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POLL OVERVIEW 
 

The 2009 Penn State Poll was the twenty-first annual omnibus survey conducted by the Center 

for Survey Research (CSR) at Penn State Harrisburg. A total of 851 telephone interviews with 

adult Pennsylvanians age 18 or older were conducted between October 5 and November 4, 2009. 

A margin of error of plus or minus 3.4 percent at the 95 percent confidence level is associated 

with survey results from a sample of this size. The sample drawn for the 2009 Penn State Poll 

used a random-digit-dialing (RDD) sampling procedure which guaranteed every landline 

telephone household in Pennsylvania had an equal chance of being selected. Moreover, a 

randomized respondent selection technique ensured that every adult within each sampled 

household had an equal probability of being interviewed.  Project activity was directed by Auden 

D. Thomas, Ph.D., director of the Center for Survey Research at Penn State Harrisburg.  

 

The purpose of the Penn State Poll is to provide timely and accurate data to agencies, 

organizations, and researchers with statewide interests and responsibilities. Sponsors of past 

Penn State Polls have used the results of the survey to track public policy issues, measure general 

attitudes, awareness, and knowledge of their organizations, and measure satisfaction with 

organizational services and performance. The Center for Survey Research at Penn State 

Harrisburg is committed to providing high-quality data to researchers and decision-makers.  
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METHODOLOGY 

 
Instrument Design 
 
During August and September 2009, the CSR project team worked in consultation with the 

various Poll sponsors to develop and refine survey questions for use in data collection. A final 

survey instrument was developed which included each of the sponsors’ questions.  The survey 

instrument and study protocol were submitted to Penn State University’s Office for Research 

Protections for review in September and were subsequently approved for use, under IRB #21726. 
 

The instrument was programmed using Voxco computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) 

software. The CATI program’s interface allows complex questioning patterns and automatic 

skipping when appropriate to allow the seamless flow from one question to the next during the 

interviews.  
 

Sample Design 
 
The sample drawn for the 2009 Penn State Poll consisted of telephone numbers selected at 

random from all of Pennsylvania’s telephone exchanges using a random-digit-dialing (RDD) 

sampling procedure. This sampling technique guaranteed that every landline telephone 

household in Pennsylvania had an equal chance of being selected. Moreover, a randomized 

respondent selection technique ensured that every adult age 18 or older within each sampled 

household had an equal probability of being interviewed.   
 

The RDD telephone sample frame was constructed by the Marketing Systems Groups (MSG) of 

Fort Washington, Pennsylvania. The default methodology for generating random-digit-dialing 

telephone samples in the MSG system provides for a single-stage, EPSEM (equal probability of 

selection method) sample of residential telephone numbers. In other words, for each and every 

RDD sample selected, MSG ensures an equal and known probability of selection for all 

residential telephone numbers.1 The structure of the database and the sampling methodology 

                                                 
1 For this survey, CSR purchased the most comprehensively-screened type of random sample from Marketing 
Systems Groups. All dedicated and ported wireless numbers were identified and removed from the sample. CSR 
abides by the federal Telephone Consumer Protection Act of 1991 which prohibits survey researchers from dialing 
wireless numbers.  
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itself obviate the need to insure representative telephone samples. Thus, Marketing Systems 

Group RDD samples deliver the full statistical value of each interview without the reduction in 

precision normally associated with clustering effects. 
 

MSG random-digit-dialing samples achieve their statistical efficiency through the highly 

structured master exchange database (MED) in combination with a single-stage systematic 

sampling procedure. The MED’s basic structure contains eighteen independent strata: nine 

census divisions split by metro and non-metro county definitions. 
 

Within each regional metro stratum, exchanges are ordered from those serving largest 

Metropolitan Statistical Area/Primary Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA/PMSA), to those 

serving the smallest. Within each MSA/PMSA, exchanges are then ordered by those serving the 

county (or counties) containing the central city, followed by those serving the remaining non-

central city county (or counties). And within each county, exchanges are ordered numerically, 

lowest to highest. For the nine-metro strata, exchanges associated with each county are ordered 

in a serpentine fashion within the state. The sample assigns to each and every number within an 

interval and consequently to each and every possible area code, exchange, and four-digit suffix a 

known and equal probability of being selected. 
 

To ensure that each member of a sampled household had an equal probability of being 

interviewed, the last-birthday method of respondent selection was utilized. This second-stage 

sampling methodology is employed to enhance the generalizability of the survey data. Second-

stage sampling is required to eliminate biases that arise from interviewing the person who 

answers the telephone. 
 

The sampling methodology employed at both the exchange and household levels ensured that 

every landline telephone household in Pennsylvania had an equal chance of selection and that 

every adult within each sampled household had an equal probability of being interviewed. This 

procedure is a rigorous methodology which plays a key role in producing sample estimates that 

accurately reflect true population values. 
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A Note about the Impact of Cell Phones on Opinion Polls  
 
The proportion of Americans who rely solely on a cell phone for their telephone service 

continues to grow, as does the share who still have a landline phone but do most of their calling 

on their cell phone. According to the most recent government statistics on this phenomenon, 

approximately 20.2% of American homes, or more than one in every five homes, had only 

wireless telephones during the second half of 2008. 2  In addition, more than one in every seven 

American homes, or 14.5%, received all or almost all calls on wireless telephones despite having 

a landline telephone in the home. Newly available state-level estimates indicate that 10.8% of 

Pennsylvania households are wireless-only, with about 9.2% of adults living in a wireless-only 

household.3   
 

With these changes, there is an increased concern that polls conducted only on landline 

telephones may not accurately measure public opinion. A nascent but rapidly growing body of 

research is currently underway to determine the ways and extent in which cell-only users respond 

differently than those reached on landlines. Though widespread conclusions from this research 

are not yet available, the Center for Survey Research (CSR) at Penn State Harrisburg continues 

to closely monitor implications of growing cell phone use to telephone survey research. 
 

Most major survey research organizations, including CSR, do not include wireless telephone 

numbers when conducting random-digit-dial telephone surveys. The inability to reach 

households with only wireless telephones (or with no telephone service) has potential 

implications for results from surveys, polls, and other research conducted using random-digit-

dial telephone surveys. Coverage bias may exist if there are differences between persons with 

and without landline telephones on the substantive variables of interest.  For details on weighting 

for the Penn State Poll survey data, see the section of this report entitled “Representativeness of 

Sample.”  
                                                 
2 Blumberg SJ, Luke JV. Wireless substitution: Early release of estimates from the National Health Interview 
Survey, July-December 2008. National Center for Health Statistics. May 2009. Available from: 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis.htm.  June 8, 2009. 
 
3 Blumberg SJ, Luke JV, Davidson G, Davern ME, Yu T, Soderberg K. Wireless substitution: State-level estimates 
from the National Health Interview Survey, January–December 2007. National health statistics reports; no 14. 
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2009. Available from: 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr014.htm. March 16, 2009. 
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Data Collection 

Data for this project were collected by approximately 30 telephone interviewers using VOXCO 

computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) software. The CATI system accommodated 20 

concurrent interviewers and quality control supervisors assisted by VOXCO’s monitoring and 

productivity tools.  Before starting to interview, each CSR interviewer was trained in proper data 

collection techniques through a formalized interview training class, which included role-playing 

and feedback, in addition to the technical methodology of interviewing. Additionally, each 

interviewer had been trained to become familiar with the Penn State Poll instrument. All 

interviewers completed Penn State University’s Human Participants Seminar and passed an 

online training test administered through the University’s Office for Research Protections. 

 

Throughout the data collection period, ongoing interviewer training sessions were held to ensure 

data quality was maintained through 1) interviewer success in gaining respondent cooperation 

and 2) consistency in delivering the survey to respondents. Four field supervisors and CSR’s lead 

research associate were responsible for training, supervising, monitoring, and evaluating the 

interviewer staff throughout the data collection period. 

 

A working draft of the survey instrument was pre-tested with a small sample of respondents 

before full-field interviewing began. The pre-test process ensured the skipping patterns of the 

programmed survey instrument were functioning as intended. Pre-testing increases the likelihood 

that the questions provide accurate data and decreases the likelihood of collecting unusable data. 

Thus, it is an integral component of questionnaire design. The pre-test findings were reviewed, 

found to be error-free, and incorporated into the final dataset.   

 

The interviewing for the Penn State Poll took place from CSR’s call center on the Penn State 

Harrisburg campus between October 5 and November 4, 2009. Hours for interviewing for the 

project were Monday through Thursday from 5:00 p.m. to 9:00 p.m. and Saturdays from 10:00 

a.m. to 6:00 p.m.  
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In addition to scheduling specific callbacks to accommodate respondents’ schedules, CSR also 

attempted to contact households that were not reached initially. Follow-up calls to households 

that did not answer or where busy signals or answering machines were reached were scheduled 

for subsequent attempts at varying times of day or evening. Because these callbacks are the 

principal means by which response rates are increased, CSR interviewers attempted a maximum 

of 10 contacts to identify a number’s actual disposition, with an average number of 3.41 call 

attempts per telephone number. 

 

Calls continued until 851 interviews had been completed. 

 

Data Preparation 

All completed survey data were extracted from the CATI system into Statistical Package for the 

Social Sciences (SPSS) software. Weighting factors were applied to cases in the dataset to 

correct for biases introduced by non-response by segments of the population. These were 

calculated by comparing survey respondent age and gender demographics to known occurrences 

in the Pennsylvania population using U.S. Census data.  See Table 4 for more information on the 

weights applied to the survey data. 

 

Final review of the survey data was conducted by the senior staff of the Center for Survey 

Research. Final survey datasets were created in SPSS for Windows version 15.0.  
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PROJECT STATISTICS 
 
The final dataset includes cases from 851 Pennsylvanians.4 A margin of error of plus or minus 

3.4 percent at the 95 percent confidence level is associated with survey results from a sample of 

this size. This simply means that if the survey were conducted 100 times, the resulting data 

would be within 3.4 percentage points of the percentages reported in the survey results in 95 of 

the 100 surveys. 

The survey cooperation rate was 74.1%, as calculated using the American Association of Public 

Opinion Research’s Cooperation Rate 3 (COOP3) formula. AAPOR sets an industry standard for 

consistent reporting across the survey research field. For more information, see AAPOR’s 

"Standard Definitions: Final Disposition of Case Codes and Outcome Rates for Surveys" at 

http://www.aapor.org/uploads/standarddefs_4.pdf. 

 

The average length of a completed interview was approximately 14 minutes. Table 1 below 

displays a summary of project statistics. 

 
Table 1.  Project Statistics 

Penn State Poll 2009 Survey hrs/min/sec
  
Number of completed interviews (unweighted cases) 859
  
Total connection time of all calls 672:30:09
Average length of one single completed interview 00:14:14
Average phone time per actual complete (total time/completes) 00:47:02
  
Total calls placed 23,078
Number of different phone numbers dialed 6,775
AAPOR Cooperation Rate 3 (COOP3) 74.1%

                                                 
4 There were 859 completed surveys collected, but the results discussed in this report are based on the 851 weighted 
cases. See the section on “Representativeness of Sample” for more information. 
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Call Dispositions 

 

Table 2 below lists the frequencies and percentages of the dispositions describing the final 

outcome of all telephone calls placed for the survey. 

 

Table 2.  Final Dispositions of Calls 
 
 

Disposition Frequency Percent 
Completed 859 12.7 
Break off: Don’t Call Back (Partial Complete) 40 0.6 
Answering Machine – Confirms Household 478 7.1 
Answering Machine – Don’t Know if Household 1,334 19.7 
Break off: Call Back 19 0.3 
Busy 137 2.0 
No Answer 1,003 14.8 
Respondent Unavailable: Definite Appointment 9 0.1 
Respondent Unavailable: Indefinite Appointment 246 3.6 
Temporarily Out of Service 154 2.3 
No Screener Completed 883 13.0 
Refusal by Gatekeeper 151 2.2 
Refusal by Proper Respondent 91 1.3 
Physically or Mentally Unable/Incompetent 61 0.9 
Language Problem 43 0.6 
Call Blocking 15 0.2 
Not Eligible – Other 15 0.2 
Not Eligible – Geography 3 0.0 
Fax/Data Line 483 7.1 
Non-working/Disconnected Number 370 5.5 
Number Changed 10 0.1 
Cell Phone 3 0.0 
Non-residence 368 5.4 
Total 6,775 99.7 
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Figure 1 below illustrates the difference between the initial sample and completed percentage. 

The colored boxes below correspond to the sample and disposition descriptions above.  

 
 
 

 

 

Figure 1.  Sample Breakdown 

5,404 

Starting Sample 

Viable Sample (after removing Not eligible, No service, etc.) 

78.9 % Unresolved records

16.6 % Completed (859) and partially completed (40) surveys 

242 

4,263 

899 

6,775 

   4.8 % Refused to participate 
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SAMPLING ERROR 
  
The margin of error for a simple random sample the size of the 2009 Penn State Poll is plus or 

minus 3.4 percentage points, when the distribution of question responses is in the vicinity of 50 

percent. This sampling error presumes the conventional 95% degree of desired confidence, 

which is equivalent to a significance level of .05. This means that in a sample of 851 households 

there is a 95% chance or better that if all telephone households in Pennsylvania are surveyed, the 

results will not differ from the survey findings by more than 3.4 percentage points. 

 

The distribution of sample responses is represented by the proportion of people responding to 

any question with a particular answer. For a sample size of 851 and a 50/50 distribution of 

question responses, the sampling error is 3.4 percentage points. A more extreme distribution of 

question responses has a smaller error range. Suppose that 80% of the respondents answer “Yes” 

and 20% answer “No;” then the sampling error in this case is 2.7 percentage points. That is, each 

percentage has a range of plus or minus 2.7 percentage points. 

 

When analyzing demographic subgroups, it is important to keep in mind that they contain fewer 

than 851 respondents. Consequently, the sampling error for any subgroup is somewhat higher. 

Additionally, some questions were asked only of certain respondents; therefore, sampling error 

on these questions is also higher. 

 
Table 3.  Sampling Error in Percentage Points by 
     Distribution of Question Responses and Sample Size 
 

 1200 1000 800 600 400 200 
50/50 2.9 3.1 3.5 4.0 4.9 6.9 
60/40 2.8 3.0 3.4 3.9 4.8 6.8 
70/30 2.6 2.8 3.2 3.7 4.5 6.4 
80/20 2.3 2.5 2.8 3.2 3.9 5.5 
90/10 1.7 1.9 2.1 2.4 2.9 4.2 

 
 
As in all public opinion surveys, the results are also subject to other types of error inherent in the 

survey process.  
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REPRESENTATIVENESS OF SAMPLE 
 

In order to ensure that the results of the Penn State Poll are not biased toward any demographic 

group or geographic region, the results of the survey were checked against the known 

occurrences of the demographic characteristics and the geographic distribution of Pennsylvania’s 

population. The data source which CSR used to make this comparison was the U.S. Bureau of 

the Census, 2008 Population Estimates. Census data were provided to CSR by the Pennsylvania 

State Data Center. 

 

Weighting is utilized to better represent the population as a whole for those groups who are over- 

or under-represented in the survey’s final disposition. As previously indicated, every adult 

household member had an equal chance of being selected to participate in the survey. However, 

even when a rigorous respondent selection procedure is used, one specific demographic 

subgroup is sometimes over- or under-represented. When this occurs, the sample is weighted so 

that the sample’s demographic profile accurately reflects the population’s known properties. 

 

The weights applied give each case a value so the percentage of responses in the sample 

approximates that known percentage in the population. For the 2009 Penn State Poll, cases were 

weighted as a function of each respondent’s age and gender. 

 

Table 4, on the following page, displays the age/gender categories used for the weighting 

scheme, the number of respondents interviewed within each age/gender category, the number of 

interviews expected within each age/gender category according to Census data, and the resulting 

weight applied to survey age/gender cases to norm the survey data to known population 

demographics. 
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Table 4.  Weights Applied to the Survey Data 
 

Age/Gender 
# 

Interviewed
Census 

Expected* Weight 
18-24 male 10 54 5.376 
18-24 female 18 52 2.892 
25-34 male 21 65 3.104 
25-34 female 49 64 1.299 
35-44 male 55 74 1.348 
35-44 female 62 75 1.205 
45-54 male 92 83 0.908 
45-54 female 95 86 0.904 
55-64 male 78 63 0.810 
55-64 female 121 68 0.558 
65-74 male 57 37 0.646 
65-74 female 81 44 0.545 
75 and over male 44 32 0.726 
75 and over female 69 55 0.796 

        * Numbers are rounded. 
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DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE OF POLL RESPONDENTS 
 

The following table displays a breakout of the frequency and percent of respondents in the 

weighted sample by demographic characteristics of gender, age category, race, ethnicity, income, 

and education.   

Table 5.  Demographic Profile of Poll Respondents 
 

  
Number in Weighted 

Sample 
Percent of Weighted 

Sample 
Gender 
 

Male 409 48.0% 
Female 443 52.0% 
Total 851 100.0% 

Age Category 
  
  
  
  
  
  

18 - 24 106 12.4% 
25 - 34 129 15.1% 
35 - 44 149 17.5% 
45 - 54 169 19.9% 
55 - 64 131 15.4% 
65 - 74 81 9.5% 
75 years of age or older 87 10.2% 
Total 851 100.0% 

Race 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

White 753 88.4% 
Black - African American 31 3.7% 
Asian 17 2.0% 
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 1 0.1% 
American Indian or Native Alaskan 9 1.0% 
Other 29 3.5% 
Declined to answer 12 1.4% 
Total 851 100.0% 

Ethnicity – 
Hispanic/Latino 
 

Yes 11 1.3% 
No 835 98.1% 
Don't know 2 0.2% 
Declined to answer 3 0.4% 
Total 851 100.0% 

Income 
 

Under $10,000 46 5.4% 
$10,000 to $19,999 64 7.5% 
$20,000 to $39,999 158 18.5% 
$40,000 to $59,999 115 13.5% 
$60,000 to $74,999 80 9.4% 
$75,000 to $99,999 94 11.0% 
$100,000 to $124,999 61 7.1% 
$125,000 to $149,999 24 2.8% 
$150,000 or more 43 5.1% 
Don't know 44 5.2% 
Declined to answer 123 14.4% 
Total 851 100.0% 

Education 
  
  
  
  
  
  

Less than high school 44 5.1% 
High school diploma or GED 215 25.3% 
Some college 179 21.0% 
Two-year technical degree 90 10.6% 
Four-year college graduate 185 21.7% 
Graduate work 137 16.1% 
Declined to answer 2 0.2% 
Total 851 100.0% 
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DEFINITION OF SURVEY REGIONS 
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Geographic Regions 
 

 
Region 1 
Allegheny 
Armstrong 

Beaver 
Butler 
Fayette 
Greene 
Indiana 

Lawrence 
Mercer 

Somerset 
Washington 

Westmoreland 
 

Region 2 
Crawford 

Erie 
Venango 
Warren 

 
Region 3 
Cameron 
Clarion 

Clearfield 
Elk 

Forest 
Jefferson 
McKean 

Potter 
 

Region 4 
Bedford 

Blair 
Cambria 

Huntingdon 
 

Region 5 
Centre 
Clinton 
Juniata 
Mifflin 
Snyder 
Union 

Region 6 
Bradford 
Carbon 

Columbia 
Lackawanna 

Luzerne 
Lycoming 
Monroe 
Montour 

Northumberland 
Pike 

Sullivan 
Susquehanna 

Tioga 
Wayne 

Wyoming 
 

Region 7 
Adams 

Cumberland 
Dauphin 
Franklin 
Fulton 

Lancaster 
Perry 
York 

 

Region 8 
Berks 

Lebanon 
Lehigh 

Northampton 
Schuylkill 

 
Region 9 

Bucks 
Chester 

Delaware 
Montgomery 
Philadelphia 
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