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Experienced.  Trusted.  Insightful.

We’re often asked, “what’s the best sample

size?”  Seems simple enough, but it isn’t.

Larger is better, because the more responses

you have, the lower your margin of error

(MOE).  However, there’s something to be

said for balancing the need for precise

information with budget constraints.  

For many applications, an acceptable MOE is

five percent.  At this level of precision, the

survey is likely to be both economical and
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Splitting data (responses) into two groups:  Medium

Splitting data (responses) into four groups:  Large

If you’re dining with another person, you would consider a

medium pizza to ensure there would be enough for both of

you, because splitting the small pizza in two would leave

both diners hungry after the last bite is had.

The same holds true if you’re trying to project the results

over two different groups.  Dividing a small number of

responses into two groups results in a MOE larger

than would be practical for decision making.

Upgrading to a medium sample size increases the

responses and lowers the MOE at the segmented

level.
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Now if you’ve got a crew of four to feed, you’re looking

at a large or extra-large pizza to ensure no one has to

grab a sandwich on the way home.

Likewise, if you’re projecting a survey’s results among a

number of groups, you’ll want a large enough sample

size to ensure there will be enough responses

from each group to yield a MOE on which you’d

be confident basing decisions.
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How does breaking out
the sample into
different groups affect
the survey’s price?

Just as prices don’t change as
you slice a pizza into more
pieces, breaking out the data
into additional groups doesn’t
affect the price of the survey.
When it comes to sampling, the
main determination of price is
the sheer number of responses,
not the number of groups you
divide those responses into.

What about groups of
different proportions?

If the groups you wish to
evaluate are of significantly
different size, the solution is to
use a stratified sampling
approach rather than a random
(proportional) sample.  The goal
is to select a sample that will
yield an equivalent margin of
error on each of the segments
of interest.  This is done by over-
sampling small segments and
under-sampling large ones.  The
aggregated results are weighted
so the smaller group isn’t over-
represented when the data is
combined.
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