviews in the right proportions our sample will be reflective of the views of the 
wider population. 
 
This assumption is the key focus of criticism of this method as it introduces a 
potential source of bias into the survey findings. 
 
A further problematic issue with quota surveys is something called ‘non-response 
error’.  This arises because the number of people picking up the phone and 
agreeing to be interviewed is low (typically around 5% of all the numbers 
generated), and so we are forced implicitly to make the assumption that the people 
picking up the phone and agreeing to be interviewed have exactly the same views, 
on balance, as those people not picking the phone up, or refusing to be 
interviewed.  Although this system is very commonly used, the reviewers point out 
that this assumption provides another potential source of criticism. 
 
The alternative approach is to use a ‘truly random’ approach. If a telephone 
methodology was used this would again involve a list of telephone numbers being 



randomly generated in the same way as above. But this time the interviewers must 
try to ensure a response is received from every number on the list. 
 
This means that if they do not receive a response the interviewer will call back to 
the same number up to 5 times at different times of the day and over a period of a 
few weeks, before ‘dropping’ it.  The number is not called back if someone answers 
and refuses to participate.  
 
The interviewer does not attempt to fill quotas. The assumption is that because the 
original list of number is random if interviews are achieved for each number then 
the resulting achieved sample will also be random, and therefore reflect the wider 
population. Additionally the approach is less prone to non-response bias because 
significant effort is made to achieve an interview with each number on the list, this 
means the response rate is higher (typically around 50-60%) and we can be more 
confident that the people that complete the interview are more likely to be reflective 
the wider population. 
  
This truly random approach is considered the optimum in terms of statistical theory. 
 
The implications of switching from a ‘quota’ to a ‘truly-random’ method are that it 
would cost about 10-15% more, and take around 8-10 weeks rather than 2 weeks 
to do the fieldwork. 
 
 
PSE sub-group view.  Given that both expert reviewers agree on the existence of 
non-response error and the assumptions inherent in quota surveys,  and that 
addressing them can be accommodated fairly easily, the PSE sub-group view is 
that the switch from ‘quota’ to ‘truly-random’ sampling should be made.  
Appropriate budgeting for next financial year can accommodate the limited extra 
funds required (if any), and planning around timescales can minimise any delay to 
the programme.  The extended fieldwork would occur in parallel with the reporting 
from PSE3, so little time would be lost.   
 
 
 
 
6 – Whether telephone or face to face interviewing is more appropriate 
The currently proposed method uses telephone interviews, rather than face-to-face 
interviews.  The two reviewers appear to disagree on which is the most appropriate 
interview technique given the situation in West Cumbria.  
 
Dr Sandy Ochojna says, “telephone interviewing is by far the most appropriate 
fieldwork method for an area of widely dispersed populations1”.  In contrast, Prof 
Sturgis takes a strong line saying that face-to-face interviewing is the “gold 
standard” for various reasons: to ensure that respondents can be supported in 
understanding the issues properly with prompt cards etc before they give their 
views, to further reduce non-response error, and also to reduce error arising from 
non-coverage i.e. those people who have an address but no landline number and 

                                                
1 Although he does recommend shortening and simplifying the questionnaire to minimise the likelihood of respondents 
becoming confused. This is being addressed by the PSE subgroup. 



so would automatically be excluded from the sample (around 10% of the 
population by recent estimates). 
 
The implications of switching from a telephone to a face-to-face method are firstly 
an extension of the fieldwork duration a month to 10-12 weeks, and secondly and 
an extension of costs from £75K to a minimum of £250K. The comparison is below. 
 
 Cost Fieldwork Duration 
Telephone £75,000 8-10 weeks 
Face-to-face £250,000 – 300,000 10-12 weeks 
N.B. Approximate figures, assuming a truly-random approach to sampling in both. 
 
PSE sub-group view.   It is inherently impossible to define how much benefit will 
arise from switching to face-to-face interviewing, which leaves a difficult decision 
for the Partnership.  Is it worth tripling the cost?  Overall, the group notes: 

- The strongly worded phrases in Prof Sturgis’ review that will almost certainly 
be used against the Partnership in the media should it choose to employ 
either a quota or a telephone approach. 

-  Prof Sturgis’ rough estimate that the original methodology proposed is a ‘4’ 
on a scale of 1 to 10, a truly-random telephone methodology (as 
recommended above in section 5) would be a ‘6’, and his recommended 
gold standard is a ‘10’.   

- Dr Ochojna’s view that the random telephone methodology is by far the 
most appropriate, although we do note that he is not willing to specify 
where on a scale of 1 to 10 the various approaches sit. 

- A change in interview methodology could lead to changes in how people 
answer the questions. This could mean that the results of the previous 
three awareness tracking surveys may not be a good guide to the likely 
results from this survey2. This potential for a discrepancy in the findings 
between the survey waves could be used to challenge the results (from 
people in favour or opposed) . 

- The cost of face-to-face interviewing is around that estimated for running a 
referendum, so may blur the rationale for not doing so3. 

 
Overall, the PSE sub-group feel that the majority of the deficit in our approach that 
Prof Sturgis focuses on can be addressed by switching from quota to fixed-random 
sampling (as per section 5).  On balance, the PSE sub-group does not feel that it is 
worth tripling the cost in order to gain a certain, but essentially indefinable, 
increase in reliability. However, the potential for some players to undermine the 
Partnership’s work is significant and does need to be weighed against the extra 
cost.  The PSE sub-group ultimately acknowledges that this is a political decision, 
so leaves it to the Steering Group. 
 
Note: the reviews from Prof Sturgis and Dr Ochojna are attached.  It is 
recommended that they are read in full. 
                                                
2 For example, CCC usually conducts the Place survey via postal interview, and finds that around 30% of residents are 
content with the council’s performance.  When conducted once by face-to-face interview, this figure jumped to around 70%. 
3 Even though cost is not a stated reason for using opinion surveying instead of a referendum. The main reasons are to do 
with wanting a representative view (not the views of self-selected people), and that we don’t know enough information yet to 
fairly hold a referendum. 
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West Cumbria MRWSP 

 A review of your proposed survey method 

by the survey doctor 

 

 

1. Introduction 

This note considers your Draft Briefing Note re Public Opinion Surveys. It 
assumes that the questionnaire which will be used in this final phase of 
opinion surveys will not differ significantly in nature or substance from 
those used in earlier waves (although at the appropriate stage I will be 
making several suggestions about how these earlier questionnaires might 
be changed). 

This note also considers how your final deliberations might be best 
incorporated into the ITT.   

 

2. Your proposal 

2.1 The structure  

The survey you are contemplating will generate much controversy, as 
indeed have the earlier phases. It is essential then that the debate it 
brings about revolves around its findings rather than its mechanics. Hence 
my comments in this note address three of the four basic building blocks 
of any successful survey, namely 

Survey universe                              who do we ask? 

Sample size                                     how many do we ask? 

Questionnaire                                    what do we ask? 

Fieldwork method                           how do we ask it?      

All these aspects are equally important. My comments are based on a 
careful reading of the documents on your website, particularly those 
relating to your objectives, and to the results of the earlier Ipsos MORI 
public opinion surveys and their related ‘discussions’. 



The issues raised have no right or wrong answers. Rather they must be 
addressed so that you have clear, concise, defensible and readily 
understandable reasons for doing whatever it is you finally decide to do, 
whether it be on the grounds of practicality, time, or cost. The key issue 
is one of proportionality. Whatever is the final outcome there will be 
those who say that the survey was too expensive, and others who will say 
it was not accurate nor big enough. 

2.2  Survey Objectives 

It has to be acknowledged from the outset that while the objective is to 
gauge net public support to proceed to the next stage of discussion with 
Government on possible sites, without any presumption of agreement, 
many respondents, especially those with a view for or against having a 
site in West Cumbria, will see this survey as being one about whether or 
not there should be a storage site in the area. Those against will be 
seeking to stop the process at this early stage by generating opposition to 
further consultation, while those for it will support the process as the next 
step on the way. 

The wave 3 survey results show a strong correlation between the two 
stages; amongst those in favour of a facility in the area, net support for 
discussions with Government is +77: amongst those against a local 
facility, the net support is -83. 

2.3  Survey Universe...and proportionality  

The universe is defined as all adult residents aged 16 and over: a local 
one of the Districts of Allerdale and Copeland, and a rest–of-Cumbria one. 
This seems a fair distinction to maintain. However the definition of these 
universes might merit some reconsideration.  

For one, the definition may not be solely one of people or location, rather 
it could be one of time. The effects of siting in the area will be very long 
term, but of even more significance, the construction and implementation 
phase itself is still many years away...so, who has the right to say ‘yes’ or 
‘no’ today? Such an intergenerational factor was touched upon on wave 1, 
but in practical terms of course we can only ask those who are here now.  
Perhaps however, in assessing the responses specific attention should be 
given to younger respondents, those who intend to be living in the area in 
twenty years time, and those with young families. The same short 
term/long term timeframe consideration needs to be applied to the 
motivations of those working in the nuclear industry compared to those 
who do not. But the universe for this survey – all adults in Cumbria -  



should remain; it is the possible demographic questions that need to be 
fully considered for analytic and presentational purposes. 

For another, it is strongly recommended that you reconsider and convince 
yourselves that having two sample areas is still ‘valid’...in the public 
arena at least. While the two Districts could merit special interest because 
they have by far the highest incidence of nuclear industry employees and 
skills, (mis)perceptions of the size of the Fukushima exclusion zones could 
mean that all of Cumbria could be seen as meriting similar attention. 
Clearly this has repercussions on Doc 74 and the meaning of ‘local area 
net support’.  

2.4  Sample Size... and proportionality 

2.4.1 Quotas 

The quota sampling method has been well defended in an earlier Ipsos 
MORI rebuttal. If properly controlled then such a sample of 1000 
respondents offers a 95% confidence interval of +/-3% on a 50% 
statistic. [This is not strictly the case here since these confidence limits 
assume that the sample is a purely random one: a quota sample is not.] 

Given the universes set out above then samples of 1000 in each of the 
two local Districts, and 1000 across the rest of the County, are easy to 
defend. However, to minimise design effect and maximise the effective 
sample (while perhaps at the same time ignoring local sensitivities) the 
two Districts could be treated as one local area sample so avoiding post-
survey weighting. That is, the sample could be 1120 in Allerdale and 880 
in Copeland. 

Closely allied to the issue of sample size is that of cost: detractors could 
well claim that 3000 interviews is simply an extravagance. A 2000 
interview survey, with 1000 in the combined local areas of Allerdale and 
Copeland,(eg 560 and 440 respectively) and a 1000 across the rest of the 
county is an option. However, while this would certainly reduce costs it 
might restrict significantly the capacity of the data to sustain statistically 
meaningful analysis with respect to sub-groups of interest (ie the young, 
those intending to stay in the area). 

Since it is accepted that the minimum size for a sub-cell of interest is 80-
100 interviews, the sample composition of earlier waves may help is 
assessing the sample size for this exercise. In simple terms, let us 
consider two sample sizes, A, the proposed 3000, and B, a possible 2000, 



and let us ignore all weighting and other influences on effective sample 
size. 

The two ‘target groups’ for which there is information are set out below: 

Target group Incidence Local 
1000 

Sample A Sample B 

Under 24s 12% 120 360 240 

Families with children 
under 5 

11% 110 330 220 

That is, these sample sizes can accommodate sub-cell analysis; but they 
are not sustainable at the individual District level if a combined 1000 
(Sample B) is used for both Copeland and Allerdale; that is, 11% of 440 
interviews is only 48: with Sample A it could be 11% of 880,  ie 97. The 
incidence of respondents expecting to be living in the area in say ten 
years time is not known. 

Furthermore, with respect to the key questions on support, earlier waves’ 
results show a sizeable 20% of respondents stating ‘neither support not 
oppose’: this could be grasped upon by detractors, rightly or wrongly, as 
a significant weakness in the use of a ‘net support’ indicator. You should 
examine the wave 3 data tables in detail to ascertain just who these 
neither/not respondents are in terms of demographics and area to ensure 
that their key discriminators are represented in the main sample in 
sufficient numbers to sustain a meaningful investigation into why they are 
undecided, apart from the ‘obvious’ one of not knowing enough about the 
issue - which in itself could be presented as a criticism of your activities to 
date.  

2.4.2 The Fukushima effect 

Reporting on the ‘local’ and ‘rest’ samples separately will minimise the 
design effect of trying to produce some overall County-wide response. 
However, in response to the possible concerns raised by Fukushima, you 
might see merit in considering (then discarding? but at least with 
reasons) the following sampling design which seeks to acknowledge the 
Fukushima effect clearly and simply. 

There may well be a case for setting the main sample as Cumbria-wide, in 
which case Allerdale would constitute 18% of the sample, and Copeland 
14%. To achieve 1000 interviews in the smaller area of Copeland would 
demand an overall Cumbria-wide sample of c7100: however, if the two 



target areas are classed as one, with 32% of the survey universe, then 
the target 1000 is achieved with 3125 interviews. In such a sample there 
would be 560 respondents in Allerdale and 440 in Copeland, hence a local 
booster in these two areas to make them up to 1000 in each sees the 
overall sample rise to 4125. 

While such an approach does not change in any way the statistical rigour 
of your proposed method, it does show that you are acknowledging public 
concern...if indeed it does exist. 

   

2.5  Fieldwork...and proportionality 

Random Digit Dialling telephone interviewing is by far the most 
appropriate fieldwork method for an area of widely dispersed populations. 
It could be argued, though, that the questionnaires used in earlier waves 
were too wordy and introduced perhaps too complex sets of information 
to be assimilated adequately over a ‘phone call. Hence, if telephone is the 
chosen approach, then the questionnaire should be simplified. 

If this exercise were being carried out with no consideration of cost then 
my recommended approach would be a pre-selected fixed random face-
to-face in-home survey: this being so you might consider asking bidders 
to submit a fee estimate for doing the survey this way so that the 
significant cost advantages of carrying out the work by telephone are 
made apparent. 

 

3.  The Invitation to Tender 

Whatever the desired specification turns out to be, you should consider 
the following: 

a) should your ITT be prescriptive, or should it set out the problem and 
invite bidders to present the sampling and fieldwork options which they 
recommend within set budget limits? 

b) the ITT should ask for rough price estimates for alternative fieldwork 
methods and sample sizes to allow you to defend the method finally 
adopted on the grounds of proportionality. 

 

 



 

4.  Recommended actions 

The proposed method is good, but it might be prudent for you to – 

- revisit and rehearse your arguments for having differential sampling 
fractions across Cumbria 

- define your target groups of respondents, by demographics as well 
as area, to help assess the final sample size 

- decide on how prescriptive the ITT should be, and whether it seeks 
rough price estimates for various methodological options.    

 

 


