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research would go up immeasurably. Thus, if I have a pri

. oul : ; ’ primary hope for
this l:!ook. it is that it plays a part in increasing the extent to which
questions are evaluated before they are used in surveys.

JAck FOWLER

Questions as Measures:
An Overview

WHAT IS A GOOD QUESTION?

In the social sciences, and increasingly in medical sciences as well,
important measurements are based on a question-and-answer process.
Children answer questions in standardized tests, and the results are used
as measures of their intelligence; the unemployment rate is a calculation
of answers about employment status and desire to be in the workforce;
studies of medical outcomes rely on patients’ answers to questions
about their health status and quality of life.

There is an almost limitless body of desirable and useful information
that can be gathered only by asking people questions. In some cases,
that is because we want to know facts that are difficult to observe
systematically. For example, although some crimes are reported to
police, many are not. The best way to estimate the rate at which people
are victims of crime is to ask a sample of people about their victimiza-
tion experiences. We also are often interested in measuring phenomena
that only individuals themselves can perceive: what people think or
know, or what they feel.

Obviously, questions and answers are part of everyday conversation;
they are part of the fabric of our social life. However, the distinctive
focus of this book is how to turn an everyday process into rigorous
measurement.

There are several implications of the notion that the answers to
questions will be used as measures. First, we are not interested in the
answers for their own sake. Rather, we are interested in what the
answers tell us about something else. As a result, one critical standard
for a good question-and-answer process is that it produces answers that
provide meaningful information about what we are trying to describe.
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Second, the purpose of measurements usually is to produce compa-
rable information about many people or events. Hence, it is important
that the measurement process, when applied repeatedly, produces con-
sistent results,

These points lead to the beginnin g of the answer to, “What is a good
question?” A good question is one that produces answers that are
reliable and valid measures of something we want to describe.

Reliability is used in the classic psychometric sense of the extent to
which answers are consistent: when the state of what is being described
is consistent, the answers are consistent as well (Nunnally, 1978).
Validity, in turn, is the extent to which answers correspond to some
hypothetical “true value” of what we are trying to describe or measure
(Cronbach & Meehl, 1955).

Each year, political campaigns, newspapers, marketing organiza-
tions, governments, and university scholars commission surveys that
lead to collecting data from hundreds of thousands of people. These
surveys are done by mail, by telephone, and by personal interview. They
cover virtually every topic imaginable. Although there are several
potential sources of error in survey data, the validity of results of these
surveys depends critically on the design of the questions that are asked.
Regardless of the mode of data collection or the subject matter, there
are some common standards for questions and some common principles
about how to meet those standards. Althou gh the primary focus of this
book is on the design of questions for population surveys, the book
articulates general principles that apply whenever questions are used to
provide systematic information about any group of people or events.

CHARACTERISTICS OF QUESTIONS AND
ANSWERS THAT AFFECT MEASUREMENT

When thinking about whether or not a question is a good measure, it
is necessary to consider the question itself, its form and wording, and
the kinds of answers the question is designed to evoke.

One standard for a good question is that all the people answering it
should understand it in a consistent way and in a way that is consistent
with what the researcher expected it to mean. The fact that respondents
can differ from the researchers and from one another in how they use
and understand language makes this one of the most difficult standards
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to reach. However, the extent to which it is achieved is critical to the
quality of the resulting measurement. & ; .
Second, a good question must be able to be administered in a con§1s-
tent way. Questions are presented to people in written forfn or by having
an interviewer read them. If the question is presented in wrltm_g, the
standard is that all respondents should be able to read the questl_on. If
the question is to be administered by an interviewer, t_hv:_t stanldard is that
interviewers can and will read the question the way it is written. ;
A third standard for a good question is that it consistently communi-
cates to all respondents the kind of answers that are }v.fanted al_ld are
acceptable. To the extent that respondents differ in their Perce:pnon of
what constitutes an adequate answer, their answers will differ for
reasons that have nothing to do with what we are trying to measure.

Question: When did you move to Kansas City?
Possible answers:

In 1948.

When I was 10.

After I left college.

All of those answers are possible and reasonable, because that ques-
tion does not provide a clue about what kind of answer to give. “When
did you move to Kansas City?” is not a good question. “In' what year
did you move to Kansas City?” is a better question, because it specifies
the kind of answer that is wanted.

Another criterion for questions is the extent to which respondents are
able to answer them. In some cases, of course, whether or not people
can answer the questions is actually the information that is being
sought—for example, when researchers are trying to measure knowl-
edge or ability. When the goal is not to measure the knowledge of the
respondents, it constitutes a source of error in measurement if people
are asked questions to which they do not know the answers. &

Finally, we should ask questions to which respondents are willing to
give correct and valid answers. To the extent that some responflents
purposefully distort their answers, the validity of measurement is re-
duced.

So, there are five basic characteristics of questions and answers that
are fundamental to a good measurement process:
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1. Questions need to be consistently understood.
2. Questions need to be consistently administered or communicated to re-
spondents.

3. What constitutes an adequate answer should be consistently communi-
cated.

4. Unless measuring knowledge is the goal of the question, all respondents
should have access to the information needed to answer the question
accurately.

5. Respondents must be willing to provide the answers called for in the
question,

There is a history in survey research of thinking of question design
as an art, not a science (e.g., Payne, 1951). A key difference between
art and science is that in art, goodness is in the eye of the beholder. In
science, there are consistent standards for “goodness.” In this case, the
ultimate standards for goodness are the validity and reliability with
which a question produces answers that measure something. Over the
past few decades, the above generalizations have evolved about charac-
teristics of questions needed to provide valid data. Moreover, we have
been learning more about how to apply those generalizations to the
design of individual questions. This book describes what we now know
about how to design questions that meet the standards outlined above.

QUESTION EVALUATION

Although there are some generalizations about how to design good
questions, a critical part of the science of survey research is the empiri-
cal evaluation of survey questions. Like measurement in all sciences,
the quality of measurement in survey research varies. Good science
entails attempting to minimize error and taking steps to measure the
remaining error so that we know how good our data are and we can
continue to improve our methods.

There are two types of question evaluation: those aimed at evaluating
how well questions we propose to ask meet the five standards above,
which can be thought of as process standards, and those aimed at
assessing the validity of answers that result.

In order to assess the extent to which questions meet process stan-
dards, there are a number of possible steps that can be taken. These
include:
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1. Focus group discussions
2. Cognitive interviews, in which people’s comprehension of questions and
how they go about answering questions is probed and evaluated,

3. Field pretests under realistic conditions.

Each of these activities has strengths and limitations in terms of the
kinds of information that they provide about questions. However, in the
last decade there has been a growing appreciation of the importance of
evaluating questions before using them in a research project, and a great
deal has been learned about how to use these techniques to provide
systematic information about questions.

There also is a set of evaluative strategies to find out how well
answers to questions produce valid measurements. These include:

1. Analysis of resulting data to evaluate the strength of predictable relation-
ships among answers and with other characteristics of respondents.

2. Comparisons of data from alternatively worded questions asked of com-
parable samples.

3. Comparison of answers against records.

4, Measuring the consistency of answers of the same respondents at two
points in time.

If the answers to a particular question constitute a valid measure,
there usually are predictable ways in which they should be associated
with the answers to other questions or with known characteristics of
respondents. Analyses can be done to provide evidence that the answers
constitute measures of what the researcher was trying to measure.

The other strategies for evaluation outlined above require special-
purpose data collection efforts that would not typically be part of a
survey. However, they provide additional, very important ways of
evaluating the extent to which there is error in survey measurement. If
two forms of the same question are asked of the same samples, or
comparable samples, the distribution of answers should be the same if
measurement is error free. To the extent that answers to two comparable
questions do not produce the same results, there is error in one or both
of the results from those questions.

It is not common to check answers from a survey against records or
some other standard. When such studies have been done, most often
samples are drawn of people for whom records are available, such as
those who have been hospitalized. The people then are interviewed
about those events, and the survey answers are compared with the data
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from records. Of course, records contain errors too, so differences
between survey responses and records are not unequivocal indicators of
survey error. Despite that limitation and the fact that such studies tend

to be expensive and, hence, relatively rare, many important methodo- -

logical advances have resulted from record-check studies.

Finally, reinterviewing a sample of respondents, asking the same
questions twice and comparing the results, can provide useful informa-
tion about the validity and reliability of answers. The results, too, are
not definitive. If the true answers could change, inconsistencies cannot
be interpreted unequivocally as errors of measurement. However, when
questions pertain to situations or events unlikely to change between the
two data collections, differences in answers to the same question can be
inferred to imply error (though consistency over time does not ensure
that either answer is correct).

Each of these approaches can provide valuable evidence about the
quality of measurement, and studies using these techniques are an
important part of advancing the science of collecting good data by
asking questions.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

The goal of the book is to teach readers what we currently know about
how to design good questions and how to evaluate them.

One critical distinction is between questions designed to measure
factual or objective data and those designed to measure subjective
states. There are some questions that lie in a murky area between
subjective and objective. For example, when people are asked to rate
their health, whether the answers are taken as measures of the respon-
dents’ actual health status or their perceptions of health may lie in the
eye of the investigator. Nonetheless, many questions are aimed at
ascertaining undeniably objective events, such as visits to doctors or
whether or not a person is employed, whereas others are aimed at
undeniably subjective states, such as perceptions, attitudes, and opin-
ions. For objective questions, the notion of validity in theory, if not in
practice, is the correspondence between a survey report and some other
measure of the same phenomenon. In contrast, there is no way to
evaluate the reporting of a subjective state, independent of a person’s
own reports. Because the question goals differ, as well as the criteria
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for evaluating their validity, the discussion of these two kinds of
questions is separated. : '

In Chapter 2, what is known about how to write good questions aimed
at collecting information about objective facts and events is prescn}ed.
Chapter 3 addresses generalizations about how to write good questlgns
to measure subjective phenomena. Chapter 4 discusses some alternative
ways to attack some common measurement problems. : .

Chapters 5 and 6 are devoted to techniques for evaluating questions.
Chapter 5 describes how to evaluate the extent to which questions are
consistently understood and consistently administered, and how to
provide tasks that respondents are able and willing to do. Chapter 6
discusses the various ways to evaluate the data resulting from a set of
questions. :

In the final chapter, Chapter 7, a systematic summary of generaliza-
tions is presented about how to design and evaluate questions.




Designing Questions
to Gather Factual Data

The focus of this chapter is on how to write questions to collect
information about objectively verifiable facts and events. Some such
questions ask for descriptions of people: their ages, genders, countries
of origin, or marital status. Some such questions ask for reporting of
what people have done or what has happened to them: obtaining service
from doctors, being a victim of burglary, being laid off from a job, or
being arrested for drunk driving. Still another class of topics is what
people do or how they lead their lives: how much they exercise, what
they have eaten or bought, or how they vote.

Although the range of topics is wide, the common element of all the
questions to be discussed in this chapter is that, at least in theory, the
information to be provided in the answers could be objectively verified.
True, in many cases it would take an omniscient, omnipresent observer
to keep track of how many soft drinks a person consumed in the last
month or how many days a person spent all or part of the day in bed
because of injury or illness. However, the fact that there is an objec-
tively definable set of events or characteristics at issue makes a differ-
ence: there are right and wrong answers to these questions. The right
answers are those that the omniscient, omnipresent observer would
provide. This contrasts with the subject of the next chapter, the mea-
surement of subjective states, for which, indeed, there are no right or
Wrong answers.

Among questions about objective facts, some are aimed at charac-
terizing people whereas others are aimed at counting or describing
events. Sometimes the same question can be used to do both.

For example, when a respondent is asked how many times he or she
has been a patient in a hospital overnight or longer in the past year, two
kinds of estimates could result. First, one could estimate the total
number of hospitalizations experienced by respondents. Second, one
could estimate the percentage of respondents who had at least one
hospitalization experience during the past year. In the following pages,
we are going to be discussing strategies for overcoming problems with
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questions. Whether a question is aimed at counting events or charac-
terizing people sometimes has a bearing on the optimal solution to a
question design problem.

There are five challenges to writing a good question:

1. Defining objectives and specifying the kind of answers needed to meet the
objectives of the question.

2. Ensuring that all respondents have a shared, common understanding of the
meaning of the question. Specifically, all respondents should have the
same understanding of the key terms of the question, and their under-
standing of those terms should be the same as that intended by the person
writing the question. :

3. Ensuring that people are asked questions to which they know the answers.
Barriers to knowing the answers can take at least three forms:

a. never having the information needed to answer the question

b. having the information at some point, but being unable to recall the
information accurately or in the detail required by the question

c. (for those questions that ask about events or experiences during some
period of time) difficulty in accurately placing events in time

4. Asking questions that respondents are able to answer in the terms required
by the question. It is possible to ask questions to which respondents
literally know the answers but are unable to answer the way the investiga-
tors want because of a lack of fit between the desires of the investigator
and the reality about which the respondent is reporting.

5. Asking questions respondents are willing to answer accurately.

All this must be accomplished with a question that can be adminis-
tered consistently and has the same meaning to all the people who are
going to answer the question so that answers can be aggregated to
produce statistical data.

QUESTION OBJECTIVES

One of the hardest tasks for methodologists is to induce researchers,
People who want to collect data, to define their objectives. The differ-
ence between a question objective and the question itself is a critical
distinction. The objective defines the kind of information that is needed.
Designing the particular question or questions to achieve the objective
is an entirely different step. In fact, this whole book is basically about
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the process of going from a question objective to a set of words, a
question, the answers to which will achieve that objective.

Sometimes the distance between the objective and the question is
short:

Objective: Age
Possible Question 2.1: How old were you on your last birthday?
Possible Question 2.1a: On what date were you born?

The answers to either of these questions probably will meet this
question objective most of the time. An ambiguity might be whether age
is required to the exact year, or whether somehow broad categories, or
a rounded number, would suffice. Question 2.1 produces more ages
rounded to 0 or 5. Question 2.1a may be less sensitive to answer than
Question 2.1 for some people, because it does not require explicitly
stating an age. There also may be some difference between the questions
in how likely people are to err in their answer, due to recall or miscal-
culations. However, the relationship between the objective and the
information asked for in the questions is close, and the two questions
yield similar results.

Objective: Income

Possible Question 2.2: How much money do you make per month on
your current job?

Possible Question 2.2a: How much money did you make in the last
twelve months from paid jobs?

Possible Question 2.2b: What was the total income for you, and all
family members living with you in your home, from jobs and from
other sources during the last calendar year?

First, it should be noted that there are imperfections in each of the
three questions. However, the key point is that each of those questions
is a possible approach to meeting the objective as stated, but the results
will be very different. Obviousl ¥, current salary or wage rate might be
the best measure of the quality or status of the job a person holds.
However, if the purpose of measuring income is to find out about the
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resources available to the person, income for the past year might be a
more relevant and appropriate measure. Even more appropriate, becau'se
people tend to share in and benefit from income from other farrnly
members, the total family income from all people and all sources might
have the most to do with how “well off” the person is. :

A good question objective has to be more specific than simply
“income.” More broadly, a question objective can be defined only
within the context of an analysis plan, a clear view of how the informa-
tion will be used to meet a set of overall research objectives. Measuring
income is actually a way of measuring social status, resources, or
quality of employment. It is necessary to be explicit about the question
objective in order to choose a question.

In the course of trying to design and evaluate questions, researchers
often are forced to be more specific about their research objectives, what
they want to measure and why, than they had been before. Indeed, one
of the most common complaints among methodologists who work on
question evaluation is that researchers do not have a clear sense of their
goals. Until researchers decide what their goals are, it is impossible to
write the ideal question.

Another example:

Objective: Soft drink consumption

Possible Question 2.3: How many soft drinks did you drink yester-
day?

Possible Question 2.3a: How many soft drinks did you drink in the
last seven days?

Again, readers are warned that the above questions both have flaws.
However, the issue is the relationship between the question objective
and what the specific questions would achieve. One issue is whether the
goal is to describe soft drink consumption, to estimate how many soft
drinks are consumed by a sample of respondents, or to characterize the
respondents in terms of their patterns of soft drink consumption.

For example, the first question will produce a more accurate count of
soft drink consumption but for a very limited period. Because behavior
On one day is not a very good way to characterize an individual, it would
be a poor way to characterize individuals in terms of hi gh, moderate, or
low soft drink consumption.
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The second question, although likely subject to more response error
because it poses a more difficult reporting task, will do a better job than
the first of characterizing the individual.

We need a picture of the role of the information in an analysis plan,
what the purpose of having the information is, in order to refine the
objective and choose a question. If this is a survey for soft drink
manufacturers, and the goal is to make a good estimate of aggregate
consumption, the questions should be aimed at getting good, precise
estimates of total consumption (like Question 2.3). On the other hand,
if this is a health survey, and the goal is to identify the extent to which
soft drinks are part of people’s diets, then characterizing individual
patterns of consumption will be the goal (like Question 2.3a).

One more example:

Objective: Use of medical care

Possible Question 2.4: How many times have you seen or talked to a
doctor about your health in the past two weeks?

Possible Question 2.4a: How many times have you received any kind
of medical care in the last two weeks?

Possible Question 2.4b: How many times have you received any kind
of medical care in the last 12 months?

There are many aspects of uncertainty generated by this question
objective. Two are illustrated by variations in the questions. One issue
is what is meant by medical care. Does it only mean visits to a medical
doctor, or are there other kinds of experiences that should count? People
receive medical care from nonphysicians such as chiropractors, nurses,
physicians’ assistants, or physical therapists. Should such care be in-
cluded, or not? Another ambiguity might be whether services from
M.D.s such as psychiatrists or ophthalmologists, that might not seem
like “medical care,” should be counted.

Another issue is, again, whether the goal is to count events, to get
estimates of how much service is being used, or to characterize indi-
viduals: is this person a high or low user of medical care services?
Collecting information for only a few weeks might be the best way to
get a good count of visits to doctors, but it is a poor way to characterize
the extent to which a particular individual has been using medical
services.
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The soundest advice any person beginning to design a survey instru-
ment could receive is to produce a good, detailed list of question
objectives and an analysis plan that outlines how the data will be used.
An example of such a document is Figure 2.1. Although the level of
detail can vary, the creation of a document similar to Figure 2.1 serves
at least three critical functions. First, it is an outline for the question
design process. It not only specifies the goals of each quest.ion; it also
helps to identify questions that serve no purpose in a survey instrument.
If a researcher cannot match a question with an objective and a role in
the analysis plan, the question should not be asked.

Second, by relating proposed questions to an outline of objectives,
weaknesses in the specified objectives can be identified.

Finally, by stating the objectives in advance, researchers are re-
minded that designing questions that people are able and willing to
answer is a separate task, distinct from defining research objectives.
Figure 2.1 does not specify any questions; it only begins to specify the
kind of information the answers to some questions should provide. One
of the main origins of terrible survey questions is that the researcher did
not make the transition from a question objective to a question; the
objective was simply put in question form. The hope was that the
respondent would do the work for the researcher and produce informa-
tion that would meet the objective. That seldom works.

Let us now turn to some of the specific challenges for designing
questions that meet research objectives.

DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS AND TERMS

One basic part of having people accurately report factual or objective
information is ensuring that all respondents have the same under-
standing of what is to be reported, so that the researcher is sure that the
same definitions have been used across all respondents. This is one of
the most difficult tasks for the designer of survey questions, and failure
to do it properly is a major source of error in survey research.

For example, respondents were asked how many days in the past week
they had any butter to eat. Many people use the terms butter and
Margarine interchangeably, so respondents were inconsistent in whether
they included or excluded margarine when they answered the question.
When the question was rewritten to explicitly exclude margarine, 20%
fewer people said they had had any “butter” to eat at all in the past week
than was the case when the term was left undefined (Fowler, 1992).

]
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Purpose of Survey: Study correlates of use of medical care. We think medical care
is likely to be a function of the following.

Fiscal resources to afford medical care

Need for medical care

Access to medical care

Perception of value of medical care
Within each of these categories, measurement objectives include:
Fiscal resources relevant to medical care

Annual family income past year (all sources)

Liquid assets (savings, bank accounts)

Health insurance
Need for medical care

Chronic health conditions that might require care

Onset of acute illness

Injuries

Age/gender (to match with appropriate routine tests and exams)
Access to medical care

Regular provider or not

Perceived proximity of provider

Perceived ease of access

Perceived financial barriers

Perception of value of medical care

When not ill (checkups, screening, etc.)
For chronic conditions (not life-threatening)
For acute conditions (self-limiting)

Use of medical care

Visits to doctors

Other medical services (not M.D.)
Emergency room use
Hospitalizations

Figure 2.1. Example of an Qutline of Survey Content and Question Objectives

A similar example comes from efforts to measure exercise. The most
common form of exercise for adults in the United States is walking.
However, people are uncertain whether or not to include walking when
they report the amount of exercise they do. Answers to survey questions
about exercise are seriously affected by whether the wording explicitly
includes walking, excludes walking, or leaves the matter undefined.

There are two basic approaches to ensuring consistent understanding
of terms.

1. The researcher can provide complete definitions so that all or most of the
ambiguities about what is called for are resolved.
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2. The respondents can be asked to provide all the information needed in
: order for the researcher to properly classify events for res_p(.)r’ldcnts. In
other words, rather than trying to communicate complex definitions to all
respondents, if adequate information is reported by resl?ondenls, co‘mplex
criteria for counting can be applied consistently during the coding or

analysis phase of a project.

Certainly the most common way to write survey questions tha‘t are
commonly understood is to build needed definitions into the questions.

Example 2.5: In the past week, how many days did you eat any butter?

Problem: There are two potential ambiguities in this qpestion. First,
it has already been noted that whether the term *“butter” includes mar-
garine or not is ambiguous. Second, sometimes it has been found tpat
“the past week” is ambiguous. It could mean the seven days precedfng
the date of the interview. It also could mean the most recent period
stretching from Monday through Sunday (or Sunday through Saturday).

Possible Solution 2.5a: In the past seven days, not counting any
margarine you may have eaten, how many days did you eat any butter?

Comment: The reworded question reduces ambiguity both aPout
whether to include or exclude margarine and about the period that is to
be covered.

Example 2.6: How many times have you been hospitalized in the past
year?

Comment: Possibly “hospitalized” is a complex term that everyone
will not understand. Sometimes people receive services in hospfltal
clinics, and people go to hospitals for day surgery. Do these services
count? There also is the potential ambiguity, parallel to the last exam-
Ple, about the reference period. What is the period to which “the past
year” refers?

Possible Solution 2.6a: In the past twelve months, since (.DATE) a
year ago, how many different times have you been admitted to a
hospital as a patient overnight or longer?

Comment: The new question clarifies several possible ambiguit'ies,
including the fact that each new admission counts as a new hospitaliza-
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tion event, that hospitalization requires that a person be a patient, and
that the person must be in the hospital overnight or longer (which, e. g,
excludes day surgery events). It also clarifies the reference period.
Sometimes, the definitional problems are too complicated to be
solved by simply changing a few words or adding a parenthetical phrase.

Example 2.7: What is your income?

Problem: As discussed above, there are numerous issues about how
to calculate income. Among them are whether income is current or for
some period of time in the past, whether it is only income earned from
salaries and wages or whether it includes income from other sources,
and whether it is only the person’s own income that is at issue or
includes income of others in which the respondent might share.

Example 2.7a: Next we need to get an estimate of the total income
for you and family members livin g with you during 1993. When you
calculate income, we would like you to include what you and other
family members living with you made from jobs and also any income
that you or other family members may have had from other sources,
such as rents, welfare payments, social security, pensions, or even
interest from stocks, bonds, or savings. So, including income from
all sources, for you and for family members living with you, how
much was your total family income in 19937

Comment: That is a very complicated definition. It is necessary
because what the researcher wants to measure is a very complicated
concept. Even this complex definition avoids, or fails to address, some
important issues. For example, what does the respondent do if house-
hold composition at the time of the interview is different from during
the reference period? The question also does not specify whether take-
home pay or total income before deductions is to be reported.

Example 2.8: In the past year, how many times have you seen or

talked with a medical doctor or a physician’s assistant about your
health?

Problems: This question is taken from the National Health Interview
Survey and is frequently asked in health surveys. As noted previously,
questions about medical care pose numerous problems regarding what
should be reported because the definitions are so complicated.
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When the rules for counting events are quite comple_:x. providing a
rehensive, complex definition probably is not the right answer. At
com[:(treme, respondents may end up more confused and the results may
;tet:ally be worse than if definitions were not provided. A different
approach is probably needed. ' :
One approach is to add some extra' questions to cover commonly
omitted kinds of events. For example, in response to _th_e gener_al ques-
tion about visits to doctors, it has been found that receiving advice ovel:
the telephone from a physician, see%ng nurses or as.,sttants who wor
for a physician, and receiving servwis from physicians who atl'e not
always thought of as “medical doctors” often are left out. One so utloE
is to ask a general question, such as Example 2.5 above, and then as
some follow-up questions such as:

Question 2.8a: Other than the visits to doctors that you just men-
tioned, how many times in the past 12 months have you gotten
“medical advice from a physician over the telephone?

Question 2.8b: Other than what you’ ve already mentione_d, how many
times in the past twelve months have you gotten medical services
from a psychiatrist?

The same kind of thing can be done with respect to income:

Example 2.9: When you gave me the figure for your total'family
income, did you include any income you might have had from interest
on stocks, bonds, or savings accounts?

Example 2.9a: When you gave me your income figure, did you
include all the income that you had from rents?

Example 2.9b: Now, if you add in the kind of income you just
mentioned that you did not include initially, what would be your
estimate of your total family income in 1993?

Using multiple questions to cover all aspects of what i_s’to be repo_rted,
rather than trying to pack everything into a single definition, oftel} isan
effective way to simplify the reporting tasks for respondents. It is one
of the easiest ways to make sure that commonly omitted types of events
are included in the total count that is obtained. However, this approach
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can be pushed even further, in ways that may make for even better
question design strategies.

In some cases, if definitions are very complex, it does not make any
sense to try to communicate a shared definition to all respondents.
Building on the examples above, instead of trying to communicate to
respondents how the researcher wants to define total family income,
respondents can be asked a series of questions about the kinds of income
they and other family members have had over some period, and what
they amounted to. Then the researcher can put together the reported
components to fit a particular definition of income that is going to be
used for a particular analysis.

There are three rather compelling advantages to such an approach.
First, it makes the questions clearer; it is not necessary to communicate
a complex, cumbersome definition consistently to all people. Second,
it makes the reporting task simpler and more reasonable; the respondent
does not have to add income from multiple sources. Third, it may enable
the researcher to produce several different measures of income, which
may setve different useful analytic purposes. For example, the income
of the respondent from earnings might be a good measure of the quality
of employment, but the total family income may be a better measure of
available resources. Of course, asking multiple questions takes more
interviewing time. However, that too may be an advantage. Taking more
respondent time, by asking more questions, will improve respondent
recall.

If a rough estimate of socioeconomic status is all that is required, a
single general question, with all of its flaws, may be acceptable. How-
ever, the approach of using multiple questions is often a good alterna-
tive to trying to convey complex definitions to respondents.

Example 2.10: What kind of health insurance plan do you have: a staff
model health maintenance organization, an IPA, PPO, or unrestricted
fee-for-service health plan?

Comment: That may seem to be a ridiculous question; it is unreason-
able to think that most people can make these distinctions among health
insurance plans. The approach outlined above, of trying to communicate
common definitions, would seem unlikely to succeed given the com-
plexity of models of health insurance that exist in the United States.
However, there are some questions that people can answer that probably
would enable researchers to classify the kind of health insurance plan
to which most people belong.
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westion 2.10a: In your health plan, can you initially go to any doctor
;Zou want, or can you only go to certain doctors or places for your

health care?

Question 2.10b: (If from a specific list or group) Do the physicians
ou see only see people who are part of your plan, or do they see other

kinds of patients too?

Question 2.10c: When you receive medical services under your plan,
do you yourself always pay the same amount, no matter t.hat the
service, or does the amount you pay depend upon the service you

receive?

Comment: Maybe the answers to these questions would not enable
researchers to make all the distinctions that they wquld want to make.
Moreover, there is a possibility that some people might not be ab_Ie to
answer some of these questions. However, they are much more llk_e]_y
to be able to answer these questions accurately than to learn the defl_m-
tions of IPA’s and HMO’s. The general idea of asking people a series
of questions they can answer, then attempting to apply more comp_ﬂex
definitional strategies to classify patients and their experiences, is a
sound way to solve many definitional problems.

Example 2.11: In the past twelve months, were you the victim of a
burglary?

Example 2.12: In the past twelve months, were you the victim of a
robbery?

These again are examples of questions that have complex, _tecl_mical
definitions. Burglary is the crime of breaking and entering wn.th intent
{0 commit a felony. Robbery is the crime of taking something from
someone by force or threat of force. If a person breaks into a home, and
the residents are there and are confronted by the intruder, the would-be
burglar becomes a robber. It makes no sense to try to communicate these
definitions to respondents so that they can say whf:ther they were
b“fglary or robbery victims. Rather, what makes sense is to have people
describe the relevant details of events they experienced, then code those
€Vents into the proper, detailed criminal categories. ol

Sometimes this can be done by asking a series of short, specific
Questions. For example, when the classification hinges on whether or
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not the intruder was confronted by the residents, it is important to ask
that specific question. In other cases, respondents may be allowed to
respond in narrative fashion, describing their experiences, which then
can be coded into categories using specific definitions and decision
rules.

Proper question design means making certain that the researcher and
all respondents are using the same definitions when people are classi-
fied or when events are counted. In general, researchers have tended
to solve the problem by telling respondents what definitions the re-
searchers want to use and then asking respondents to do the classifica-
tion work. Although sometimes that may be the best way to solve the
problem, good question design usually will make the task as simple as
possible for respondents. It is a new extra step for most investigators to
think about what information they need about people that would enable
them to do the classification task. However, if investigators identify what
simple, easy questions people can answer that will provide the basis for
classification, on many occasions better measurement will occur.

KNOWING AND REMEMBERING

Once a question has been designed so that all respondents understand
what is wanted, the next issue is whether or not respondents have the
information needed to answer the question. There are three possible
sources of problems:

1. The respondent may not have the information needed to answer the
question.

2. The respondent may once have known the information but have difficulty
recalling it.

3. For questions that require reporting events that occurred in a specific time
period, respondents may recall that the events occurred but have difficulty
accurately placing them in the time frame called for in the question.

Do Respondents Know the Answers?

Often, the problem of asking people questions to which they do not
know the answers is one of respondent selection rather than question
design. Many surveys ask a specific member of a household to report
information about other household members or about the household as
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a whole. When such designs are chosen, a critical issue is whether or
not the information required is usually known to qther household
members or to the person who will be doing the report_lng.

There is a large literature comparing self—repc!rting with proxy report-
ing (Cannell, Marquis, & Laurent, 1977; Clarridge & Mas..sagll, 198?;
Moore, 1988; Rodgers & Herzog, 1989). There are occasions when it
appears that people can report as well for others as they df’ for them-
selves. However, unless questions pertain to relatively public evems'» or
characteristics, others will not know the answers. Across all topics,
usually self-respondents are better reporters than proxy respondents.

There is another dimension to the topic of knowledge that more
directly affects question design. Sometimes respondents have experi-
ences or information related to a question but do not have the informa-
tion in the form that the researcher wants it. A good example is a medical
diagnosis.

There is a literature that shows a lack of correspondence between
what conditions patients say they have and what conditions are recorded
in medical records (Cannell, Fisher, & Bakker, 1965; Jabine, 1987;
Madow, 1967). At least part of this mismatch results from patients not
being told how to name their conditions. For example, the patient thinks
he has high blood pressure but says he does not have hypertension,
because that is not a term he has been given. The patient knows she has
growths but did not know the technical name was tumors. It is even
easier to think that a physician would not bother to tell a patient that the
name for “heart trouble” was “ischemic heart disease.” Going back to
an example discussed above, there is now a complex array of health
plans. Health researchers would like to identify the kind of plans to
which people belong, because they are potentially important covariates
of the kind of medical care people receive. Respondents are likely not
to know the technical terms for the kind of plan to which they belong,
€ven though they have information about the way their plans work that
could be used to classify them appropriately.

Having said that, it is common for surveys to ask respondents for
information that they do not have. When insurance pays part of the bill,
many respondents never know the total cost of the medical services they
feceive. Many people do not know the medical specialty of the physi-
Cian that they see. Many people do not know how much their health
ISurance costs, particularly when a significant portion of it is contrib-
uted by their employer.

_ One critical part of the preliminary work before designing a survey

MiStrument is to find out whether or not the survey includes questions
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to which some respondents do not know the answers. The limit of survey
research is what people are able and willing to report. If a researcher
wants to find out something that is not commonly known by respon-
dents, the researcher must find another way to get the information.

Stimulating Recall

Memory researchers tell us that few things, once directly experi-
enced, are forgotten completely. However, the readiness with which
information and experiences can be retrieved follow some fairly well-
developed principles.

Some memories may be painful and subject to repression. However,
that is not the issue for the sorts of things measured in most surveys.
Rather, the three principles that probably are most relevant include
(Cannell, Marquis, & Laurent, 1977; Eisenhower, Mathiowetz, & Mor-
ganstein, 1991):

1. the more recent the event, the more likely it is to be recalled

2. the greater the impact or current salience of the event, the more likely it
is to be recalled

3. the more consistent an event was with the way the respondent thinks about
things, the more likely it is to be recalled,

How does one obtain accurate reporting in a survey? Obviously, one
key issue is what one chooses to ask about. If the researcher wants
information about very small events that had minimal impact, it follows
that it is not reasonable to expect respondents to report for a very long
period. For example, when researchers want reporting about dietary
intake or soft drink consumption, it is found that even a 24-hour recall
period can produce deterioration and reporting error resulting from
recall. When people are asked to report their behavior over a week or
two weeks, they resort to giving estimates of their average or typical
behavior, rather than trying to remember (Blair & Burton, 1987). If one
wants accurate information about consumption, reporting for a very
short period, such as a day, or even keeping a diary are probably the
only reasonable ways to get reasonably accurate answers (A. F. Smith,
1991). :

This same kind of trade-off between accuracy of reporting and the
length of time about which someone is reporting is a constant in survey
design. The National Crime Survey, conducted by the Bureau of the
Census for the Department of Justice, and the National Health Interview
Survey both initially asked for one year reporting of crimes and hospi-
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talizations respectively. However, there was such a drop-.off in the
accuracy of reporting of events that occurred more than six mqntl?s
pefore the interview that the surveys now use only events re.ported within
six months of an interview as a basis for generating estimates of the
quantity of those events. Indeed, the National Health Interview Survey
reports the number of visits to doctors and the number of da).(s people
Jose from work based on reporting for only the two weeks prior to the
interview, because of concerns about inaccuracy of reporting for longer
periods (Cannell, Marquis, & Laurent, 1977; Lehnen & Skogan, 1981).

A defining characteristic of most interviews is that they are quick
question-and-answer experiences. The level of motivation of respon-
dents varies, but for the most part a survey is not an important event in
respondents’ lives. Hence, without special prodding, respondents are
unlikely to invest a significant amount of effort in trying to reconstruct
or recall the things that the survey asks them to report (Cannell, Marquis,
& Laurent, 1977). For these reasons, researchers have explored strate-
gies for improving the quality of the recall performance of respondents.

One of the simplest ways to stimulate recall and reporting is to ask a
long, rather than a short, question. This does not mean making questions
more complex or convoluted. However, adding some introductory ma-
terial that prepares the respondent for the question has been shown to
improve reporting (Cannell & Marquis, 1972). One reason may b.e
simply that longer questions give respondents time to search their
memories.

Two more direct strategies are used to improve recall. First, asking
multiple questions improves the probability that an event will be re-
called and reported (Cannell, Marquis, & Laurent, 1977, Sudman &
Bradburn, 1982). Second, stimulating associations likely to be tied to
what the respondent is supposed to report, activating the cognitive and
intellectual network in which a memory is likely to be embedded, is
likely to improve recall as well (Eisenhower et al., 1991). The two
approaches are interrelated.

Asking multiple questions can be an effective way of improving
Tecall for three different reasons. First, and most obviously, asking close
to the same question more than once is a way of inducing the respondent
10 “try again.” Every time a respondent dives into his or her memory
bank, the chances of coming up with an answer are improved. Also, one
of the effects of asking multiple questions may be to increase the level
9f motivation of the respondent, and thereby to increase the amount of
\‘}"fdi‘:ation with which the respondent tries to perform the task of recall.
_‘Second_' a specific way of asking additional questions is to focus on
® Kinds of events that are particularly likely to be forgotten. For
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example, one-day stays in the hospital are underreported at a much
higher rate than other hospital admissions (Cannell & Fowler, 1965).
Specifically asking respondents whether or not they have had a one-day
stay (for example, in connection with a false labor) may trigger a
slightly different approach to searching and lead to recall of events that
were otherwise forgotten.

Third, additional questions can focus on some of the possible conse-
quences of events to be reported, which in turn may trigger recall. For
example, if one has been a victim of a crime, it is likely that the police
were called or an insurance claim was filed. Asking about calling police
or filing claims may trigger recall of a crime.

In a parallel way, recall of medical services received may be stimu-
lated by asking about consequences of such medical services such as
buying medications, filing insurance claims, missing work because of
illness, or having to make child care arrangements.

There are limits to what people are able to recall. If a question calls
for information that most people cannot recall easily, the data will
almost certainly suffer. However, even when the recall task is compara-
tively simple for most people, if getting an accurate count is important,
asking multiple questions and developing questions that trigger asso-
ciations that may aid recall are both effective strategies for improving
the quality of the data.

The above has been mainly focused on dealing with not recalling
events that should have been reported. Equally important is the problem
of overreporting. For example, suppose we ask people whether or not
they voted in the last election. The most common response error in
response to that question is overreporting, people reporting that they
voted when in fact they did not (Sudman & Bradburn, 1982). Part of the
reason (discussed in detail later in the chapter) is that voting is seen by
some as a socially desirable behavior, so they are motivated to recall
and report voting. In addition, however, getting people to remember not
doing something is a particularly formidable challenge.

Psychologists have theorized that one way to improve the accuracy
of reporting is to ask respondents to recreate an experience in their
minds. For example, with respect to voting, it might be important to
remind respondents who the candidates were and what other issues were
on the ballot. Preliminary questions could ask respondents to report
where they vote, whether or not they have to get off work to vote, how
they are transported to the voting place, and the like. By taking respon-
dents through a series of steps likely to be involved in doing something,
the odds of triggering a key memory are increased, and the chances
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pecome increasingly good that the respondent will be able to reproduce
the experience more accurately.

Placing Events in Time

' Many of the issues discussed above could reflect an interrelationship
between recalling the event at all and placing it in time. If a survey is
to be used to estimate the annual number of hospitalizations for a
particular sample, people are asked what essentially is a two-part
question: Have you been in the hospital recently, and how many times
were you in the hospital in exactly the last twelve months?

Studies of recall and reporting behavior show that many of the
problems with survey data about such topics stem from difficulties in
placing events properly in the time frame designated by the researchers.
One of the reasons that hospitalizations that occurred ten to twelve
months before an interview are particularly poorly reported is that, in
addition to difficulty remembering whether or not the hospitalization
occurred at all, respondents have difficulty remembering whether a
hospitalization actually occurred before or after that arbitrary line of
twelve months ago.

It does not matter a great deal whether the reference period is one
week, one month, or one year. If a survey estimate depends critically
on placing events in a time period, it invariably is a problem.

There are two approaches researchers use to try to improve how well
respondents place events in time:

L. They stimulate recall activities on the part of respondents to help them
place events in time;

2. They design data collection procedures that generate boundaries for re-
porting periods.

In order to improve the ability of respondents to place events in time,
simplest step is simply to show respondents a calendar with the
reference period outlined. In addition, respondents can be asked to
fecall what was going on and what kind of things were happening in
their lives at the time of the boundary of the reporting period. Filling in
any life events, such as birthdays, can help to make the dates on the
Calendar more meaningful. If respondents are supposed to report events
in_ the Past year, respondents can be asked to think about what they were
8 a year ago: where they were living, what was going on in the
ily, what they were doing at work. If they are able to conjure up
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some events that they can associate with the date on or about a year
before the interview, or that constitute a clearly definable point in time,
it may make it easier for them to decide whether crimes or hospitaliza-
tions occurred before or after that point (e.g., Sudman, Finn, & Lannon,
1984).

A related strategy is to ask people to do some associating to improve
their perception of the dates or times of year that certain events oc-
curred. So, if respondents are being asked about crimes that occurred to
them, they may be asked to think about what the weather was like, what
they were wearing, or what else was going on in their lives, which may
enable them to come closer to figuring out the approximate date when
an event occurred.

These strategies are somewhat time consuming in an interview set-
ting. They often require some individualized efforts on the part of
interviewers that are not easy to standardize. As a result, relatively few
surveys actually use these techniques. In addition, it probably is fair to
say that although some of these techniques seem to improve reporting
marginally, none seems to be a major breakthrough.

A very different approach to improving the reporting of events in a
time period is to actually create a boundary for respondents by conduct-
ing two or more interviews (Neter & Waksberg, 1964). During an initial
interview, respondents are told that they are going to be asked about
events and situations that happen during the period prior to the next
interview. The subsequent interview then asks people about what has
happened between the time of the initial interview and the time of the
second interview.

Such designs have three helpful characteristics. First, they do produce
a clear time boundary. Although the initial interview may not be a big
event in people’s lives, it does have some cognitive significance for
respondents. Second, in their first interview respondents usually are
asked to report recent events of the sort to be counted. Researchers then
are able to check events reported in the second interview against those
reported in the initial interview. If there is double reporting, that is,
telescoping events from before interview #1 into the period covered in
interview #2, it can be identified. Third, the fact that respondents are
alerted to the fact that they will be interviewed about certain sorts of
events makes them more attentive and therefore better reporters.

Obviously such reinterview designs are much more expensive to
implement than one-time surveys. However, when accurate reporting of
events in time is very important, they provide a strategy that improves
the quality of data.
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Finally, giving respondents a diary to keep should be mentioned.
There are special challenges to getting people to maintain diaries.
However, to obtain detailed information, such as food consumption or
small expenditures, for a short period of time, diaries are an option that
should be considered (Sudman & Bradburn, 1982; Sudman & Ferber,

1971).

THE FORM OF THE ANSWER

Most questions specify a form the answers are supposed to take. The
form of the answer must fit the answer the respondent has to give.

Example 2.13: In the past 30 days, were you able to climb a flight of
stairs with no difficulty, with some difficulty, or were you not able
~ to climb stairs at all?

~ Comment: This question imposes an assumption: that the respon-
dent’s situation was stable for 30 days. For a study of patients with
AIDS, we found that questions in this form did not fit the answers of
respondents, because their symptoms (and ability to climb stairs) varied
widely from day to day.

Example 2.14: On days when you drink any alcohol at all, how many
drinks do you usually have?

Comment: Questions asking about “usual” behavior are common.
However, they all impose the assumption of regularity on respondents.
The question can accommodate some variability, but it is poorly suited
t0 major variability. For example, if a respondent drinks much more on
Wweekends than on weekdays, it is not clear at all how the question should
be answered. Questions using the term “usual” need to be scrutinized
closely to make sure the answers fit the reality to be described.

: E’-‘ﬂm‘zﬂe 2.15: How many miles are you from the nearest hospital?

~ Comment: It is easy to think that a respondent might know the exact
location of the nearest hospital, yet have a poor notion of the number
- Ofmiles. Moreover, althou gh miles may be a good measure of distance
a rural or suburban area, time via the likely mode of transportation




28 IMPROVING SURVEY QUESTIONS

might be a more appropriate metric for a city dweller and provide the
units in which respondents could answer most accurately.

Asking people questions to which they know the answers is impor-
tant. However, it is easy to overlook the next essential step—giving
respondent an answer task they can perform and that fits the true answer
to the question.

REDUCING THE EFFECT OF
SOCIAL DESIRABILITY ON ANSWERS

Studies of response accuracy suggest the tendency for respondents to
distort answers in ways that will make them look better or will avoid
making them look bad. Locander, Sudman, and Bradburn (1976) found
that convictions for drunken driving and experience with bankruptcy
were reported very poorly in surveys. Clearly, such events are signifi-
cant enough that they are unlikely to have been forgotten; the explana-
tion for poor reporting must be that people are reluctant to report such
events about themselves. However, the effects of social desirability are
much more pervasive than such extreme examples.

For example, when Cannell, Fisher, and Bakker (1965) coded the
reasons for hospitalization by the likelihood that the condition leading
to the hospitalization might be embarrassing or life-threatening, they
found that the hospitalizations associated with the most threatening
conditions were significantly less likely to be reported in a health
survey. Record-check studies of health conditions, comparing survey
reports with medical records, suggest that conditions that might be
thought to be embarrassing or life threatening were less well reported
in survey interviews (Cannell, Marquis, & Laurent 1977; Cannell &
Fowler, 1965; Madow, 1967). Distortion can also produce overreport-
ing. Anderson, Silver, and Abramson (1988) found notable overreport-
ing of voting in elections.

Although social desirability has been used as a blanket term for these
phenomena, there are probably several different forces operating to
produce the response effects described above. First, there is no doubt
some tendency for respondents to want to make themselves look good
and to avoid looking bad. In addition, sometimes surveys ask questions
the answers to which could actually pose a threat to respondents. When
surveys ask about illegal drug use, about drinking alcohol to excess, or
about the number of sexual partners that people have had, the answers,
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: revealed, could expose respondents to divorce proceedings, loss of
s, or even criminal prosecution. When the answer to a survey ques-
on poses such a risk for respondents, it is easy to understand why some
pondents might prefer to distort the answer rather than to take a

chance on giving an accurate answer, even if the risk of improper
disclosure is deemed to be small. '
" Third, in a related but slightly different way, response distortion may

come about because the literally accurate answer is not the way the
respondent wants to think about him- or herself. When rza'spogdents
distort answers about not drinking to excess or voting behavior, it may
have as much to do with respondents managing their own self-images
‘as managing the images that others have of them. i

~ It is fundamental to understand that the problem is not “sensitive
questions” but “sensitive answers.” Questions tend to be categorized as
“sensitive” if a “yes” answer is likely to be judged by society as

undesirable behavior. However, for those for whom the answer is “no,”

questions about any particular behavior are not sensitive. When Sudman
‘and Bradburn (1982) asked respondents to rate questions with respect
to sensitivity, the question rated highest was how often people mastur-
bated. Presumably its high rating stemmed from a combination of the

facts that people felt that a positive answer was not consistent with the

image they wanted to project and that it is a very prevalent behavior.
Questions about drug use or drunk driving are not sensitive to people
who do not use drugs or drive after drinking.

It also is important to remember that people vary in what they
-'ﬁbnsider to be sensitive. For example, asking whether or not people have
a library card apparently is a fairly sensitive question; some people
interpret a “no” answer as indicating something negative about them-
selves (Parry & Crossley, 1950). Library card ownership is consider-
ably overreported. Also recall that the event of going to a hospital,
Which normally is not a particularly sensitive question, can be a sensi-
'?_i.“'e topic for respondents who are hospitalized for conditions that
embarrass them or that they consider to be personal.

Thinking broadly about the reasons for distorting answers leads to

® notion that the whole interview experience should be set up in a way
0 minimize the forces on respondents to distort answers. Some of the
€ps affect data collection procedures, rather than question design per
€. The next part of this chapter will outline some of the data collection
fategies that can help minimize those forces. This may seem a digres-
on. However, the integration of data collection procedures and ques-
design is critical to collecting good data about sensitive topics. The
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balance of this section will be devoted to question design strategies that

can reduce distortion.

Data Collection Procedures

There are three general classes of steps a researcher can take to reduce
response distortion:

1. assure confidentiality of responses and communicate effectively that pro-
tection is in place

2. communicate as clearly as possible the priority of response accuracy
3. reduce the role of an interviewer in the data collection process.

Confidentiality. Survey researchers routinely assure respondents that
their answers will be confidential. Protecting confidentiality includes
numerous steps such as:

. minimizing the use of names or other easy identifiers

. dissociating identifiers from survey responses

. keeping survey forms in locked files

- keeping nonstaff people away from completed survey answers
. seeing to the proper disposal of survey instruments.

th B W R

In addition, when survey researchers are collecting data that distinc-
tively put people at risk, for example when they were asking about
behaviors that violate laws, they can get legal protection from subpoena.
Discussions of these issues is found in somewhat more detail in Fowler
(1993) and in much greater detail in Sieber (1992).

The key threat to confidentiality is the ability to link an individual to
the answers. One of the best ways to avoid that possibility is never to
have information about which individual goes with which response.
This can be done by using mail or self-administered procedures with
no identifiers associated with returns. When there are identifiers, re-
searchers can minimize risks by destroying the link between the respon-
dents and their answers at the earliest possible moment.
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shange the procedures to create a condition that is more conducive to

- gccurate reporting.

Emphasizing the Importance of Accuracy. Sometimes, the goals of a

_ éﬁrvey interview are not clear. In particular, when there is an inter-
"'-‘;yéiewer involved, there are rules that govern interactions between people
that may interfere with the goal of getting accurate reports. Routinely,

‘when we relate to people, we like to put a positive sheen on the way we

present ourselves; we like to accentuate the positive; we like to please

the other person; we like to minimize stressful topics. Forces such as
these may undermine the accuracy of survey answers. To the extent that

respondents are following such guidelines, rather than trying to answer

as accurately as possible, they are likely to give distorted answers.
* There are several steps that researchers can take to reduce the forces
to distort interviews. One of the simplest is to have interviewers explic-
itly explain to respondents that giving accurate answers is th‘e most
important thing they can do (Cannell, Groves, Magilavy, Mathiowetz,
& Miller, 1987; Cannell, Oksenberg, & Converse, 1977).

Routine interviewer training urges interviewers to minimize the per-

- sonal side of their relationships with respondents. They are not to tell

stories about themselves. They are not to express personal opinions.

- They are supposed to say there are no right or wrong answers. They are

supposed to establish as professional a relationship as is feasible (see
Fowler & Mangione, 1990).

In addition, Cannell has demonstrated that interviewer behavior can
be systematically manipulated to improve reporting in ways that are
probably relevant to response distortion as well. Three specific strate-
gies that have been evaluated by Cannell and his associates (Cannell,
Oksenberg, & Converse, 1977; Cannell et al., 1987):

- L. Interviewers read a specific instruction emphasizing to respondents that
providing accurate answers is what the interview is about and is the
priority of the interview.

2. Respondents are asked to verbally or in writing make a commitment to
give accurate answers during the interview.
- 3. Interviewers are trained to reinforce thoughtful answers, and not to rein-

However, it is only when respondents understand and believe that ~ force behaviors that are inconsistent with giving complete and accurate
l‘| they are protected that such steps can result in reduced distortion of answers.
- ( survey responses. If there are limits to the extent to which people are

‘Some of these behaviors are designed to encourage working for
Mplete and accurate recall. They also serve the function of asserting
3 Pl'imacy of accuracy over other goals. Cannell, Miller, and Oksenberg

' to respondents as well. If researchers think that the limits to confiden-

‘ I protected, ethical research requires that those limits be communicated
| tiality they can promise would reasonably affect answers, they should
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(1981) found that these procedures, for example, seem to reduce the
number of books well-educated people reported reading during the past
year, which they interpret as reducing social desirability bias in answers,

Reducing the Role of Interviewer. How interviewers affect reporting
potentially sensitive information has been a matter of some debate. On
the one hand, interviewers can help to motivate respondents, reassure
them that they are protected, establish rapport, and thereby increase the
likelihood that respondents will answer questions accurately. Alterna-
tively, the fact of presenting oneself to another person through one’s
answers increases the forces to distort answers in a positive way. The
data on this topic do not always support one view or the other; there
probably is truth in both. Nonetheless, there is considerable evidence
that having people answer questions in a self-administered form, rather
than giving answers to an interviewer, may reduce the extent to which
people distort answers in a socially desirable direction (Aquilino &
Losciuto, 1990; Fowler, 1993; Mangione, Hingson, & Barret, 1982).

In addition to using procedures that do not involve an interviewer,
such as a mail survey or a group-administered survey for which people
fill out questionnaires and drop them in boxes, there are at least three
ways that surveys using interviewers can be modified to reduce the
effect of the interviewer on the data collection process. .

First, a very well-developed strategy is to have a series of questions
put in a self-administered form. The interviewer can hand a booklet of
questions to the respondents, the respondents can fill out the questions
without the interviewer seeing the answers, and they can put the answers
in a sealed envelope. A recent study of drug use clearly demonstrated
that the respondents were much more likely to report current or recent
drug use in a self-administered form than in response to questions posed
by an interviewer (Turner, Lessler, & Gfroerer, 1992).

Second, a modern variation on that is made possible with computer-
assisted personal interviewing (CAPI). With such data collection pro-
cedures, questions appear on a screen and are answered by some data
entry process. If there is a series of questions that the researcher wants
to keep private, the computer can simply be given to respondents who
can read questions on the screen and answer for themselves, without the
interviewer participating. For studies of people who come to fixed
locations, such as doctors’ offices, schools, or work sites, computers
can be set up and used in a similar way to collect data from respondents.

Third, an innovative technique has been introduced into the National
Health Interview Survey for a study of teen health risk behavior. In
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o ensure the confidentiality of answers, and protect the teens from
ewer participation, sensitive questions are put on a tape player
‘as a Walkman) that can be heard only through earphones. Respon-
; listen to questions read on the tape, then record their answers on
.swer sheet. No observer, interviewer, or parent knows what ques-
. are being answered. :

“aspects of the data collection should be designed to reduce the
s on people to distort their answers, particularly when a survey
material particularly likely to be sensitive. However, these are
ubstitutes for good question design. The next section deals with
f designing survey questions to reduce response distortion.

ion Design Options

e are four general strategies for designing questions to reduce
nse distortion:

§ teps can be taken to increase the respondent’s sense that a quf':stion is
appropriate and necessary in order to achieve the research objectives.
gwps can be taken to reduce the extent to which respondents feel thi"tt
answers will be used to put them in a negative light, or a light that is
~ inappropriate or inaccurate.

3. The level of detail in which respondents are asked to answer can be
- adjusted to affect how respondents feel about giving information.
Respondents can be asked to perform a task by which their answer is given
~ inacode that neither the researcher nor the interviewer can directly decipher.

Appropriateness of Questions. Probably no single topic gives
Yy researchers more grief than asking about income. Interviewers
ently tell stories of respondents who willingly answer questions
m quite personal, such as behaviors related to the risk of AIDS,
object to answering a question about their family income.

this society, certainly there is a sense that income is a private
eI that is not to be generally shared. In addition, people’s willing-
to answer questions in surveys clearly is affected by the extent to
they can see a relationship between a particular question and the
ives of the research. When someone has agreed to participate in
h related to health or to political opinions, it is not self-evident
searchers also need to know the respondents’ incomes.

course, researchers would say that income is an indicator of the
€S people have, as well as the kinds of problems they may be
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facing. Information about income is helpful in describing and interpret-
ing the meaning of other answers. When the purpose of a question ig
not obvious, it is only reasonable to explain the purpose to respondents,
Although some respondents will answer any question, without worrying
about its purpose, providing respondents with sensible explanations
about why questions are included can only be helpful in getting them
to give accurate information.

A variation on the same theme is that some questions seem inappro-
priate to certain subsets of the population. An excellent example comes
from a recent series of studies aimed at trying to identify the extent to
which people are at risk of contracting AIDS. Researchers wanted to
find out about risky sexual behavior. One approach is to ask people
whether or not they use condoms when they have sex.

Yet, in fact, condom use is relevant only for people who have
high-risk partners or partners whose risk status is unknown. The major-
ity of adults in American society have been monogamous or have had
no sexual partners for some time. When people are confident that their
sexual partners are not HIV positive, asking for details about their sex
lives seems (and arguably is) intrusive, and it provides information
irrelevant to risk of AIDS. However, for that subset of the population
that has multiple sexual partners, asking about use of condoms makes
perfectly good sense.

When we did our first survey study of behaviors related to risk of
contracting HIV, our pretest instrument included questions about con-
dom use and other sexual practices that increase the risk of transmission
that were asked of all respondents. Interviewers and respondents had a
great deal of difficulty with those questions; for many who were not
sexually active or were monogamous, the questions were offensive and
their purpose was hard to understand.

The interview schedule was then changed, so that respondents were
first asked about the number of sexual partners they had had in the past
year. In addition, respondents who were monogamous were asked
whether their partners were in any way at risk. Once a group was
identified that was either not monogamous or reported a high-risk
partner, questions were asked about protection during sex. For that
subgroup of the population, both interviewers and respondents could

clearly see why the questions made sense, and the whole series went
much more smoothly.

In one way, this is an example of thinkin g ahead about the purposes
of the answers in a research analysis. Researchers should be asking
people questions only when there is a clear role for the answers in
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. sing the research questions. In addition, the willingness of people
wer questions accurately will be increased to the extent that they
s the role that accurate answers play in addressing the research
ions being addressed.

aging the Meaning of Answers. One of the key force; that lea.-ds
le to distort their answers is a concern that they will be mis-
ified; that somehow the answers they give will be coded or judged
way that they consider inappropriate. As a result, they will distort
answers in a way that they think will provide a more accurate

p.ondents look for clues to the way their answers will be inter-
d. Researchers can reduce the distortion in answers by designing
Hons in such a way as to minimize respondents’ perceptions about
eir answers will be judged.

e are three general approaches:

The researcher can build in introductions or build a series of questions that
‘minimize the sense that certain answers will be negatively valued.

The researcher can design a series of questions that enables the respondent
to provide perspective on the meaning of answers.

The response task can be designed to structure the respondents’ percep-
tions of how their answers will be judged.

of the oldest techniques in question design is to provide ques-
- with introductions that say both the answers, or all possible
‘ers, are okay. For example, it was noted that people tend to
eport the extent to which they vote and the extent to which they
library cards (Parry & Crossley, 1950). One reason for this over-
ng is that respondents are concerned that researchers will infer
Onvoters are not good citizens or that people without library cards
ot literate or have no literary interests. Some people who feel that
aclassification is inappropriate will distort their answers, to make
_more socially desirable and, indeed, perhaps to make them com-
#ate more accurately the kind of person they think they are.

imple 2.16: Did you vote in the presidential election last Novem-

nple 2.16a: Sometimes we know that people are not able to vote,
Use they are not interested in the election, because they can’t get
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off from work, because they have family pressures, or for many other
reasons. Thinking about the presidential election last November, digq
you actually vote in that election or not?

.,.';‘. ple 2.18: How many drinks did you have altogether yesterday?

ont: Respondents tend not to like questions like this, standing
nselves, because of the possibility that their behavior yesterday
hat they consider to be typical. In particular, if yesterday was
hen the respondent had more to drink than average, he or she
> reluctant to give that answer, partly because it is seen as

Comment: The purpose of an introduction like this is to tell the
respondent that there are various reasons why people do not vote, other
than not being a good citizen. The hope is that respondents will fee]
more relaxed about giving a “no” response, knowing that the researcher
knows some good reasons, some perfectly socially acceptable reasons,
why someone might not vote.

Additional Comment: It should also be noted that both alternatives
are presented in the question, with the perhaps rather feeble “or not.”
This particular question is not presented in a very balanced way. How-
ever, one clue that respondents sometimes use to investigator prefer-
ences is whether both options are given equal time, and thereby perhaps
equal acceptability, when the question is framed.

ible alternative:

iple 2.18a: On days when you have anything alcoholic to drink
ow many drinks do you usually have?

ple 2.18b: Yesterday, would you say you had more to drink than
ce, less than average, or about the average amount to drink?
Example 2.17: Do you own a library card? ;
iple 2.18c: How many drinks did you have altogether yesterday?
Comment: When a question is phrased like this, there is a tendency ;
for respondents to think that the researcher expects a “yes” answer. The
negative option is not even presented. In fact, it turns out that people
are more likely to say “yes” than “no” when asked this kind of question
(which is a directive question) because both options are not presented.

this series, the respondent has been allowed to tell the researcher
1e usual pattern is and whether or not yesterday’s behavior is
ntative and typical. Having provided that kind of context for the
, it is easier for a respondent to give an accurate answer.

s cites a similar example (Loftus, Smith, Klinger, & Fiedler,
Possible Alternative 2.17a: Many people get books from libraries.
Others buy their books, subscribe to magazines, or get their reading

material in some other way. Do you have a library card now, or not? ple 2.19a: Have you seen or talked with a doctor about your

h in the last two weeks?

Comment: This question provides some legitimacy and some socially
desirable reasons why the “no” response is acceptable. It tries to reas-
sure the respondent that a “no” answer will not necessarily be inter-
preted as meaning the respondent is uninterested in reading.

There are studies of alternative question wordings that in some cases
show little effect from these kinds of introductions. In other cases, they
seem to make a difference (Sudman & Bradburn, 1982). When a re-
searcher is concerned that one answer is more acceptable or socially
valued than others, one step that may be helpful in reducing those forces
is to include introductions to reassure respondents that both answers are
considered by the researcher to be reasonable and neither answer will
be interpreted as reflecting badly on the respondent.

nple 2.19b: Have you seen or talked with a doctor about your
h in the last month?

[0S out that different numbers of visits to doctors are reported,
Ng on the order in which these two questions are asked. When
asked in the order indicated above, with the two-week question
first, there are more doctor visits reported in response to
N A. Moreover, Loftus has shown that the excess reporting from
“€r stems from overreporting. Apparently, when respondents
a recent doctor visit, but not one within the last two weeks,
atendency to want to report it. In essence, they feel that accurate
really means that they are the kind of person who saw a doctor
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recently, if not exactly and precisely within the last two weeks. How.
ever, by reversing the order of the questions, those who have seen a
doctor within the preceding four weeks are given a chance to commy.

nicate that they are the sorts of people who have seen a doctor recently.

Then, it is easier for them to be literal about the meaning of the

two-week question, and their reporting is more accurate.

No doubt, there is both a cognitive and a motivational component to
why the question order has the effect that it does. Possibly another effect
of changing the question order is to highlight that the researcher really
means two weeks, rather than the more generic “recently,” when the
question says “two weeks.” Nonetheless, the tendency to want to be
properly classified no doubt is a factor as well.

There is a more general principle to be noted about the relationship
between the length of the reporting period and social desirability. It is
less threatening to admit one has “ever” used marijuana than to say one
has done so recently. Conversely, it is less threatening to say one did
not vote in the last election than to say one never voted. A key issue in
both cases is what the answer may mean about the kind of person the
respondent is. A reformed “sinner” (especially if the sin was long ago)
and a virtuous person who occasionally “slips” are images most people
are willing to project. A goal is to permit respondents to present
themselves in a positive way at the same time they provide the informa-
tion needed. Attention to the interaction between the reporting period
and the message that answers convey is a part of accomplishing this.

Sudman and his associates cite another example of how allowing
respondents to provide a context to their answers can improve the
quality of reporting (Sudman & Bradburn, 1982). Once again, their
focus is the quantity of alcohol consumption.

Example 2.20a: In general, would you say that you drink more than
your friends, less than your friends, or about the same amount as your
friends?

Example 2.20b: Think about the friend you know who drinks the
most? About how many drinks would you say that person usually has?

Example 2.20c: And how about you? On days when you have any
alcoholic beverages, about how many drinks do you usuall y have?

Sudman and Bradburn found that by asking the first two questions,
the answer to the third question is, on average, significantly higher. The
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they surmise, is that this series enables respondents to provide
ntext for their answers. Without questions such as A and B, the
ent is left to be concerned about how many drinks the researcher
hink is “too many” drinks. There is pressure to be conservative, to
‘nerade the number of drinks reported, in order to reduce the chances
0 judged negatively. However, given the first two questions, the
ndent is able to provide some context about how much drinking
is in his or her social setting. The series almost guarantees that
spondent will be able to report at least one person who drinks more
e or she does. Given that anchor, it becomes much easier to report
ately on the respondent’s usual behavior.
e other example from Sudman and Bradburn’s research belongs
Again, the question is about alcohol consumption.

mple 2.21: On days when you drink alcohol, how many drinks do
‘usually have—would you say one, two, or three or more?

ent: In this question, the response categories themselves com-

ate something to some respondents about how their answers will

aluated. Given these responses, one would be justified in conclud-

three or more is a high category, the highest the researcher even
out.

._'m_ative Example 2.21a: On days when you drink alcohol, how
ly drinks do you usually have—would you say one or two, three
our, five or six, or seven or more?

nent: Readers will not be surprised to learn that many more
ive an answer of “three or more” in response to this question
0 the one that preceded it. In the first question, three drinks was
eme response; in the second question, it is a much more moderate
e response categories suggest the researcher thinks that some
> drink seven or more drinks.

a matter of fact, Sudman and Bradburn found that the very best
0 ask this question is to have no categories at all; that is, to ask
estion in an open-ended form and let people give the number.
Ugh there are times when grouping responses may make the task
€r and may be the right decision, researchers should be aware that
ponse categories provide information to respondents about what
nk the range of answers is likely to be.
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Finally, the perceived purpose of a question is affected by the subject
matter of surrounding questions. For example, the meaning of questiong
about alcohol use may seem very different, depending on whether they
follow questions about using cocaine and marijuana or questions about

diet or steps people take to reduce their risk of heart attacks.

Example 2.22: Studies have shown that certain steps are associated
with lower risks of heart attacks. We are interested in what people do
that might affect their risks. For example, in the past 7 days, how

many days have you:

a. Taken any aspirin?
b. Exercised for at least 20 minutes?
c. Had at least one glass of wine, can of beer, or drink that contained liquor?

Comment: Clearly that question will appear to be very different from
the same question in a survey about drug use or drunk driving.

The common theme of the several techniques presented is to mini-
mize the extent to which respondents feel their answers will be nega-
tively judged. Letting respondents provide some evaluative context and
minimizing the extent to which the researcher’s judgments appear in the
questions are both likely to help respondents feel freer to give accurate
answers to direct factual questions.

Minimizing Detailed Answers

The above discussion included an example of when providing less
structure to the response task seemed to have a beneficial effect on
reporting. However, the opposite can be true as well. In some cases, it is
less stressful to answer in broad categories than to give detailed answers.

Example 2.23a: To the nearest $1,000, what is your annual salary rate?

Example 2.23b: Is your annual salary rate less than $30,000, between
$30,000 and $60,000, or over $60,000?

Comment: Most readers will no doubt feel that the second question
will be less subject to response distortion than the first question. Of
course, the answers to the second question yield much less information.
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' er, it is the lack of information, the lack of detail, which also
the question more acceptable and less stressful.

Jephone surveys, a variation on this approach is used routinely.
dents are asked about their incomes in broad categories, such as
in Example 2.23b. One or, sometimes, two follow-up questions
e asked that further break down the broad categories. For exam-
those saying “less than $30,000,” the follow-up might be:

ple 2.23c: Is it less than $10,000, between $10,000 and $20,000,

over $20,000? In this way, when respondents answer two three-

onse questions, they are actually being sorted into nine income
ories.

nking about the level of detail in which answers need to be
ted is an important part of the question design process. From an
point of view, it often is easier to collect information in greater
ail, then combine answers at the analysis stage into bigger categories

eld useful data. However, that is putting the burden onto the
pondent. In some cases, it may be best for the researcher to ask
ents to provide information in less detail. Such a strategy can
in higher rates of response and less response distortion.

g Answers in Code. In all of the above strategies, we have talked
ut ways of structuring the data collection task and the forms of the
stions to increase the likelihood that respondents will give inter-
rs accurate answers. There is another class of strategies that
ly prevents the researcher, the interviewer, or anyone else from
g what the respondent’s true answer is. Yet, the results can yield
, analyzable data and estimates.

e example is currently being used in the National Health Interview
Y to estimate the rate at which respondents are at risk of contract-
DS. The question reads like this:

ple 2.24: Ts any of these statements true for you?

have hemophilia and have received clotting function concentrates
ce 1977,

U are a native of Haiti or central East Africa who has entered the U.S.
1977.
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Table 2.1
Using Random Response to Make Estimates

c. You are a man who has had sex with another man at some time since 1977,
even one time.

d. You have taken illegal drugs by needle at any time since 1977.

e. Since 1977, you have been the sex partner of any person who would answer ! Estimated* Inferred
“Yes” to any of the items above. Response Response to Responses Repercentagized
f. You have had sex for money or drugs any time since 1977. to All Umek_ued to Tar:ge! Responses 10
- Questions Questions Questions Target Question
Comment: A “yes” answer does mean that a respondent has done at 20% 4% 16% 32%
least one of the things on the list. However, it does not tell the inter- 80% 46% 34% 68%
viewer or the researcher about any particular activity or ri A T
ear yp activity or risk factor. Only i o o 100%

the respondent knows why he or she is at risk. Although it still may be
socially undesirable to give a “yes” answer, it probably is easier to say
“yes” to a question like that than it is to answer individual questions
“yes” or “no.”

There is, however, a much more elaborate scheme that has been used
to enable researchers to make estimates of the rates of behaviors or
events that are highly socially undesirable or illegal. This method is
called the random response method and involves the use of the unrelated
question (Droitcur, Caspar, Hubbard, et al., 1991; Fox & Tracy, 1986;
Greenberg, Abdel-Latif, & Simmons, 1969).

d question was whether or not your mother was born in June. One half of sample was asked this
‘The other half was asked a target question, such as, “Have you used marijuana in the past month?”

is this useful to researchers? Look at Table 2.1.

venty percent of all respondents answered “yes.” We know that half
) pondents answered Question B, and the true rate for all those
ing the question giving a “yes” answer is a little over 8% (i.e.,
' t of twelve). Hence, about 4 of the 20% yeses can be attributed
;pondents whose mothers were born in June. That means the other
' the sample answered “yes” because they had used marijuana in
ast month. Moreover, because only half the sample answered
tion A, our estimate is that about 32% of this population used
uana in the past month.

e are variations using the same idea that have been tried.

Example 2.25:

a. Have you used marijuana in the last month?
b. Is your mother’s birthday in June?

Procedure: The respondent is given two questions, such as those
above. Then a procedure is designed to designate which question the
respondent is going to answer. The procedure must be one such that
only the respondent, and not the interviewer, will know which question
is going to be answered.

Procedures that have been used include having the respondent flip 2
coin or having some system of colored balls that can be seen only by
the respondent that designates which question is to be answered.

Let us take flipping the coin, because that is the easiest one to explain.
Suppose we have the respondent flip a coin so that only the respondent
can see the result. We tell the respondent that if the coin comes up heads,
he is to answer Question A; if the coin comes up tails, he is to answer
Question B. The answer must be in the form of “yes” or “no.”

In this way, although the interviewer will know whether the answer
is “yes” or “no,” the interviewer will not know whether the respondent
is answering Question A or Question B.

ple 2.26a: I want you to perform the following addition. Take
number of days in the past week in which you have used any
juana at all and add to that the number of working television sets
have in your home now. What is that sum?

ple 2.26b: How many working television sets do you have in
‘home now?

edure: In some defined percentage of interviews, the interviewer
uestion A; in the rest, Question B is asked. From the sample asked
on B, the researcher is able to estimate the distribution of working
ion sets: hence, the difference between the mean answer to
- ?il A and the mean answer to Question B constitutes the mean
 of times the people answering Question A are reporting that
Ve used marijuana in the past week.
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These techniques clearly have some drawbacks. First, they are time.
consuming in an interview. Interviewers have to explain how they work
to respondents and convince respondents that in fact no one can figure
out what the answer means for a given individual. Second, to be
credible, the choice of unrelated questions must be carefully thought
out, so that people do not feel exposed either because the “yes” answer
is such a rare event for the unrelated question or they think someone
could guess what the answer is to the unrelated question. For example,
in the second example regarding marijuana use, someone who smoked
marijuana every day might be reluctant to perform that task because it
would be unlikely that there would be seven working television sets in
the home.

Third, the strategy for communicating which question is answered
has to be one by which respondents feel confident that interviewers
cannot easily guess which question they are answering.

An additional downside of these approaches is that individual level
analyses are not possible. It also should be noted that the standard errors
of these estimates are based on the number of people who answer the
target question, not the number of people who are in the whole sample.
Hence, standard sampling errors are larger when this technique is used
than they would be if the same information were collected by direct
questions asked of everyone. Nonetheless, it is possible to estimate rates
for various definable subgroups from these techniques, as well as for
populations as a whole.

These problems account for the fact that random response techniques,
and their variations, are not very commonly used in survey research. In
addition, perhaps because of their complexity, these techniques cer-
tainly do not eliminate reporting error. Nonetheless, on some occasions,
they have been shown to produce estimates that look more accurate than
what researchers have been able to generate from direct questions
(Greenberg et al., 1969). Moreover, they absolutely do protect the
respondents, because there is no way whatsoever to link a respondent
specifically to a reported behavior.

Conclusion

Many strategies for reducing the forces to avoid socially undesirable
answers have been discussed in this chapter. Some, such as the random
response techniques, would be used only for a few key measurements
that were thought to be extraordinarily sensitive. For example, if oné
wanted estimates of the rate at which people had done something illegal,
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e estimates were central to the purposes of the research, it might
investing five or ten minutes of interviewing time to get two
using random response. However, a well-designed self-admin-
strategy for data collection might be just as effective for improv-
reporting of socially undesirable material.

most research, the key messages are: ensure and communicate to
dents the confidentiality of answers; make clear to respondents
ing accurate is more important than self-image or rapport with
rviewer; and design questions to minimize the likelihood that
ents will feel their answers will be put in negatively valued
es.

steps are likely to improve the quality of reporting in every
a survey, not just those deemed to be particularly sensitive.
rchers never know when a question may cause the respondent
embarrassment or unease. A survey instrument should be de-
to minimize the extent to which such feelings will affect answers
question that is asked.

CONCLUSION

are many suggestions for designing good questions embedded
, chapter. The fundamental guidelines are to ask questions that
\dents can understand and that they are able and willing to answer.
nslate those principles into practice:

\void ambiguous words; define the key terms in questions.

inimize the difficulty of the recall and reporting tasks given to respon-
For objectives that pose special definitional or are recall challenges, use
‘multiple questions.

e respondents help with recall and placing events in time by encour-
ng the use of association and other memory aids.

ke sure the form of the answer to be given fits the reality to be
described,

D esign all aspects of the data collection to minimize the possibility that
any respondent will feel his or her interests will be best served by giving
N Inaccurate answer to a question.




Questions to
Measure Subjective States

This chapter addresses the measurement of people’s subjective states:
their knowledge and perceptions, their feelings, and their judgments.
As noted previously, a distinctive feature of the measurement of sub-
jective states is that there are, in fact, no right or wrong answers to
questions. “Rightness” implies the possibility of an objective standard
against which to evaluate answers. Although the consistency of answers
with other information can be assessed, there is no direct way to know
about people’s subjective states independent of what they tell us.

That statement does not mean that there are not standards for ques-
tions designed to measure subjective states. The standards are basically
the same as for questions about factual things: questions should be
understood consistently by all respondents so they are all answering the
same question, and the response task, the way respondents are asked to
answer the questions, should be one that respondents can do consis-
tently and that provides meaningful information about what they have
to say.

By far, the largest number of survey questions ask about respondent’s
perceptions or feelings about themselves or others. The basic task of
most questions in this category is to place answers on a single, well-
defined continuum. For descriptive questions, a dimension is defined
such as hot to cold, slow to fast, or frequent to infrequent. Respondents
are asked to place themselves, or what they are rating, on that dimen-
sion. If the question is about judgments or feelings, the rating dimension
will be some variation of positive to negative. The majority of this
chapter will be devoted to the design of such questions.

Questions designed to measure respondent agreement with or support
of ideas raise some different issues, as do questions designed to measure
knowledge. Separate sections describing those special issues are in-
cluded at the end of the chapter.
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DESCRIBING AND EVALUATING
PEOPLE, PLACES, AND THINGS

following are some examples of question objectives. They are
ded to be well worded; they are intended to define the general
ational goals that questions might be designed to achieve.

ple 3.1a: How friendly is your doctor?

iple 3.1b: Do you consider the president to be liberal, conserva-
or somewhere in between?

ple 3.1c: How does the level of crime in this neighborhood
are with crime rates in other neighborhoods in the city?

e questions in this category might seem to belong in Chapter 2,
concerned the reporting of objective events. For example, the
- to a question about crime rates could be thought of either as an
ve measure of crime rates or as a measure of people’s percep-
Although people may agree on the friendliness of a particular
ian, the liberalness of a president, or the level of crime, these
ties are in the eyes of the beholders. If a respondent says a doctor
friendly, the answer constitutes its own truth, even if others have
ent opinion.

stions about self perceptions are also covered here. Common
les include:

mple 3.2a: How frequently are you happy?
ple 3.2b: How interested are you in political events?

nple 3.2c: How likely are you to vote?

se are all questions that ask respondents to look at themselves,
Ogether information they have about themselves, and provide a
of some sort. In addition to asking people to describe them-
» Tesearchers also ask people to put those perceptions up against
Standard, either an objective standard or a self-imposed standard.
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Example 3.3: Would you say your current weight is too much, aboy¢

right, or too little?

All of the objectives outlined above would be achieved by questiong
that have the same basic framework, which consists of three components,

1. What is to be rated
2. What dimension or continuum the rated object is to be placed on
3. The characteristics of the continuum that are offered to the respondent,

Defining What Is to Be Rated

Like all survey questions, when designing questions such as this, it
is important that everyone be answering the same question.

Example 3.4: How would you rate your health—excellent, very good,
good, fair, or poor?

This question probably has been asked in more health surveys than

any other single question, and it has frequently proven to be a valid and
useful measure of health status. Nonetheless, it may not be surprising
to learn that the meaning of “health” is not consistent across all respon-
dents. Some people key on the presence of health conditions, whereas
others key on the extent to which they feel fit or the extent to which
they lead healthy lives. Although these concepts may be interrelated, it
is undesirable to have people answering different questions. To the
extent that the meaning of health could be standardized across respon-
dents, the question would have less variance attributable to interpreta-
tion of the question and, consequently, more true variance associated
with the perceptions of the respondents answering the question.

Example 3.5: In general, do you think government officials care about
your interests a lot, some, only a little, or not at all?

“Government officials” are a very heterogeneous lot, and which
government officials a respondent has in mind may affect how the
question is answered. For example, people consistently rate local gov-
ernments as more responsive than state and federal governments. Elected
officials may not be rated the same as those in the executive branches
of government. To the extent that people’s answers vary based on the

-
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interpret the question, a new source of error is introduced into
and the answers will be less good measures of what the
s are trying to measure.

pple 3.6: Do you consider crime to be a big problem, some
lem, or no problem at all?

is also heterogeneous. Can people lump white collar crime,
ing, and armed robbery into a single integrated whole? It
not be surprising if respondents keyed on different aspects of
Moreover, this particular question does not specify a locus for
blem: the neighborhood, the city, the local region, or the nation.
perspective people take will affect the answers. People generally
e crime problems in their own neighborhoods as less severe than
2, To the extent that what is being rated can be specified more
so that respondents do not vary in their interpretation of what
rating, measurement will be better.

sponse Task

hers have designed numerous strategies for evoking answers

spondents. The most common task is some variation of putting.

ect of the answer on a continuum. In addition, respondents may
to:

er in an agree-disagree form

order several objects

swer in narrative or open-ended form
e magnitude estimation techniques

f these alternative response tasks will be discussed, starting
traightforward rating task.

ng the Rating Dimension. Figure 3.1 defines a continuum from
€ to negative. Such a continuum can be described to people in
Dus ways, and there are numerous ways people can be asked to
SWers to a position on that continuum,

le 3.7a: Overall, how would rate your health—excellent, very
good, fair, or poor?
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sople putting themselves in a higher category on average are
Excellent Very Good Good. Fair o more positive response than those who put themselves on a
category, is very likely to be me.t. ek |
er a continuum is labeled with adjectives or with numbers,
P bviously is potential for people to use the scales differently. The
5 q ; i ;i ; A ? 2 ) health that one person considers to be “good” may be considered
o ply “fair” by another person. To the extent that people differ in
s they use these scales, there will be error in the measurement.
T3 thing that affects responses, other than the way that people see the
that they are rating, reduces response validity.
itical criterion for a response task is that it define a single
sion, and that the categories of responses from which respondents
 have a clearly ordered component.

GOOD NOT GOOD

Figure 3.1. Some Examples of Evaluative Continua

Example 3.7b: Consider a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 represents the
best your health can be, where 0 represents the worst your health can
be, and the numbers in between represent health states in between,
What number would you give your health today?

nple 3.8: How would you say you feel about your lawn? Would

Example 3.7c: Overall, would you say you are in good health?

The above three questions are all using the same continuum. They are
all asking the same question. They differ only in the ways in which the
continuum is used. . ent: There are many observers who would say that “somewhat

In the first question, the health scale is divided into 5 categories, and » is. a lower, more negative category than satisfied. If some
each categor)'r is labeled with an adjective, from excellent to poor. The i that judgment and use “satisfied” as the second
second question uses the same scale, but only the extremes of the scale itive category, the ordinal assumption about responses would
are labt?led; the respondents are allowelcl to use 11 fhff-erent response n, and it would create serious unreliability in the measurement
categfme_s » Tather than 5; none of the middle categories is labeled with s. If adjectival labels are to be used, it is critical that their order
an adjective; and the respondents are free to use the numbers between
0 and 10 in any way they want. However, in both cases, there is a clear
order among the response alternatives. “Very good” is better than ;s ; Sai
“good” in the first question; eight is better than six in the second Xample 3.9: Which category best describes your physician?
question.

The third question is a variation on the same theme. The continuum eIy competent and businesslike
is divided into 2 categories, rather than 5 or 11. The positive category mpetent and friendly
is labeled “good,” and the negative category is labeled only implicitly ¥ competent and friendly
as “not good.” competent and not friendly
These various differences among the questions have implications for
resulting measurement. All of these questions define a single dimen- ent: There obviously are two dimensions, in the response cate-

sion, and they specify for all respondents a reasonably clear responsé Competence and friendliness. This particu.}la:r_ set of response
task. Moreover, the fundamental assumption of ordinal measurement, es did not even play out all of the possibilities on the two
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n these considerations, is there any limit to the number of
that is useful? Is more categories always better? There are at
o limiting factors to the principle that using more categories
better measurement. First, there appear to be real limits in the
which people can use scales to provide meaningful informa-
hough the optimal number of categories on a scale may vary,
th the dimension and in part based on the distribution of people
rated, most studies have shown that there is little new valid
nation provided by response tasks that provide more than 10
es (Andrews, 1984). Beyond that, people seem not to be pro-
ew information; the variation that is added seems to be mainly
jon of the different ways the people use the scales. In fact, 5 to
ies is probably as many categories as most respondents can use
ully for most rating tasks.
d issue has to do with the ease of administration. If survey
ents are being self-administered, where people read the ques-
themselves, or are being administered in person, so that an
wer can hand a respondent a list of the response categories, long
cale points do not pose any particular problem. However, when
are done on the telephone, it is necessary for respondents to
1 of the response options in order to answer the question. There
are limits to peoples’ abilities to retain complex lists of cate-

dimensions in a systematic way. As a general rule, having respondentg
deal with two dimensions at a time is a mistake. Good survey design wi;
ask respondents to place answers on a single, well-defined dimensiop,

Characteristics of Categories or Scales. When the goal is to haye
respondents place themselves or something else along a continuum, -
there are choices to be made about the characteristics of the scale of
response task that is offered to respondents. Two key issues include:

1. How many categories to offer
2. Whether to use scales defined by numbers or by adjectives

In general, the goal of any rating task is to provide the researchers
with as much information as possible about where respondents stand
compared to others. Consider the continuum from positive to negative,
such as portrayed in Figure 3.1, and the results of a question such as:

Example 3.10: In general, would you rate the job performance of the
president as good or not so good?

Such a question divides respondents into two groups. That means that
the information coming from this question is not very refined. Respon-
dents who answer “good” are more positive than the people who said
“not so good,” but there is no information about the relative feelings of
all the people who answer “good,” even though there may be quite a bit
of variation among them in the degree of positiveness they feel about
the president’s job.

There is another issue: the distribution of answers. In the above
example, suppose most of the respondents answered the question in a
particular way; for example, suppose 90% said the president was doing
a “good” job. In that case, the value of the question is particularly
minimal. The question gives us meaningful information for only about
10% of the population, the 10% who responded “not good.” For the 90%
of the population that answered “good,” absolutely nothing was Jearned
about where they stand compared with others who gave the same answef-

This analysis should suggest that there are two general principles fof
thinking about optimal categories for a response task. First, to the extent
that valid information can be obtained, more categories are better than
fewer categories. Second, generally speaking, an optimal set of catego”
ries along a continuum will maximize the extent to which people 1
distributed across the response categories.

long, complex scales are presented by telephone, sometimes it
that it produces biases simply because respondents cannot
the categories well. For example, there is some tendency for
ents to remember the first or the last categories better than some
the middle (Schwartz & Hippler, 1991). When questions are
on the telephone, researchers often would prefer to use scales
¥ 3 or 4 response categories in order to ease the response task
ure that respondents are aware of all the response alternatives
2y answer questions.

ond independent issue is whether to use numerical or adjectival
S. Lhe principal argument in favor of adjectival scales is that all of
Ints are more consistently calibrated by the use of words.

isider the following question:

e 3.11a: On a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 is as positive as
an be and 0 is as negative as you can be, how would you rate
OVie you saw last night?
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In such a response task, the two extremes probably are as well defineg
as they can be. However, there may be ambi guity about the meaning of
“5.” Is 5 a neutral point, where positive turns into negative? Does thjg
mean that if someone’s net feeling is more positive than negative, only
scores of 6 or higher can be used? Alternatively, are people using the
scale more like a thermometer or feeling ladder, really rating degrees
of positiveness rather than going through a midpoint to a negative
rating?

These are more than hypothetical questions.

ly, a problem in international research and increasingly in re-
the United States is how to get consistent measurement of
ve states for different cultural groups. In particular, when scales
efined adjectivally, it has been found that it is virtually impossible
exact translations across languages. Adjectival scaling tasks
nguages are not comparable.

not been well demonstrated that those problems are less severe
rical scales are used. However, it certainly should be the case
h scales would translate better and more easily, because all that
eeded is a good translation of the two ends of the continuum.
nclusion, asking people to answer rating questions using 2 or 3
ies constitutes an easier task for respondents and interviewers,
rovides less information per question. Using more categories,
to 10, will provide more valid information about where people
an rating tasks using fewer categories; more than 10 response
es probably adds very little valid information for most response

Example 3.11b: Consider a scale from -5 to +5, where +5 is as
positive as you can be and -5 is as negative as you can be. What
number would you give to the movie you saw last ni ght?

If 5 was consistently used as a neutral point in the first question, the
one that went from 0 to 10, the results of these two questions should be
identical. In fact, they are not identical. On average, people are more
likely to report positive ratings using the second question than they are
to report ratings of 6 or higher in response to the first question. More-
over, the distributions are not the same (Schwarz, Knauper, Hippler,
Noelle-Neumann, & Clark, 1991). Almost certainly, people are incon-
sistent in the way that they use middle parts of the 10-point scale.

There is the potential to improve consistency by defining what mean-
ing people should assign to the middle numbers. However, that sort of
approach moves toward adjectival labeling of points. Probably, one can
achieve more consistent use of scales by providin g adjectives for all the
response alternatives along a continuum.

The other side of the story is that it is difficult to think up adjectives
for more than 5 or 6 points along most continua. When researchers have
tried, some of the adjectival descriptions sound very close or similar to
one another. It is virtually impossible to find a list of adjectives that
will define a 10-point scale. .

A related advantage of numbers is that a numerical 10-point scale i$
easy to remember and use. Thus, when doing telephone interviews;
although it may be difficult to teach respondents 5 or 6 adjectives that
they can reliably remember and use, it is comparatively easy to define
a 10-point scale numerically. Hence, using scales defined by numbers
can increase the reliability of a rating task performed on the telephone,
if numerous response alternatives are to be provided. Moreover, it may
increase the comparability of measurement of subjective ratings acros
modes of data collection.

ally, there are various occasions when using adjectival scales
bly results in more consistent and therefore valid measurement.
er, numerical response scales, with only the ends of the contin-
ned, perhaps with some general discussion of how to use the
etween the extremes, have numerous advantages and constitute
00d way to have people perform some rating tasks.

1 Agree-Disagree Format

> preceding sections, we have discussed asking respondents to
Or rate something by putting it on a continuum, often choosing
1ve or number to place it on the scale. The same kind of tasks
ttacked using an agree-disagree format:

0al of such questions is basically the same as those discussed
eding section: to order people along some continuum.

ple 3.12a: 1 like Ike.

ple 3.12b: My health is excellent.

the continuum from positive to negative that we have seen
Both of these statements can be reliably located at the positive

continuum, either feelings about former president Eisenhower
ing of a person’s health.
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is a tendency among less-educated respondents toward acquies-
, which leads them to be particularly likely to answer in the “agree”
ction. That tendency leads Converse and Presser (1986), among others,
rge avoidance of this question form.

Always Usually Often Sometimes Seldom Never

Figure 3.2. Frequency Scale
easuring respondents’ feelings about ideas or policies, ques-
this form are difficult to avoid. Such questions are discussed
‘the chapter. However, if the goal is to have something rated or
on a continuum, a more direct rating task will almost always
ish the same thing better. We can ask people to agree or
» with the statement, “my health is excellent.” However, how
pler, direct, and informative it is to ask: “How would you rate
th—excellent, very good, good, fair, or poor?”

Suppose a person is asked to agree or disagree with these statements,
In essence, respondents are saying that their views lie at the generally
positive end of the continuum within a reasonable distance of where
they see the statements “I like Ike” or “My health is excellent” to be
located.

Example 3.13a: I am sometimes depressed.
Such a statement would be located in the middle of the continuum frine
indicated in Figure 3.2. It is somewhere between the statement that “]
am often depressed” and the statement that “I am seldom or never
depressed.” If a respondent is asked to agree or disagree with such a
statement, there is an interpretation problem when a person disagrees.
A person could disagree because “I am sometimes depressed” seems to
understate the problem or because it seems to overstate the problem. As
measurement, the results are unacceptable. To be able to interpret the
answers, a different point on the scale must be chosen for the stem
question:

g are occasions when researchers want respondents to compare
oon some dimension.

iple 3.14: Which candidate do you prefer?

le 3.15: What do you consider to be the most important
m facing the city?

le 3.16: Here are some factors some people consider when

ing where to live. Which is most important to you?
Example 3.13b: I am usually depressed. p i

Example 3.13c: 1 am seldom depressed.

Using the agree-disagree or true-false strategy to put rated objects on
scales has several drawbacks.

1. The items have to be unambiguously at an end of a continuum, so “dis*
agree” answers can be interpreted unambiguously.
2. The questions are often cognitively complex; disagreeing that one 15
seldom depressed is a complicated way of saying one is often dcpressed-
3. Even when four categories are offered (such as strongly agree, agre®
disagree, and strongly disagree), the answers usually are analyzed in tW0
response categories: agree versus disagree, Hence, such questions do not
yield much information.

_Respondents can be given a list of options and asked to rank order
em from top to bottom on some continuum.
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Task 2. Respondents can be given a list of options and asked to name the most
(2nd most, 3rd most, etc.) extreme on the rating dimension.

Task 3. Respondents can be asked a series of paired comparisons, ordering
two options at a time

Task 4. Respondents can be given a list and asked to rate each one using some
scale (rather than just putting them in order or picking one or more of
the most extreme).

e” would obviously be placed at a different point on a continuum
se who say “great.” However, there is no way to order re-
such as “not bad,” “pretty good,” “good enough,” or “satisfac-

st step for questions in this form is to define the continuum along
pondents are supposed to answer the question and to structure
ponse task, the kinds of answers that are acceptable, so that

: : e is working with the same scale and the same response alter-
If there is a short list of options, Task 1 is not hard to do. However,

as the list becomes longer, the task is harder, soon becoming impossible
on the telephone when respondents cannot see all the options.

Task 2 is easier than Task 1 when the list is long (or even when the
list is short). Often researchers are satisfied to know which are the one
or two most important, rather than having a complete rank ordering. In
that case, Task 2 is attractive.

Psychometricians often like the paired comparison approach, by
which each alternative is compared with every other, one pair at a time,
However, it is such a time-consuming and cumbersome way to create
an ordered list that it seldom is used in general surveys.

Best of all may be Task 4. The task is probably easiest of all for
respondents, regardless of data collection mode. Moreover, the rank
ordering tasks (Tasks 1 through 3) do not provide any information about
where the items are located on the rating continuum. They could all be
perceived as very high or very low, and the rank order provides no
information.

Task 4 provides information about where the items are located on the
rating scale. Although there can be ties, so ordering is not known
perfectly, usually an aggregate order will result as well. For all these
reasons, very often a series of ratings, rather than a rank order task, is
the best way to achieve these objectives. '

ontinuum must be specified, and respondents must be told how
 it, by choosing among adjectives or numbers. When respondents
ed how they feel about something and left to use their own words,
bly they will use words that cannot be put in an ordered format.
ordering responses is the goal, narrative responses cannot be used.

contrast, when the purpose of a question is to identify priorities or
nces among various items, there is a genuine choice.

le 3.19: What do you consider to be the most important
em facing your city government today?

iple 3.19a: The following is a list of some of the problems that
acing your local city government:

h do you consider to be most important?

€ open-ended approach has several advantages. It does not limit
S to those the researcher thought of, so there is opportunity to
e unexpected. It also requires no visual aids, so it works on the
ne. On the other hand, the diversity of answers may make the
hard to analyze. The more focused the question and the clearer
of answer desired, the more analyzable the answers. Moreover,
and Presser (1981) found that the answers are probably more
and valid when a list is provided than when the question is asked
orm. If the list of possible answers is not known or is very long,
orm may be the right approach. Moreover, although computer-
terviewing creates great pressure to use only fixed-response

The Role of Open-Ended or Narrative Questions

When the goal is to place answers on a continuum, allowing people
to answer in their own words will not do.
Consider a question such as:

Example 3.18: How is it going?
People can answer in all kinds of ways, Some will say “fine,” som¢

will say “great,” some will say “not bad.” If one were trying to ordef
such comments, some ordinal properties would be clear. Those who saY
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questions, respondents like to answer some questions in their owp
words. Although the measurement result may not be as easy to work
with, asking some questions to be answered in narrative form may b
justified for that reason alone. However, if good measurement ig the
goal and the alternatives can be specified, providing respondents with
a list and having them choose is usually best. Appendix C presents
further discussion of the use of open-ended questions.

hose of this kind of exercise is to have people give numbers
more absolute meaning and have some algebraic properties
answers to questions about subjective states do not have. If
ople to rate social standing on a scale from 1 to 10, those rated
not be three times as good or high as those rated 2. People do
at kind of scale in that way. However, the hope is that when
nitude estimation task, the ratings that people give do in
e that kind of property. An interesting recent application of that
 was to have physicians rate the difficulty and amount of work
d in various things that they do. The reason that the researchers
od hysicians to attempt to rate the difficulty of their work using
de estimation, rather than using a simple rating scale of the
ing, is that they wanted to relate the answers to another variable
s have absolute meaning: the amount of money physicians are
- doing various services. The basic form of the questions asked
follows: “If the work involved in performing an appendectomy
what number would you assign the work involved in doing a
stectomy (gall bladder removal)?” In fact, the researchers study-
relative value of medical procedures and services mount com-
evidence that physicians were able to perform this task in a way
consistent with providing real information about the relative
difficulty of procedures compared with a standard (Hsiao
2).

n approach is not useful for measuring many of the subjective
hat researchers want to measure. It takes a fair amount of training
dents, which is time-consuming. Also, although the technique
n tried with cross-section samples, as was the case with Rain-
974), there clearly are advantages to having respondents, such
ysicians, who are selected for their cognitive abilities (Schaeffer
adburn, 1989). As a result of all of these factors, magnitude
1 is not commonly used in surveys. Nonetheless, magnitude
10n is an example of how the measurement of subjective states
tretched to provide more elaborate, and more analytically
formation.

Magnitude Estimation

The tasks discussed so far involved people using ordered categories
or scales to rate their own subjective states or their perceptions of
others. When defining response alternatives on scales, it is useful to use
adjectives that can be differentiated and do not mean the same thing;
however, for the measurement discussed so far, the distance between
categories has not been assumed to have meaning. It has only been
assumed that people in one category or scale point on a continuum are
likely, on average, to differ from those who rated themselves either
higher or lower.

Researchers would like to have people use ratings that provide more
information than that. Even though it may be true that it is impossible
to assign absolute meaning to a person’s subjective state, researchers
have explored the possibility of having people tell them something about
the distance between categories or ratings beyond their ordinal position.

The technique that people have used that seems most successful at
giving more absolute meanings to ratings is magnitude estimation. The
following is an adaptation of how this approach was used to have people

rate the social standing of people in different occupations (Rainwater,
1974). i

Example 3.20: We are going to ask you to use numbers to describe
the social standing of people doing different jobs. We are going t0
ask you to use the social standing of someone doing the work of 2
carpenter as a basis of comparison. Let us define the social standing
of a person doing the work of a carpenter as 100. If you think the
social standing of someone doing a different kind of job is twice a5
great as that of a carpenter, you would assign them a number of 200-
If you thought the social standing of a person was half that of a person
doing the work of a carpenter, you would assign them a number of 50
Using that approach, what number would you give to the social
standing of a person doing the work of a high school teacher?

MEASURING RESPONSES TO IDEAS

ks discussed in the preceding section all were geared to having
dents place something on a rating scale or order items on a scale.
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their views and a statement. The standards for these questions
ajne, though: Questions should be clear to all respondents and
sponse task should be one they are able to do.

A large part of the Survey research enterprise is focused on Measuripg
people’s responses to various ideas, analyses, or proposals, The Contepg
of such questions is as vast as the imagination of the survey researcp
community. The common form of such questions is something like the

llowing: .Ie 3.24a: Do you favor or oppose gun control laws?

Example 3.21: Do you favor or oppose the idea of sending U §.

ntrol laws can mean many things. They can cover a range of
bombers to attack Antarctica?

S, including rules about who can buy guns, how long people have
to buy guns, and what kind of guns they can buy. A fundame-ntal
m with questions such as this is that what respondents consider
e meaning of “gun control laws” can differ from respondent to
ent.
e extent that researchers can minimize differences in interpreta-
hat questions mean, they can increase the validity' of measure-
e goal is to have differences in answers reflect c'hffere_ncics in
ople stand on the issues, rather than differences in their inter-
f;ﬁs of the questions.

Example 3.22: Higher taxes generally hurt the rich and benefit the
poor. Do you agree or disagree?

Example 3.23: In general, would you like to have more money spent
on the parks and playgrounds in your nej ghborhood area or not?

An important distinction to be made in thinking about questions like
these is the nature of the task confronting the respondent. In the first
section, respondents were asked to place themselves or others on some
defined continuum., For example, they would be asked to rate their own
health on a scale from excellent to poor or they would be asked to rate
the job they thought that the president of the United States was doing
from good to poor. The task posed by these questions, however, is
somewhat different. Instead of placing some object on a defined con-
tinuum, the respondents are asked to rate the distance between their own
views or preferences and the idea expressed in the question.

Consider the question about respondents favoring or opposing a
bombing mission. Presumably, the respondent has some general opin-
ions about how to approach the problem at hand. A policy alternative
is outlined in the question. The respondents’ job is to figure out whether
or not the policy alternative is close enough to their own views that they
can say that it is a “favored” policy.

In a parallel example, consider the proposition about taxes and the
way they affect the rich and the poor. Obviously, this is a generalization.
There is great potential for people to have perceptions that are more
moderate or constitute only degrees of the extremity of the proposition
as stated. Nonetheless, the task they are asked to perform is to look at
their own views, in all of their simplicity or complexity, compare them
with the statement, and decide Wwhether the distance between the state-
ment and their own views is close enough for them to say that they “agree.”

The key difference to note is that respondents are not directly placing
an object on a rating scale; rather, they are evaluating the distance

wple 3.24b: Do you favor or oppose laws that would prevent
e convicted of violent crimes from purchasing a handgun or
1?

ously that is only one kind of gun control law. However, a question

xplicit about the policy that people are being asked ?.bout, that

es differences in interpretation about what the question means,

produce more valid measurement of where people stand.

© are occasions when is it reasonable to let people define terms
elves.

ple 3.25: Do you think help with personal or family problems
uld be covered by basic health insurance plans?

Tm “personal or family problem” is not defined in this question.

Onale for asking this question this way is that it would be very
Uit to define what constitutes a problem for a person. The nature
nal problems varies, and a situation that constitutes a probler.n
= Person may not bother another person at all. In such cases, it
best to let each respondent define what constitutes a problem.
less, from the point of view of interpreting the results, the
knows that there may be great heterogeneity in the objective
that constitute the problems respondents are thinking about.
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Consider another example: issues: How secure one feels in new situations, the reliability

tner, and whether or not the two are related.
Example 3.26: Driving a car is not a right, it’s a privilege.
e there are at least two dimensions underlying these questions,
ple answer the questions, the answers cannot be used reliably
yeople.
there are two key generalizations about the kinds of questions
1 be asked in this format. First, the words in the questions should
1 defined as possible to increase the consistency of respondent
ding of the ideas. Second, items should be carefully studied
ure that only a single idea or question is being presented.

That may seem to be a reasonable statement to some. However, it i
an example of a very common characteristic of questions posed in ap
agree-disagree format: It is two questions buried in a single question,

One question is: To what extent do you think that driving a car is 3
right?

The second question is: To what extent do you think driving a car is
a privilege? onse Task

It may be that the answers to those two questions are negatively
correlated; the less people think driving is a right, perhaps the more they
think it is a privilege. However, putting the two issues together may
make it hard to interpret what the answers mean. People might disagree agree
because they think it is both a right and a privilege. Because there are
two continua underlying this question, researchers cannot reliably place
“disagrees” on either one of these continua.

It is very common to find multiple dimensions underlying questions
posed in the agree-disagree format, or variations thereon. The following
are examples, cited by Robinson and Shaver (1973), that have this
characteristic:

ly the most common way to pose the agree-disagree task is the

response task clearly violates the first rule of designing a
task for subjective questions: It contains two dimensions. The
ongly” suggests an emotional component, a degree of convic-
DI caring about the answer over and above the cognitive task that
entral question. Better survey design would keep the response
N cognitive.

€ are two less frequently used approaches to the response task
91d the emotional or affective component of the above scale and,

'€, are probably to be preferred.

Example 3.27: America is getting so far away from the true American
way of life that force may be necessary to restore it.

Three issues: How far America is from the true American way,

whether or not the true American way should be restored, and whether

or not force may be needed (or desirable) to restore it. ks
Completely agree Completely true

Generally agree Mostly true

enerally disagree Mostly untrue

- Completely disagree Completely untrue

Example 3.28: There is little use writing public officials because they
often aren’t really interested in the problems of the average man.

Two issues: Value of writing officials and how interested officials aré

in the problems of the average man. response issue is whether or not to offer a middle category

igreeing and disagreeing and what it should include. There are
NS why a person might not be able to agree or disagree. The
hat would legitimately put someone in the middle of the

Example 3.29: 1 feel completely secure in facing unknown new
situations because my partner will never let me down.
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continuum described above is the person who perceived his or her
opinions to be exactly in balance. Somehow, the person agreed to SOme
degree, disagreed to the same degree, and could not reach a conclugjop
about the tilt. When respondents are forced to choose, by not bEing
given the middle option, most of them do so. However, offering 5
middle option often is popular with respondents and conceptually i
makes reasonable measurement sense.

There is another group of respondents that sometimes chooses this
residual category: those who do not know enough about the question gr
their own opinions to answer the questions.

le 3.31: 1 am not satisfied with my work.

e agree-disagree format, in order to say that they are satisfied
work, respondents have to disagree with such negative state-
sagreeing with a statement that says they are “not satisfied”
iplex way to say one is satisfied. In cognitive testing, it is very

1 to find that respondents are confused by the task of how to
Jicate what they have to say in this format.

igree-disagree question form, and its variants, is one of the most
i urement strategies in survey research. When asking about

-policies, it is appropriate. However, although such questions seem
‘write, they require considerable care to produce good measures.
e are three main problems with these questions. First, many
s in this form do not produce interpretable answers, either
> they are not on a clearly defined place on a continuum or they
more than one dimension. Those problems can be solved by
question design. However, two other problems—that these ques-
nally sort people into only two groups and that they often are
sely complex—are more generic to the question form. Although
ssible to design good questions in this form, it often is possible
2n a more direct rating task that will accomplish the same thing

Example 3.30: The United States should increase its foreign aid to
Guatemala.

It is likely that some respondents asked that question would not have
enough information about either the U.S. aid program to Guatemala or
the aid needs of Guatemala to have an informed opinion about that topic.
In such a situation, for someone to say that they have no opinion is not
to say that their opinions are balanced between agreeing and disagree-
ing; such respondents are off the scale. When respondents are likely not
to know enough about a topic to answer, they should not be put in the
middle category of the scale. Some systematic strategy should be found
to identify people who lack the information needed to answer the
question. That topic will be discussed in somewhat more detail in a
subsequent section.

Measurement Properties of These Questions

4 : MEASURING KNOWLEDGE
Questions in the agree-disagree format are relatively undiscriminat-

ing questions. Most analysts divide respondents into two categories,
those who agree and those who disagree. The reason for doing this is
that there is research that shows that response style may have more 0
do with people’s willingness to choose the extreme response than with-
differences in the opinions being reported. The issue of the limi
amount of information that comes out of a two-category response task
applies clearly to questions like these.

rvey research, knowledge is measured in four ways:

King people to self-report what they know
ue-false questions

ultiple choice questions

en-ended short-answer questions

le 3.32a: Are you at all familiar with the proposals to control
OWnership?

Cognitive Complexity

It is easy to write questions in this form that are very difficult ©
answer. Particularly when researchers try to ask questions abmlt'th
negative ends of a continuum, it often produces cognitive complexity-

le 3.32b: How much do you know about the new proposal to
Ol gun ownership—a lot, some, a little, or nothing at all?
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‘Many more people would probably be able to rule out the
ptions to the second question than to the first.

urse, neither question is as demanding as the open-ended form
: quesnon

Obviously, the goal of the questions is the key to the choice of

questions. Probably the most common goal of knowledge questions j,
general population surveys is to identify those who think they ara
familiar enough with a topic to answer questions about it. A relateg
common goal is to analyze whether those who feel informed aboyt 5
topic think or behave differently from those who feel less informed., Fop ple 3.33c: Who was the 13th president of the United States?
those purposes, self-described knowledge is a reasonable approach tg y
measurement. In fact, some researchers accomplish similar goals wit nple 3.33d: Which president was Millard Fillmore?
questions that do not even refer directly to knowledge: :
ngth of the open questions is that there are virtually no false
es; respondents either give the right answer or they do not. In
st, in the multiple choice or true-false format, a random guess will
right answer at some rate. Thus, if 60% of the people answer a
se question correctly, one might conclude that only 20% of the
ally gave the right answer because they knew it; the other 40%
o the wrong answers) could have given the right answer by chance.
disadvantage of the open form of the question is that it may
low estimate of active knowledge, because some people who
ognize the correct answer, or retrieve it given more time, will
eve it in a survey situation. Moreover, the level of specificity
d affects the results. There are many people who could correctly
y Fillmore as a 19th century president and who would get no
sponse to 3.33c or 3.33d.
, three general points that apply to all survey questions apply
ly to measures of knowledge. First, for the short-answer ques-
, it is particularly important that what constitutes an adequate
clearly specified by the question. To the extent that decipher-
kind of answer is wanted affects the correctness of answers,
on will be a less valid measure of knowledge. Second, mea-
f knowledge are question-specific, just like measures of other
tive states. The same level of knowledge may produce different
ending on the question. Third, the value of a measure of
ge is usually dependent on how well answers are distributed.
ople are in the same category (right or wrong), a question
e the researcher much information.

Example 3.32¢: Have you heard or read about proposals to comm].
gun ownership?

Example 3.32d: Have you discussed gun control with anyone?

Both of these questions can serve as indicators of familiarity with an
issue. However, none of the questions noted so far has the potential to
evaluate the quality or accuracy of information that people have. Some-
times researchers want to measure what people know.

Two favorite approaches to measuring knowledge are to use multiple
choice or true-false questions. True-false and multiple choice questions
share three features as measures of knowledge:

1. They measure recognition, rather than recall;
2. They depend heavily on constructing plausible wrong answers; and

3, The number of right answers usually is an overestimate of the number of
questions to which respondents know the answers.

Recognition is easier than recall from a cognitive perspective. Weall
have had the experience of feeling we would know a name or a word if
we heard it, but somehow cannot conjure it up without help.

The importance of plausible wrong answers is critical to undef-
standing what the measurement process is about.

Example 3.33a: Who was the 13th president of the United States:
Millard Fillmore, Zachary Taylor, or John Tyler?

Example 3.33b: Who was the 13th president of the United States:

% L MULTI-ITEM MEASURES
Millard Fillmore, Thomas Jefferson, or Richard Nixon?

The question and right answers are the same, but most people would f the important ways to improve the measurement of sub:iective
find the second question easier than the first because of the wroPa > 10 combine the answers from more than one question into an
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s no necessary order among these various ways that arthritis
ect function; problems with using a pencil are likely to be
to problems with bending or stooping. However, it might
se to ask questions about the variety of ways that function
affected by arthritis, then combine the answers in some way
a symptom severity index.

are issues about how to combine items like this, particularly
y are not necessarily correlated and are reflecting different
manifestations of the underlying condition. Should these all
ited equally, or are some symptoms more important than oth-
ellis (1991) presents a much more elaborate discussion of how
ine items and the value thereof; however, the basic point is that
eries of questions, then combining them, sometimes is the best
produce a measure of a complex state, such as a health condition.

index (DeVellis, 1991; Nunnally, 1978). There are at least two reasopg
why multi-item indices can produce better measurement than a sing]e
item:

1. They can produce detailed measurement across a larger spectrum of 3
continuum than a single question (or do it with less burden on respondents)

2. By diluting item-specific effects, they can produce a better measure of
what a set of items has in common. '

Improving Discrimination

One of the earliest forms of multi-item measures was the so-called
Guttman Scale. The following is an example:

1. Can you walk across a small room?

2. Can you walk up stairs?

3. Can you walk a city block?

4. Can you walk half a mile?

5. Can you run half a mile without stopping?

a Common Underlying Variable

me one is using a question to measure some dimension, the
is likely to reflect the dimension the researcher is trying to
lus some other things. Suppose we were trying to create a
f the way that a health condition affects people’s lives. The
ng questions are asked:

If the above questions form a perfect Guttman Scale, without excep-
tion, the number of “yes” answers would tell a researcher which of the
things on the list a respondent could or could not do. If these items scale,
everyone who can run half a mile can do all of the preceding things; if
a person can climb a flight of stairs but not walk a city block, the person
should also be able to walk across a small room, if the scale is perfect.

Obviously, the basic concept is that there is a dimension of a physical
ability. Ideally, each of these questions defines a point along that
continuum. By asking a set of “yes or no” questions, then looking at the_
answers as a group, one can figure out where along the continuum the
person falls.

A slightly different application of the same principle can be used that
does not assume the kind of order among items that the Guttman
approach assumes. Suppose a health condition can affect people if
various ways that may not necessarily be related. For example, arthritis
could make it difficult to:

hat extent does your condition limit the amount or kinds of work you
do at your job?

hat extent does your condition limit the amount or kinds of things
do for fun and recreation?

hat extent does your condition limit the amount and kind of work you
ound the house?

hat extent does your condition limit your ability to get around and to
Where you want to go?

pose of these questions is to get a measure of the severity of
of some health condition. However, the answer to each of
ons is likely to reflect both the severity of the symptoms
condition and the particular style of the individual or the
on the individual in the various domains asked about. For
the effect of a health condition on a person’s ability to work
end importantly on the kind of work a person does (for
how much physical effort is involved) as well as on the
f the condition. In a parallel way, the effect on recreation

1. walk up the stairs
2. use a pencil

3. bend or stoop

4. reach high shelves.
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might depend, in part, on the kinds of recreational activities a pergqp
prefers. The avid card player or television watcher might be less limjgag
than the avid swimmer or hiker by the same condition. '- oful caveats) to say that people gave the president a positive

The point is that the answer to each of these questions is likely tq pq that they are satisfied with their schools, or that by and large they
affected both by what we are trying to measure (the severity of tha their health is good.
condition) and by the particular role expectations or lifestyle of the hapter 2, the discussion of questions about objective facts noted
respondent. However, the unrelated components of the answers are ajgq re are standards for right and wrong answers. Although some-
likely not to be related across questions. Hence, just because a persop questions and definitions were complex, what was meant by
has a job that requires physical effort does not mean that he or she hag the victim of a burglary could be defined, and the accuracy of
active tastes in recreation or in the kinds of things enjoyed around the ould be checked against records. If events are defined clearly,
house. By combining the answers to these questions, it is likely that ap ns are communicated in a consistent way, and questions are
index can be built that is less affected by roles than any particular at people are able and willing to answer, the answers have
question and hence more purely a measure of condition severity. meaning.

To take another example, suppose our goal is to measure psychologi trast, when people use a rating scale to evaluate their fear of
cal distress. The most common forms of psychological distress of which their feelings about a political candidate, there is not the same
people are aware are depression and anxiety. However, people have bsolute meaning about what a “good” answer means. Further-
different words that they use to code or describe these states. For the proof is that the answers that result from surveys are critically
depression, people use “sad,” “blue,” and possibly “down in the dumps.” d by many of the details of the way the question is worded and
For anxiety, people use “anxious,” “worried,” “nervous,” “tense,” “flus- he properties of the stimulus question have a critical effect on
tered,” and so forth. For any particular person, with some set of expe- nse. The meaning of a response can be interpreted only in the
riences, some of these words may capture the way they experience their t of knowing what the stimulus was.
psychological distress better than others. By asking several different
questions, using various of these words, it is likely that researchers caf
produce an index that captures psychological distress better than an
single question, with whatever idiosyncrasies of interpretation or expe=
rience the particular words chosen bring with them.

When items are combined to produce a multi-item index, the inde’
measures whatever it is that the items have in common. A multi-item
scale is no guarantee that an index is measuring well what a researcher
wants to measure. That has to be demonstrated in other ways. It does
ensure, however, that whatever the items have in common is measured
better than it would be with a single item alone (Cronbach, 1951).

riate to say that the population reports more positive feelings
it did a year ago. It is not appropriate (at least not without

1
he answers to subjective questions were to have absolute meaning,
wers to cognitively equivalent questions should be the same.
is true. For example, it has been shown that substituting
ly end a pregnancy” for the term “abortion” does not change
answers to opinion questions on that topic (Schuman & Presser,
pparently, those words mean the same thing to people. However,
1(1989) showed that people were much more enthusiastic about
sed spending on people with “low incomes” than increased spend-
ople on “welfare.” Schuman and Presser (1981) found that
f the population would support “not allowing” Communists to
public, but only about 20 would “forbid” it. The “meaning” of
obviously can go beyond the literal interpretation of the words.
are numerous examples of how small changes in wording,
m to be equivalent, produce very different results. That is one
ns that interviewers are taught to read questions exactly as
uestions that seem to be the same often are not the same from
view of being a stimulus to generate a response about a
'€ state.

n Wording

THE RELATIVITY OF ANSWERS
ABOUT SUBJECTIVE STATES

The answers to questions about subjective states are always relative
they are never absolute. The kinds of statements that are justified, bas®
on answers to these kinds of questions, are comparative. It is approP
ate to say that Group A reports more positive feelings than Group B. %
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n an ordered scale. For example, consider a survey prior to an
n primary. Respondents are read a list of several candidates, then
‘which one they are most likely to vote for at the moment.
dly, an important characteristic of this particular survey task is
ondents may not be thoroughly familiar with all primary can-
Nonetheless, it has been shown that when such surveys are
the candidate whose name is read last disproportionately benefits
— sproportionately selected.

more subtly, it has been shown that the order of the basic rating
om excellent to poor, will affect the distribution of answers.
e alternatives are listed from poor to excellent rather than the
way around, respondents are more likely to use the negative end
cale (Dillman & Tarnai, 1991).

Good Not Good

Good Fair Poor

L

Excellent Very Good Good Fair

Figure 3.3. Three Scales

The Wording of Response Alternatives

4 Data Collection
The fact that the wording of response alternatives changes the distri- '

bution of responses is also clear evidence of the relativity of the
measurement of subjective states.
Consider Figure 3.3, which defines an evaluative rating scale. On the
top line, the scale is divided into two categories, “good” and “not good.”
On the second line, the scale is divided into three categories: good, fair,
and poor. On the third line, the scale is broken into five categories:
excellent, very good, good, fair, poor. '
Someone might think that Scale 2 would simply divide the right-hand
category, “not good,” from the first scale into two parts. Similarly, one
might think that Scale 3 would divide “good” from Scales 1 and 2 into Effects
three new parts. However, as some readers might already know, that is
not how it works. People consider the whole scale when thinking about
the meaning of categories. They consider the ordinal position of the
category, as well as the meaning of the words. As a result, there will bé
many more people who rate their health as “good” or better in responsé
to Scale 3 than do so in response to Scale 2. For that reason, stating that
70% of the population rates their health as “good” or better is al
uninterpretable statement out of the context of the particular question
that people were asked.

any purposes, it has been found that people answer questions
arable ways by telephone, to a personal interviewer, or in a
dministered form (Fowler, 1993). However, there is some evi-
at the way the question is presented, the mode of data collec-
ects the way people use scales. For example, Bishop, Hippler,
, and Strack (1988) found that respondents answering self-
tered questions used extreme response categories more often
hose who were responding to an interviewer.

location of a question in a survey instrument can also affect the
which it is answered. Numerous studies have shown that the
of preceding questions can affect the way respondents interpret
wer individual questions (Groves, 1989; Schuman & Presser,
. W. Smith, 1991; Turner & Martin, 1984).

1’t Knows” Are Handled

important issue about the relativity of survey responses is the
t researchers handle the possibility that respondents are not
€nough with the subject matter, or their own feelings on a topic,
€r a question. There are three different ways that researchers
he possibility of lack of respondent familiarity with a topic.
°y may ask a screening question, explicitly asking respondents

Order of Alternatives

The order in which response alternatives are presented to people also
can have some bearing on how they answer questions. This is partic%"
larly true when respondents are given lists of response preferences thé
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ed to produce ordinal measures, as if they had produced data with
meaning. When statements are made, such as that “most people
control,” “most people oppose abortion,” or “most people
the president,” the statements should be viewed askance. All
ned in any of these cases was that a majority of respondents
| response alternatives to a particular question that the researcher
o interpret as favorable or positive. That same group of people
presented with different stimuli that apparently addressed the
¢ but would produce very different distributions and support
erent statements.

if they are familiar enough with a particular topic to answer a questiop
about it. Second, researchers can include a “no opinion” option amop
the response alternatives provided to respondents. Third, the researcherg
can choose not to explicitly address the issue of respondents’ familiarjty
with a topic; they can force respondents who do not feel they can answer
a question to volunteer that information.

It is not surprising to find out that the results are quite different,
depending on which of these options researchers choose. There jg
reluctance on the part of respondents to volunteer that they do not know
enough about a topic to answer a question. As a result, many more
respondents will choose that option if it is made explicit than wi]]
volunteer it. Moreover, in some cases, the distribution of answers
obtained is different, depending on whether respondents are or are not
explicitly offered the option of saying they do not have an opinion on
a topic (Schuman & Presser, 1981).

CONCLUSION

nclusion, there are four basic messages about how to design

s to measure subjective states.
Conclusion

ause there are no standards against which to evaluate the correctness
rightness of answers, standardization of the stimulus of the question is
icularly critical in measuring subjective states. For this reason, design-
questions that can be administered in a consistent way and that mean
same thing to all respondents, to the extent possible, is high on the list
trategies for creating good measurement of subjective states.

ally important is standardizing the response task. That means clearly
fining the dimension or continuum respondents are to use in their rating
k and giving them a reasonable way to place themselves, or whatever
e they are rating, on that continuum.

distribution of answers that come from a question about a subjective
e is relative; it has no absolute meaning. Hence, the mean or average
Wer to a question is irrelevant, indeed meaningless. Rather, the stand-
for questions about subjective states is the extent to which they provide
d information about the position of respondents in relation to other
pondents. Generally speaking, the more categories respondents are
to use, the better,

bining the answers to several questions often is an effective way to
ase the validity of measurement.

It is important to differentiate between effects of question form on
the distribution of answers and effects on the validity of the answers.
For example, it was noted that when asking people to use the 5-point
rating scale from excellent to poor, respondents were more likely to use
the categories at the negative end of the scale if the negative end of the
scale was presented first. This would change the mean or average rating
to a lower level, but it might not change the validity or value of the
question as a measure. The ratings emerging from the two question
forms might correlate equally well with other measures with which they
should correlate, which in turn means they are equally valid. ,

Another iniplication of this point is that the concept of “bias” in a
measure of a subjective state essentially is meaningless. By changing
wording, response order, or other things about data collection, it is |
possible to change the distribution of answers to a question in a positivé
or negative direction. However, the concept of bias implies systematic
deviations from some true score. There is no true score in the measure=
ment of subjective states, so the fact that a distribution is changed 11
one direction or another does not constitute bias. Moreover, if thesé
ordinal measures are used properly, to compare distributions or parame*
ters among groups from whom data were collected in a comparable Way»
the concept of bias in measurement is indeed irrelevant.

One of the most common abuses of survey measurement is peoPle
treating data collected using measures of subjective states, that a%

g enunciated these various principles, in the next chapter we
8s some specific strategies for designing survey instruments
de good, useful measurement of subjective states and objec-
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but, except for their own experiences, they are unlikely to
ch specific information about police performance.

g are likely to have informed opinions about the schools that
n children attend. They are unlikely to have informed opinions
hat goes on in other schools, in schools throughout their com-
, or in schools throughout the nation.

ding their health, people can reliably report how they feel, what
do, and how they see themselves to be affected by their
condition. They may or may not be able to reliably report what
ysicians named their health conditions or what procedures or
ic tests their physicians performed. People almost certainly are

Some General Rules for
Designing Good Survey Instruments

In the preceding two chapters, we have discussed in some detail the
problems associated with writing good survey questions and some
general approaches to solving common problems. In this chapter, we best sources of information about the medical name for their
attempt to lay out some general principles for how to write and design conditions or how much money was spent to provide them with
good survey instruments. care.

A good survey instrument must be custom made to address a specific tudy the effect of race or ethnicity on employment opportunities,
set of research goals. It literally is impossible to identify the best :. obtain descriptions of the jobs people have, their perceptions
question for a particular purpose out of context. Nonetheless, there are @pmpriateness of their pay or responsibilities, and whether or
some general principles that affect the quality of measurement that ey believe they have been treated unfairly or inappropriately by
emerges from survey questions. yers. Comparing the answers of people of different ethnic groups
e important to identifying the relationship between ethnicity and
y of employment. However, asking people for their opinions or
WHAT TO ASK ABOUT tions of how fairly different groups are treated in employment
ons is asking them questions about which most people are unin-
re may be occasions when it is important and valuable to measure
s’ relatively uninformed opinions. Such opinions and perceptions
te a reality of sorts. If people think that crime is rising and the
e doing a poor job, those perceptions may be important in and
mselves, even if they are inaccurate by objective standards. How-
esearchers should not confuse opinions with objective results.

Te are numerous examples of major differences between general-
s derived from people’s secondhand perceptions and the results
Ir direct reports. Although the general perception in the United
is that the quality of schools has been deteriorating for years,

ople report positive experiences with their own schools. Al-
1 in the early 1990s perceptions of ever-increasing rates of crime
Ug use are common, in fact objective measures of rates of crime
use have been gradually and steadily declining over the past
es. Although physicians report a perception of declining
of life for people practicing medicine, the average ratings by
1S of their own quality of life are extraordinarily high. When

Principle 1: The strength of survey research is asking people about
their firsthand experiences: what they have done, their current situ-
ations, their feelings and perceptions. Yet, surprisingly, a good bit of
survey research is devoted to asking people questions to which most
people do not have informed answers.

Principle la: Beware of asking about information that is acquired
only secondhand.

For research regarding crime, people can report when and how they
were victimized, when they feel safe and when they feel fearful, and
what steps they have taken to reduce their fears or their risk of being
victims. People can describe their experiences with calling the policés
the response of the police to their calls, and the quality of their interac-
tions with police officials. In contrast, most people cannot report accu”
rately about the real rates of crimes in their neighborhoods or in theif
communities. They may have opinions about how well the police do

78
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at we do. Survey researchers often wish to identify the reasons
ngs, but asking the respondents to provide those reasons is
ely to produce credible or useful data.

studying a general problem, it often is tempting to ask respondents for
their perceptions of the problems and possible solutions. Although the
answers to such questions may be informative, in particular when they
identify misperceptions or distortions, researchers should not forget the
main strength of the survey research method. To repeat, the strength of
surveys is to collect information about the firsthand knowledge ang
experiences of a probability sample of some population.

-':u 4.1: Were you limited in your everyday activities because
our back problem?

mple 4.2: What is the main reason you did not vote?
Principle 1b: Beware of hypothetical questions.
le 4.3: Were you homeless because of the high cost of housing?
People are not good at predicting what they will do, or how they wil]
feel, in a circumstance they have not yet encountered. Often researchers
want to predict the future or estimate how people will respond to
something new: a new television program, a new light bulb, or a new
health care proposal. There are some reasons why this is very hard to
do. First, behavior is largely determined by situations. Whether or not
a person will give money to a specific charity depends more on how and
by whom the request is presented than the particular cause. Questions
about future behavior cannot reproduce the behaviorally relevant issues
very well. Second, new programs or products consist of many compo-
nents that are hard to describe fully in an interview. The researchers will to make the case that we do.
pick out key features for a description, but it is hard to be sure the y, Example 4.3 is the epitome of a question that will not produce
features that matter most to each respondent are included. linformation. Perhaps there are some people who would be home-
To the extent that questions about the future can build on relevant n if nice homes were free. For anyone who is interested in a
past experiences and direct knowledge, the answers will be more accu- owever, their resources, their priorities, their standards for
rate. Women who have previously delivered babies do a better job of and the cost of various housing features will interact in some
predicting their likely use of anaesthesia in a future delivery than way to determine if they do or do out choose to devote some
women who have not had a baby. People can predict their buying resources to acquiring housing. This is known in advance, and
intentions regarding products with which they are familiar better than to think what the respondents’ analysis of these issues will add.
if the product is merely described in a question; giving a respondent a eral, surveys should address the things respondents can reliably
chance to “try” the product improves the correspondence between what resources did they have, what were minimum housing
reported intentions to buy and behavior. Nonetheless, in general, asking nts, and, perhaps, what is the perception of the cost of mini-
people to predict their response to a future or hypothetical situation uate housing? The researcher can then describe the situation
should be done with considerable caution—particularly when respon- tify conclusions that will be of much more validity and value
dents are likely to have limited direct experience on which to base their respondents’ analysis of causality.
answers.

people, whose only physical problem is lower back pain, may

answer Question 4.1, but people with various health problems
e difficulty sorting out the effects of back pain from those of
er problems to answer 4.1. Example 4.2 highlights the complex-
tivation and causality. Respondents can report barriers (trouble
ff work) or motivational issues (did not like either candidate).
e will be people in exactly the same situations who voted
Did we really learn anything interesting by asking people for
they perceive causality—especially for not doing something?

iple 1d: Beware of asking respondents about solutions to com-
Principle Ic: Beware of asking about causality. blems.

en decision makers are wrestling with options about how to solve
ms, it may be tempting to ask survey respondents what they think.

It is hard for social scientists to establish causal patterns. Many e"e“ts_
have multiple origins. Few of us are able to report validly on the reasof®.

i
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However, if a problem is complex (and most of the hard ones are), jt
usually is necessary to have quite a bit of information in order to he;v 4
a meaningful opinion about how to solve it. Surveys do not provide a
good forum for providing much information to respondents, and .
sponse options necessarily are concise (which typically means oversim.
plified). Occasionally, an issue has received enough public attentjop
that many respondents do have informed opinions about how to addregg
a problem, but it is rare. It is easy for those involved in an issue to
overestimate the level of information or caring most people have aboyg
their pet problem. Most often, survey researchers will be best served by
asking respondents questions to which they have answers, leaving the
design of effective solutions to problems to those whose job it is to
address those problems.

Je 4.7: Do you agree or disagree: Given the amount of crime
ays, it makes sense not to walk alone at night.

ent: The question makes respondents assume there is a lot of
d that the assumed crime rate should affect decisions about
o alone. If a respondent does not accept these assumptions, the
n is very difficult. The question about how people feel about
o alone can be asked without the introductory assumptions.

iple 2c: Beware of questions that include hidden contingencies.

or weakness of some questions as measures is that the answers
what is to be measured only for a subset of the population. Such
ns are limited in their analytic value, because they are not

Principle 2. Ask one question at a time. ul measures for the whole sample.

Principle 2a. Avoid asking two questions at once. ive: To measure fear on the streets.

Example 4.4: Would you like to be rich and famous? ple 4.8: In the past month, have you crossed the street from one
to another in order to avoid going near someone you thought was
Example 4.5: Are you physically able to do things like run or swim itening?
without difficulty? f
ment: Crossing the street to avoid someone who appears fright-
g may be an indication of when someone is fearful. However, the
e of this particular question has at least two contingencies.
epends on a person having been out on the streets walking. If
N is quite fearful, he or she may avoid walking altogether. A bit
ubtly, fearful people may be particularly careful when and where
alk. Their patterns may be designed to avoid situations where
ht encounter people of whom they would be fearful. To the
hat they are successful, they will have avoided those situations
produce the occasion when they would feel compelled to cross
{1
I_.-.eryone in the sample could be assumed to have had the same
- of exposure to walking on the street, then the rate at which they
=d crossing the street might be an indication of either fearfulness
Xtent to which their streets contained fear-provoking people.
, the question as written provides no such opportunity to sort
le’s exposures. Moreover, even if it did, the fact that the rate
ehavior would be contingent on opportunities would mean that
be an imperfect measure for classifying all people in a sample.

Comment: Both of these questions are asking two questions, the
answers to which can be different. Respondents could want to be rich
but not famous; they could have difficulty running but not swimming. -
If a question includes two questions, and both questions are important,
ask two questions, one at a time.

Principle 2b: Avoid questions that impose unwarranted assumptions.

Example 4.6: With the economy the way it is, do you think investing
in the stock market is a good idea?

Comment: Sudman and Bradburn (1982) call this a one-and-a-half-
barreled question (as contrasted with a double-barreled question). In the
end, only a single question is asked, but the introductory clause asks th®
respondent to buy into an analysis of the economy. Admittedly, the
clause does not exactly specify the state of the economy. However, ﬂ}‘
implication is negative. Moreover, the question imposes a relationshif’
between “the economy” and investing that some people might not $¢€
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-i'.:.-u 3a: To the extent possible, the words in questions should
so that all respondents understand their meaning, and all
onts have the same sense of what the meaning is.

Overall, a more direct rating of how fearful people perceive themse]y, -:
to be walking in the streets would almost certainly be a better approac
to measuring fearfulness for all individuals in the sample in a way thag
would be analytically useful.

wciple 3b: To the extent that words or terms must be used that have
s that are likely not to be shared, definitions should be provided
pondents.

Objective: To measure social activity

Example 4.9: How often did you attend religious services or particj.

pate in church-related activities during the past month? ple 3b is particularly important. Occasionally, one will see a

or which interviewers will be given definitions to provide to

Comment: The obvious limitation of this question as a measure of nts who ask for them.

social activity is that it is contingent upon church being one of the
organizations in which a person is active. For all those people who are
not affiliated with or interested in churches, the answer has no meaning
as a measure of social activity. In combination with other items, there
is a possibility this item could be a useful part of a social activity index.
However the more generally applicable the item, the better it is as a
measure of social activity.

ample 4.11: In the past 12 months, how many times have you
r talked with a medical doctor about your health? (IF ASKED:
e visits to psychiatrists, ophthalmologists, and any other pro-
nal with a medical degree.)

usly, such a procedure breaks the principle of having all re-
ts answer the same question and have the same stimulus. If
pondents are given definitions that others lack, respondents are
g different questions.

Objective: To measure limitations on physical activity resulting from
health problems

Example 4.10: In the past month, has your health limited your ability

ple 3c: The time period referred to by a question should be
to do vigorous activities, such as jogging, swimming, or biking?

uous. Questions about feelings or behaviors must refer to a
time.

Comment: For those people who do these activities, the question may f

provide information about the extent to which health is affecting their
lives. However, for the people who do not normally do such things, their
“no” answer will mean something entirely different. Instead of saying
that their health is not limiting them, they essentially are saying they
are not limited because they do not normally do these sorts of things:
This question can provide information only for that subset of the peoplé
who normally jog, swim, or bike.

ple 4.12: How often do you feel tired during the day—always,
sometimes, rarely, or never?

, le 4.12a: Are you able to run half a mile without stopping?

le 4.12b: How many drinks do you usually have on days when
Irink any alcoholic beverages at all?

iment: All of these questions assume the answers are stable over
d fail to specify a reference period. In fact, it is easy to think that
ers for a short time period (yesterday, last week) might be
from the average answers over a longer period (last month, last
acute illness, a holiday season, or a difficult period of work
les of recent factors that could affect answers. If respondents

WORDING QUESTIONS

Principle 3: A survey question should be worded so that €veé
respondent is answering the same question.
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choose to answer about different reference periods (one chooses the paes 1 make it easier for interviewers to read the questions exactly
week, another chooses the past year) their answers may differ for I '
reason alone. It is always good practice to specify the time period abou :
which respondents are to report. ' iple 4b: A question should end with the question itself. If there
_ onse alternatives, they should constitute the final part of the
Principle 3d: If what is to be covered is too complex to be includeg 1l

in a single question, ask multiple questions. '
Example 4.14a: Would you say that you are very likely, fairly
Principle 4: If a survey is to be interviewer administered, wording of or not likely to move out of this house in the next year?
the questions must constitute a complete and adequate script such thas
when interviewers read the question as worded, respondents will be

xample 4.14b: If the election were held today, do you think you
fully prepared to answer the question. '

be more likely to vote for Governor Clinton or President Bush,
ing the way you see the issues now?

Wording issues are somewhat different for questions that are self-
administered, where respondents read the questions themselves, than
when interviewers are going to read questions. In particular, when
designing an interview schedule, it is important to appreciate the fact
that an interaction is going on that potentially may influence the wa
questions are presented. It is important to design the questions to take
that reality into account (see Suchman & Jordan, 1990).

went: In both of the above examples, respondents are very
/ to be prepared to answer the question as read. In the first
, experience shows that respondents will forget the response
ile they are concentrating on what the question is. In the same
n there are dangling clauses at the end of questions, respon-
likely to find they can no longer remember the terms of the

Principle 4a: If definitions are to be given, they should be given ;
before the question itself is asked. "Example 4.14a: In the coming year, how likely are you to move
g another home? Would you say very likely, fairly likely, or not very

Bad Example 4.13a: How many days in the past week have you done. ely?
any exercise? When you consider exercise be sure to include walking,
work around the house, or work on a job, if you think they constituted

exercise.

question puts the response alternatives at the end. The respon-
listen to the question, knows the response task is coming up,
n hears the terms in which the question is to be answered.

final point about questions such as the one directly above:
dents often will interrupt the interviewer before the response
es are read, if it is not clear that response alternatives are going
. In the example, a complete question has been read before the
alternatives come into play.

reason for trying to avoid having respondents interrupt the
er, before the response alternatives are read, is that interview-
N put in an awkward position, which they handle inconsis-
uppose a respondent jumps into the above question, saying
g like, “There is very little chance that we’ll be moving in the
- By the rules of standardized measurement, the interviewer
back and read the whole question, including all the response

Better Example 4.13b: The next question is going to ask you about
how often you’ve engaged in exercise. We want you to include
walking, anything you may do around the house, or work you do o8
a job if you think they constitute exercise. So using that definition _
in the last week, on how many days did you do any exercise? :

Experience shows that respondents are likely to interrupt the reading
of a question once they think they have heard a question. When that
happens, interviewers will vary in how conscientiously they read deﬁ.,
nitions, such as those in the bad example. By putting the definitions fif
in a question, researchers increase the likelihood that all respondef®
will hear the needed definitions before they answer the question, 8%
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s there any other health condition or problem that affects you?

ou consider (ANSWER TO QUESTION A) to be a big problem, some
em, or no problem at all?

alternatives. However, studies show that some interviewers wil] d
guess what a respondent would have chosen, had the standarg; -..
question been administered. It is in the interests of the researcher to try
to provide a script that maximizes the chances the interviewer Wi]
present the question exactly the same to each respondent. ' this form, it does not make much sense. Moreover, as
ement, given the fact that only a few people will add “other
ns” and there will be very little overlap among the “other prob-
the analytic value of the results will be trivial. For most such
t asking about “other problems” would probably serve the

ers best.

Probably Better Example 4.14b: Which of these categories begt
describes how likely you think you are to move in the next year: v, ]
likely, fairly likely, or not likely?

Comment: Including the concept that categories are coming up in th,
question probably will reduce the likelihood that the respondent will

iple 5: Clearly communicate to all respondents the kind of
interrupt the interviewer before the whole question is read. '

that constitutes an adequate answer to a question.

Another Bad Example 4.15a: Please tell me whether you consider.
each of the following to be a big problem, a small problem, or no.
problem at all. :

iest way to communicate to respondents what kind of answer
is to provide a list of acceptable answers. Indeed, such “closed
s” constitute a major part of the survey research enterprise.
er, there are times when it is best to allow respondents to
their own words. In some cases, there are more response
ves than reasonably could be provided, or the researcher may
it is not possible to anticipate the range of possible answers. At
nes, it is best to have respondents answer questions in their own
(See also appendix C.) However, that does not mean the terms
wer should not be clearly specified.

a. Pain in your bones or joints
b. Difficulty breathing
c. Any other health problem

Comment: There are numerous problems with the example above.
First, the question itself is not put in a form that constitutes a script for
an interviewer. In fact, there is no question. It is almost certain that if
an interviewer read the words above, the respondent would be unpre-

pared to answer a question e 4.16: When did you move to this community?

Better Example 4.15b: How much of a problem do you consider Ssible Answers:

(READ EACH)—big problem, some problem, or no problem at all? 1 ;
1 was sixteen.

:lﬁer I was married.

In that format, it is easy to see that there is a script for an interviewer- 953
733,

The interviewer can read the question as worded, filling in the various.
health problems from the list, and prepare the respondent to answer eacit
question. '

Another common mistake is including “other health problem” in 1€
question. Such a category is often seen in lists such as this, but in fa¢t
it does not constitute a viable question. In order to do anything at %
with this question, the interviewer is forced to make up two differef
questions:

of those answers constitutes an adequate answer to the question
d. However, they cannot be compared and analyzed. If some
Swer in terms of how old they were, whereas others provide a
® iS no way to integrate the data into a single analysis.

oblem is that the question does not specify the terms in which
her wants the answer.
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Possible Alternative Questions: h to improving the question is to provide a list of possible

from a single perspective.

In what year did you move to this community?

How old were you when you moved to this community? r Example 4.17c: Was your last visit to a doctor mainly because

condition that you have had for some time, mainly to find out
Either one of these questions communicates to all respondents the about a condition that you only recently noticed, or just for a general

kind of answers that are acceptable and enables the researcher to easily kup, for no particular problem or condition?

analyze the resulting answers.
One temptation might be to ask interviewers to explain to respondents

what is wanted, in the event that they do not discern it. Obviously that

violates a basic principle that interviewers should be given an adequate

script, and all respondents should be asked the same questions. . ' possible Answers:

ple 4.18: Where do you get most of your information about

Another Bad Example 4.17a: Why did you go to the doctor the last m reading.
time? newspapers.

_ m Ann Landers.
Possible Answers: _ the media.

Because I wasn’t feeling well.
Because my husband had been nagging me, and I decided it was time to go.
Because the doctor had scheduled me to come back.
To get a shot.

one sense, all these answers provide some information. The infor-
n is of a negative sort. The answers are not “from my doctor,” or
friends.” However, the answers are very different. The question
ves no clue as to how specific respondents’ answers are sup-
to be. When the respondent says “reading,” does it matter whether
ondent is reading newspapers, magazines, or medical journals?
'-:the respondent says, “from the media,” does it matter whether it
n the television, from newspapers, or from the radio? In fact, the
swer for all the respondents giving the above answers might
een “Ann Landers.” If Ann Landers was the principal source of
ion on health care, any one of those four answers would have
usible, right answers.

question itself provides no information to respondents about
evel of detail is wanted. Moreover, there are no words in the
on that an interviewer can use to stimulate the respondent to get
right level of specificity. Some good, nondirective probing, such
ll me more about that,” will help to make the general answers more
ic. However, to the extent that researchers can communicate to
ilewers and respondents more clearly and consistently what kind
Wer will meet their needs, they will have more comparable data
Pondent to respondent, will make interviewing more consistent,
have better measurement and data.

Once again, there is nothing in the question that specifies the kind of
answer that is needed. Do we want to know what the medical condition
or problem is that leads to the visit? Do we want to know what the
impetus was (not feeling well, spouse was nagging) for deciding to go?
Do we want to know what the patient thought or hoped was going to be.
done (checkups, shots, X-rays)? 4

The last three answers tell us nothing about the condition for which
the patient was going to be treated. If we were interested in that, we
should have asked: 3

Example 4.17b: For what kind of health condition or problem, if anys
were you going to see the doctor? ]

We could infer that perhaps two of the answers (not feeling well, Sho i’
were for diagnosis or treatment of a condition and not for a gene™®
checkup. The other two answers are ambiguous on that point. One
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b of the interviewer in a survey is intrinsically difficult. The
ks are listening to answers, figuring out whether an adequate
as been given and, if not, deciding what sort of follow-up probe
to elicit an adequate answer. When designing a survey instrument,
sarcher should try to make figuring out how to read the questions,
estions to read, and how to record the answers as simple as
, so interviewers can focus on the real substance of the job.
fferent reasons, it is important to make self-administered ques-
es easy. For the most part, respondents are not very motivated.
Hon, it should be assumed that respondents are not facile readers.
of those reasons, survey instruments should be designed to be
y to go through as possible.

an interviewer-administered instrument, some of principles enun-
above will be helpful. Providing interviewers with a good script,
at provides the needed definitions, and designing questions that
nicate the kind of answers required will improve the ability of
nts to do their jobs and decrease the amount of work interview-

Principle 5a: Specify the number of responses to be given to quesu‘on‘,'
for which more than one answer is possible. '

Example 4.19: What was it about the brand you bought that made you |
buy it rather than some other brand?

Comment: Respondents will vary in the number of features they
mention, and interviewers will vary in how much they probe for multj.
ple responses. These sources of variability can be eliminated by asking;

Example 4.19a: What was the most important feature of the brand
you bought that made you buy it rather than some other brand?

Comment: This form eliminates the variability in the number of
answers given.

Example 4.20: Which of these forms of exercise have you done in the

past 30 days? ve to do. In addition, the simple mechanics of formatting the
ment properly can make the interviewer’s job go more smoothly.

a. Swimming gres 4.1 through 4.3 provide three examples of survey instru-

b. Jogging or running . The questions are all the same, but the formats are somewhat

c. Biking ent.

d. Skiing st four conventions are basic to every interview schedule, and

e. Working out on an indoor exercise equipment, such as a rower, Staif her designing an interview schedule needs to attend to them in

Master, or exercycle

hen question wording involves some kind of choice, such as
‘when the interviewer has to decide on the exact words (he/she) is
read, a convention is needed. For example, when a question asks
out a (SPOUSE), a convention such as placing the word in caps
1 be used to designate a place where an interviewer will choose
etween (husband/wife) as the exact word to use. All of the
amples put optional wording in parentheses. Each has a slightly
ferent, but internally consistent, way of presenting optional
rding. All of these conventions serve the purpose of alerting the
terviewer that a choice is to be made, and also maintain the
Principle of the researcher writing the script, so words can be read
actly.
clear distinction should be made between instructions to inter-
Viewers and the words that interviewers should read as part of the
estion. SOMETIMES INSTRUCTIONS TO INTERVIEWERS |

Comment: The instruction (CHECK ALL THAT APPLY) is not
consistently effective in a self-administered form; some respondents will
check one box and move on. If an interviewer is involved and respon-
dents are looking at the list of activities, this form may be all right. For
self-administered forms and telephone interviews, however, a series of
yes/no questions about each activity is a better question form. Interpret-
ing a nonanswer to mean “no” is always risky and should be avoided.

FORMATTING SURVEY INSTRUMENTS

Principle 6: Design survey instruments to make the tasks of reading
questions, following instructions, and recording answers as easy a5
possible for interviewers and respondents.
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A4,
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INTERVIEWER CHECK:

Figure 4.1. Interviewer-Administered Interview, Version 1

. On (REFERENCE DATE) were you working at a job for pay?

. There should be a consistent convention to help interviewers deal
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rence date) were you working at a job for pay?

1[] YES (SKIP TO A2)

2[1NO NO

Ala. Prior to (REFERENCE DATE), did you ever work at a job for pay? }
1[]1YES Prior to (reference date), did you ever work at a job for pay?
2] NO (SKIP TO A6)

YES NO }-->GO TO A6, PAGE 2

(On (REFERENCE DATE!/ or your last job BEFORE REFERENCE DATE)

hat kind of busi ind did in? 4 !
g ke e deod i (reference date/ or your last job before reference date) what kind of business

dustry did you work in?

Were you self-employed or did you work for someone else?

1[1SELF
2[] OTHER

e you self-employed or did you work for someone else?

SELF OTHER

What kind of work were you doing then?

t kind of work were you doing then?
Now, some questions about your current working situation. Are you currently

working at a job for pay, are you on sick or disability leave from a job, or are
you not employed now?
1 [ ] CURRENTLY WORKING FOR PAY (GO TO A6)

2[] SICK OR DISABILITY LEAVE FROM A JOB (SKIP TO A9)
3 [ 1 NOT EMPLOYED (DO INTERVIEWER CHECK) L

some questions about your current working situation. Are you currently
ng at a job for pay, are you on sick or disability leave from a job, or are you
mployed now?

TLY WORKING FOR PAY ][[ ———>GO TO A6, PAGE 2 |

( R DISABILITY LEAVE FROM A JOB |I| >GO TO A9, PAGE 4 ||

APLOYED ||| ————>GO TO INTERVIEWER CHECKPOINT |

1 [11IFR’S RESPONSE TO Ala IS “NO” AND R IS NOT EMPLOYED NOW
(SKIP TO A20) g
2 [11IFR’S RESPONSE TO Ala IS NOT “NO” AND R IS NOT EMPLOYED NOW
(SKIP TO A15)

INTERVIEWER CHECKPOINT

ARE WRITTEN IN CAPITAL LETTERS, and the words that
interviewers are to read to respondents are put in lower case. A
different convention (Figure 4.2) is to place instructions to inter-
viewers in shaded areas. The key is to have a consistent conven-
tion, so interviewers do not have to spend time and mental energy
during an interview deciding what to read to respondents and what |
words are instructions to them. 3
}.2. Interviewer-Administered Interview, Version 2
with skips in the interview schedule. Two of the attached examples :
simply use written skip instructions keyed to particular responses:
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Al. On (reference date) were you working at a job for pay?

YRS (SKIPTO A2) .
Lo IR (ASK Ala) .,
Ala. Prior to (reference date), did you ever work at a job for pay?
MR ... 1.

1
NO...(GOTOQA6,P2).. 5

A2. (On (reference datel or your last job before reference date) what kind of businesg

or industry did you work in?

(industry)

A3. Were you self-employed or did you work for someone else?

A4. What kind of work were you doing then?

(type of work)

AS5. Now, some questions about your current working situation. Are you currently
working at a job for pay, are you on sick or disability leave from a job, or are you

not employed now?
CURRENTLY WORKINGFORPAY ............. (GOTOA6,P.2)...1
SICK OR DISABILITY LEAVEFROM A JOB ..... (GOTOA9,P4)...2
NOTEMPLOYED" /5y vl s iaammnar e sl e s o0 o0 3

IF R’S RESPONSE TO AlaIS “NO” AND R IS NOT EMPLOYED NOW,
GO TO Q. A20,P.5

IF R’S RESPONSE TO Ala IS NOT “NO” AND R IS NOT EMPLOYED NOW,
GO TO Q. Al5,P.5

Figure 4.3. Interviewer-Administered Interview, Version 3

The other example uses boxes and arrows to make it visually
evident where to go. It probably does not matter which convention
is used, but being consistent throughout the interview schedule,
and being clear, will make the interviewer’s job easier.
4. Conventions for recording answers should be consistent. Research

organizations differ in how they ask interviewers to record an-
swers. Some have interviewers circle numbers (version 3); somé

have them check boxes (version 1); some have them draw X'
through the chosen answer. The particular approach is less impor™
tant than that the survey instrument be consistent in having intér”

.-ING GOOD SURVEY INSTRUMENTS 97

you last filled out a questionnaire have you:

1[] YES = For how many months did you
take medications?
# months
2[1NO

Are you still taking medications?

1[]YES
2[]NO

d balloon dilation of the prostate?

1[] YES (How many times?) #
2[1NO

I

much do you worry about your health because of your prostate condition?

1[]1ALOT
2[]SOME
3[]ONLY A LITTLE
4[]NOT AT ALL

hen you worry about your health, what do you worry about?

Q3, NEXT PAGE

Self-Administered Questionnaire, Version 1

ers do the same thing throughout an interview, without hav-

g to think about it.

0 pages after that present some examples of self-administered
instruments (Figures 4.4 and 4.5).

ke it obvious to respondents which questions they are to answer
d which ones they are to skip. Most designers of self-administered
stionnaires try to minimize skips. However, when they are
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1. Since you last filled out a questionnaire have you: ly the most important point, rather than any particular solution

ese problems, is that issues of ease of administration be given
' in designing survey instruments. That may seem self-evident,
ot uncommon to see survey instruments in which other things,
‘saving paper or putting lots of questions on pages to make an

A. taken any medications prescribed by a doctor to relieve your prostate Symptg 1

YES —>GO TO Aa NO —>GO TOB

Aa. For how many months did you take medications? # MONTHS ent look short, are given priority instead. The priority should be
Ab. Are you still taking medications? ing instruments that are easy to read and easy to use for inter-
YES NO and respondents.
" NS AT TRAINING RESPONDENTS
B. had balloon dilation of the prostate?
ime a standard survey process is to be carried out, there is some
YES —>GO TO Bb NO —>GO TO 2, this page e SrNeY.P

tation or training of respondents that has to occur. If the purpose
uestion-and-answer process is to measure intelligence, ability,
ledge, even then there will be some training and orientation of
taking the test: what are the priorities (to answer as many
ons right as possible); what are the rules of the process (how long
can take; to what extent, if any, wrong answers are discounted);
¢ the purposes of each section or area of a test?

Bb. How many times?

" EVERYONE ANSWERS_T|-|

2. How much do you worry about your health because of your prostate condition?

ALOT SOME ONLY A LITTLE NOT AT ALL —>GO TO Q3,

NEXT PAGE iple 7: Measurement will be better to the extent that people
ing questions are oriented to the task in a consistent way. It is
ble that test scores reflect differences in understanding how to
e test (as compared with differences in the knowledge the test is
to measure). In a survey, we try to minimize differences in
attributable to differences in the ways that respondents are

to the task.

2a. When you worry about your health, what do you worry about?

Figure 4.5. Self-Administered Questionnaire, Version 2

i lere are three areas in which respondents require training:
necessary, maximizing the extent to which it is visually obvious )
to respondents, rather than relying on reading instructions, is e priorities or goals of the task

probably a good idea. The two examples provide several ap- e data collection process and how to play the respondent role

proaches to making skips visually evident. = The purposes or goals of any particular subpart of the survey
2. Make it as obvious as possible how to answer questions. Making
the response task consistent throughout a questionnaire is prob-
ably helpful. Most designers of self-administered qucstiom‘lail'es
try to minimize or avoid altogether questions that need tO b4
answered in narrative form. '

I8 in the interests of researchers to try to ensure consistent training
dents in each of these areas. In Fowler and Mangione (1990),
- more detail is provided about the rationale and importance of
g respondents to their task.
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' Whel} asurvey is being done by mail, researchers must rely on Writtep . MEDICARE OUTCOME STUDY: INFORMATION SHEET
| S AT b et b
7 7 ’ ound jp he University of Massachusetts Center for Survey Research.
Flgure 4.6, may be a reasonably effective way to get some of thi i NSORING THE STUDY? The Agency for Health Care Policy and
information across to respondents in a consistent way. However, ope 4 a. h, which is part of the United States Public Health Service.
the prices of mail surveys is that there is less ability to engage in THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY? The purpose of the study is to get a
effective respondent training. ] of the effects of prostate radiation on a wide sample of men like yourself. It
When an interviewer is used, the potential for effective respondegl Ip physicians and patients have better information about what to expect after
training is clearly enhanced. However, some interviewers are reluctant
to assume that kind of orienting role when they are asking people 3
volunteer to be respondents.
Interviewers need to dissociate the issue of enlisting cooperation
from the issue of how the respondent is to perform the job. Researchers’
can help interviewers by providing standardized orienting instructions
for interviewers to use. :
The following is an example of an introduction that Cannell, Groves,
Magilavy, Mathiowetz, and Miller (1987) have used as a way of assert-
ing the priority of providing accurate and complete answers.

KINDS OF QUESTIONS WILL BE ASKED? Questions about your general
radiation affected you, and how you are feeling now.
YOU GET MY NAME? Your name and address were selected from the
the Health Care Financing Administration (HCFA), the administrators of the
re program. HCFA participates in important studies designed to help evaluate
veness of medical care in different parts of the country.
VE TO PARTICIPATE? Participation in the study is voluntary. In particular,
uld know that participation will have no effect at all on your Medicare benefits.
if you don’t choose to participate, we will lose the benefit of your
and lower the accuracy of the study. If there are any questions you prefer
er, you can skip those questions.
G WILL IT TAKE? The length depends somewhat on your answers. Some
have more to say than others. However, the average time to complete the
naire is about 20 minutes.

ANSWERS CONFIDENTIAL? Yes. Your answers will never be used in any
t would identify you. They will be combined with answers from other
ts to make a statistical report. The ID number on the questionnaire and
are just so we know you returned a form.
THE DATA BE REPORTED? The research results will be reported in
ic journals and will provide important data for patient information materials

e created to help patients who have prostate cancer decide how they want to

This research is authorized by the Public Health Service Act. It’s impor-
tant for the Public Health Service to get exact details on every question,
even on those which may seem unimportant to you. This may take extra
effort. Are you willing to think carefully about each question in order to
give accurate information?

If the respondent agreed, the following statement was read:

For our part, we will keep all information you give confidential. Of course,
the interview is voluntary. Should we come to any question which you do
not want to answer, just let me know and we’ll move on to the next one. Example of a Fact Sheet

We also know that respondents often do not know how a standardized,
interview is to proceed. As a result, interviewers find it extremely
helpful to read something like the following before beginning a stai
dardized interview (Fowler & Mangione, 1990):

Wn your answers word for word. In other cases, you will be given a list
wers and asked to choose the one that fits best. If at any time during
erview you are not clear about what is wanted, be sure to ask me.

Since many people have never been in an interview exactly like this, let
me read you a paragraph that tells a little bit about how it works. I am
going to read you a set of questions exactly as they are worded so that
every respondent in the survey is answering the same questions. You'll
be asked to answer two kinds of questions. In some cases, you'll be asked ]
to answer in your own words. For those questions, I will have to writé

an instruction does two things to improve measurement. First,
respondents what to expect. It makes them more likely to
T by choosing one of the categories provided or to answer slowly
they are required to provide narrative responses, so interviewers
rd answers completely. Second, once interviewers have told
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respondents what interviewers do, it makes it easier for them to do whgy
they are supposed to do and harder to behave in ways that are incongjg.
tent with the way they are trained. 1

Finally, researchers often neglect efforts to provide respondents wigy
an overview of the purposes of a series of questions. .

Example: The next series of questions is designed to try to get g
picture of all the different kinds of medical care that you haye
received in the last 12 months. We will be asking about doctors, going
to hospitals, tests, and other things doctors may have done to diagnose
or treat health conditions.

Having too many of these instructions may seem long and boring to
interviewers and respondents. In particular, it is unlikely that respon-
dents filling out self-administered forms want to read lengthy explana-
tions for each section. On the other hand, such introductions can provide
a sense of purpose and rationale to a series of questions, that otherwise
might seem dispersed and redundant. More research is needed to kno!
how to do these things best. However, almost certainly more use of
orienting and explanatory introductions to sections of questions would
improve the question-and-answer and measurement process. -

CONCLUSION

The principles outlined in this chapter emerge largely from studies 0 i
the relationships between question characteristics and survey error:
Many of the problems discussed can be identified by informed obser
vation. Thus one approach to evaluating a survey instrument is 0
critically review a draft set of questions to identify those that clearly
violate the principles outlined in this chapter (summarized in Figur®
4.7). Some problems, such as whether or not a reference period 18
specified or whether questions include parenthetical clauses that shO“l
be read to everyone, can be unambiguously identified in this V}’*‘Y
However, most of the principles enunciated pertain to how quest1on®
work for respondents and interviewers. To assess that, the opinioﬂ_s .'
members of the research team are no substitute for empirical tes'tl
Procedures for evaluating questions prior to a survey are the topi® %
Chapter 5.
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The strength of survey research is asking people about their firsthand

experiences: what they have done, their current situations, their feelings

and perceptions.

Principle 1a: Beware of asking about information that is only acquired
secondhand.

Principle 1b: Beware of hypothetical questions.
Principle Ic: Beware of asking about causality.
Principle 1d: Beware of asking respondents about solutions to complex

problems.
Ask one question at a time.

Principle 2a:  Avoid asking two questions at once.
Principle 2b:  Avoid questions that impose unwarranted assumptions.
Principle 2c:  Beware of questions that include hidden contingencies.

A survey question should be worded so that every respondent is answering
the same question.

To the extent possible, the words in questions should be
chosen so that all respondents understand their meaning
and all respondents have the same sense of what the
meaning is.

To the extent that words or terms must be used that have
meanings that are likely not to be shared, definitions
should be provided to all respondents.

The time period referred to by a question should be
unambiguous.

If what is to be covered is too complex to be included in a
single question, ask multiple questions.

Principle 3a:

Principle 3b:

Principle 3c:

Principle 3d:

If a survey is to be interviewer administered, wording of the questions
must constitute a complete and adequate script such that, when
interviewers read the question as worded, respondents will be fully
prepared to answer the question.

Principle 4a: If definitions are to be given, they should be given before
the question itself is asked.
Principle 4b: A question should end with the question itself. If there are

response alternatives, they should constitute the final part
of the question.

Clearly communicate to all respondents the kind of answer that constitutes
an adequate answer to a question.

Principle 5a:  Specify the number of responses to be given to questions
for which more than one answer is possible.

Design survey instruments to make the task of reading questions,
following instructions, and recording answers as easy as possible for
interviewers and respondents.

Measurement will be better to the extent that people answering questions
are oriented to the task in a consistent way.

Summary of Principles of Good Question Design




