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Constructing questionnaires

Questionnaires are the most common method of
collecting survey data. This chapter outlines how to:

construct individual survey questions that work;

get the wording of questions right;

use a variety of question formats;

test whether your questions satisfy the principles

of good question design;

structure and design questionnaires from individ-

ual questions;

B modify questionnaires depending on the way in
which they are to be administered;

B pilot test a questionnaire to see if it works.

SELECTING AREAS

Typically, when using questionnaires, it is difficult to
go back to people to collect additional information.
Therefore it is crucial to think ahead and anticipate
what information will be needed to ensure that the
relevant questions are asked.

There are a number of ways of working out
which questions to ask. First, the research problem
will aftect which concepts need to be measured (see
Chapter 3). Second, the indicators we devise for
these concepts are crucial in determining which

questions to ask (see Chapter 4). Third, our hunches
about the mechanisms by which variables are linked
or about factors which might explain relationships
will require that certain questions be included (see
Chapter 16). Fourth, the way data are to be analysed
affects what information is needed: it is pointless
collecting information which cannot be analysed and
frustrating to discover that you do not have the
necessary data for certain analysis. It 1s not possible to
develop a questionnaire that can be analysed properly
unless you first understand methods of analysis (see
Chapters 12 to 17). Finally, the method by which the
questionnaire is to be administered affects the type of
questions that can be asked. If the questionnaire is
administered by a trained interviewer more complex
questions can be used since there is opportunity for
clarification. In addition, follow-up questions which
draw on answers to earlier questions can be used.
With self-administered questionnaires such as those
sent out by post you need to concentrate on clarity
and simplicity.

In summary, the art of questionnaire design
involves thinking ahead about the research problem,
what the concepts mean and how we will analyse
the data. The questionnaire should reflect both
theoretical thinking and an understanding of data
analysis.
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BOX 7.1

Checklist to guide questionnaire
content in explanatory research

Do you have questions that provide:

1 measures of the dependent variable(s);
2 measures of the independent variable(s);
3 measures of test variable;

4 background measures.

QUESTION CONTENT

It 1s helpful to distinguish between five distinct types
of question content: behaviour, beliefs, knowledge,
attitudes and attributes (Dillman, 1978: 80). Imagine
that you are conducting a study on the topic of
workforce participation of mothers of preschool age
children and you had a sample of mothers—some
with young children, others with older children.
Before you could formulate any questionnaire items
you would need to be very clear about the issues in
which you are interested.

If you were interested in behaviour you would
formulate questions to establish what people do. For
example, you would ask whether the respondent is
working or did work with a preschool age child.
Depending on the precise research question this can
provide useful information. It can provide a map of
which types of mothers work and which types do
not and may help locate factors which facilitate or
hinder workforce participation. But too often
researchers try to use behavioural measures to ex-
trapolate to beliefs and attitudes. This is open to real
dangers of misinterpretation. Since people are
neither very consistent nor rational and may not have
the luxury of behaving as they might like, any
conclusions we can draw about beliefs or attitudes
from behaviour are very limited.

If you are interested in beliefs—in what people
believe is true or false—you need to ask quite differ-
ent types of question. For example, you might ask
people for their estimate of the percentage of
mothers with preschool-age children who are in the
paid labour force or ask about what they believe to
be the effects of day care centres on the emotional

development of preschool-age children. The focus of
belief questions is on establishing what people think
1s true rather than on the accuracy of their beliefs.

Knowledge questions have some similarities to
belief questions. They seek to discover respondents’
knowledge of particular facts, such as the percentage
of children in child-care, the government programs
designed to assist parents with pre-schoolers to work
part-time, and the tax implications of working part-
time. However, while belief questions are designed to
discover what people believe, knowledge questions
are formulated to establish the accuracy of their beliefs.
The difference between knowledge and belief ques-
tions lies less in the construction of the question than
in the way the answers are interpreted and used.

Belief questions can be distinguished from those
that aim to establish the respondent’s attitudes.
Whereas belief questions ascertain what the respond-
ent thinks is true, attitude questions try to establish
what they think is desirable. An attitudinal focus might
ask about attitudes regarding whether or not mothers
with preschool-age children ought to participate in
the workforce.

Finally, attribute questions are designed to obtain
information about the respondents’ characteristics.
Such questions would normally include information
about their age, education, occupation, gender,
ethnicity, marital status and so forth. For the study of
workforce participation of mothers with preschool-
age children you might ask about attributes such as
the number of children, the age of the child, income,
type of job, whether the job was full-time or part-
time and other related information.

[t 1s important to be clear about the precise type
of information required for a number of reasons. First,
the failure to adequately distinguish between these
five types of information arises from a lack of clarity
about the research question and inadequate concep-
tualisation. This can lead to the collection of quite the
wrong type of information. If we are interested in
exploring people’s actual behaviour, a set of questions
that in fact taps beliefs or attitudes will be of little use.
Second, we might be interested in all five types of
information. An awareness of the five types of infor-
mation that can be collected should lead to the
systematic development of questions for each type
rather than a haphazard set of questions on the broad
topic which may or may not tap all types of topic.
Third, when it comes to analysis and the development
of scales (see Chapter 11), it is important to develop
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composite measures; however, these normally need to
be composite measures of the same type of infor-
mation. Attitude questions can be combined with
other attitude questions to form an index of some
sort or another but it would normally be quite inap-
propriate to combine the four types of information
into a single measure: they tap quite different things.

Direction, extremity and intensity of attitudes

[t is important to distinguish the direction of a person’s
attitude from both the extremity of their position and
the intensity with which they hold that position. Each
of these three aspects of an attitude requires a differ-
ent sort of question.

We may wish to know people’s views about
whether government economic policy ought to be
directed more at reducing inflation and the govern-
ment deficit or at reducing unemployment. We could
discover the direction of a person’s attitude by simply
asking them which of the two policy directions they
think is the more desirable. But we could learn more
by asking how extreme their view is. There are two
ways in which this is commonly done. The first is to
provide a statement that expresses a position (e.g. the
government’s first priority ought to be to reduce
unemployment even if this leads to increased infla-
tion and problems with the deficit) and asking them
to say how strongly they agree or disagree with it.
Alternatively, a seven-point scale might be used in
which ‘reduce inflation’ is placed at one end and
‘reduce unemployment’ at the other. Respondents
can be asked to indicate where they would place
themselves between these two positions.

This approach does not necessarily detect the
intensity with which a position is held. Although
extremity and intensity of an attitude may often go
together, they are not the same thing. A person can
hold extreme positions but do so with little passion.
People may vote for extreme left- or right-wing
political parties without having a fervent commit-
ment to that party. Questions that measure a person’s
attitude position can usefully be followed up with
questions to detect the attitude intensity.

PRINCIPLES OF QUESTION DESIGN

Before dealing with the specifics of question word-
ing and answer formats it is important to highlight

six broad principles that must be built into question
design.

Reliability

The question should be answered in the same way
on different occasions if given to the same person
(assuming that the person has not changed in the
meantime). A question that fails to achieve consis-
tent responses is unreliable. Ambiguous or vague
question wording may produce unreliable responses
as respondents ‘read’ the question differently on
different occasions.

Validity

A valid question is one that measures what we think
it does. Thus if we use self-rated health (i.e. how
healthy are you?) as a measure of health we need to
be confident that it measures health rather than some-
thing else such as optimism and pessimism. If we use
an I1Q test to measure intelligence we want to be sure
that it does in fact measure intelligence, rather than
social class background.

Discrimination

Explanatory survey analysis requires that there is
variation in the sample on the key variables. If we
wanted to see if there was a link between gender and
income we would have to have a sample in which
there were men and women and in which there was
a good variety of income levels. Low variance may
reflect real homogeneity (or sameness) within the
sample (e.g. gender and income level). But it can also
stem from poor question design—a limited range of
response alternatives can produce low variance. If our
questions do not pick up actual variation in the
sample then the information obtained by the ques-
tion will be of no use at the data analysis stage. For
example, if we asked about income and simply had
two response categories of ‘Less than $100 000 a
year’ and ‘Over $100 000 a year’ we would not iden-
tify much variation in the sample. Most people
would be in the ‘Less than $100 000 a year’ category.
For analytic purposes all these people would be
treated as though they were the same despite what
might be considerable income difterences. A question
with finer grained response categories would identify
greater variation across the sample. Good questions
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will be sensitive to measuring real and meaningful
differences in a sample.

When measuring attitudes low variance can also
stem from using extreme attitude statements. For
example, an extreme statement such as ‘In a country
such as this, assassination of political leaders is accept-
able in order to bring about political change’ will
probably yield low variance. The solution is to
provide sufficient response alternatives to detect
meaningful variation and to avoid using extreme or
absolute statements.

Response rate

Ideally all respondents will answer every question that
applies to them but experience tells us that some ques-
tions can elicit relatively high non-response. Non-
response needs to be minimised both because of the
loss of information and the data analysis difficulties it
introduces. Non-response is affected by question
content, question construction, method of adminis-
tration and questionnaire length. Intrusive, sensitive,
irrelevant or repetitive questions as well as those that
are poorly worded, difficult to understand, difficult to
answer or have insufficient response categories can
frustrate respondents and produce non-response.

Same meaning for all respondents

When analysing questionnaires we assume that all
respondents have answered the same questions.
However if respondents interpret the questions in
different ways they are eftectively answering different
questions. If I use the term ‘old people’ or ‘elderly
people’ in a question respondents will use different
definitions for the terms ‘old’ or ‘elderly’ and in effect
be answering different questions. Careful question
design is needed to minimise this problem.

Relevance

Each question must earn its place in your survey.
For each question ask yourself whether it really is
necessary.

WORDING QUESTIONS

Considerable attention must be given to developing
clear, unambiguous and useful questions. To do this the

wording of the questions is fundamental. The checklist
of seventeen questions in Box 7.2 will help you to avoid
the most obvious problems with question wording.

1 Is the language simple?

Avoid jargon and technical terms. Look for simple
words without making questions sound condescend-
ing. Use simple writing guides or a thesaurus to help
(see Gowers, 1962; Strunk and White, 1972). A ques-
tion such as ‘Is your household run on matriarchal or
patriarchal lines?” will not do!

2 Can the question be shortened?
The shorter the question the less confusing and
ambiguous it will be. Avoid questions such as: ‘Has it

BOX 7.2 Question wording checklist

Is the language simple?

Can the question be shortened?
Is the question double-barrelled?
Is the question leading?

Is the question negative?

Is the respondent likely to have the
necessary knowledge?

7 Will the words have the same meaning
for everyone?

8 Is there a prestige bias?
9 Is the question ambiguous?
10 Is the question too precise?

11 Is the frame of reference for the question
sufficiently clear?

12 Does the question artificially create
opinions?

13 Is personal or impersonal wording
preferable?

14 Is the question wording unnecessarily
detailed or objectionable?

15 Does the question have dangling
alternatives?

16 Does the question contain gratuitous
qualifiers?

17 Is the question a ‘dead giveaway’?

o OB~ WD =
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happened to you that over a long period of time,
when you neither practised abstinence nor used birth
control, you did not conceive?’.

3 Is the question double-barrelled?

Double-barrelled questions are those which ask
more than one question. The question ‘how often do
you visit your parents?’ is double-barrelled. Separate
questions about a person’s mother and father should

be asked.

4 Is the question leading?

A leading question is one where either the question
structure or wording pushes people to provide a
response that they would not have given had the
question been asked in a more neutral way (Payne,
1951; Bradburn and Sudman, 1979; Belson, 1981).
Questions such as ‘Do you oppose or favour cutting
defence spending even if cuts turn the country
over to communists?’ are obviously leading. Leading
questions give respondents the impression that there
is a ‘correct’ response. Avoid linking an attitude posi-
tion, policy or whatever with a prestigious person.
Avoid phrases such as ‘Do you agree that ...?" or ‘Does
this seem like a good idea to you?’. The particular
terminology you use can be leading. Think of the
different impact of the choice of words ‘abortion’,
‘killing unborn babies’ or ‘ending a pregnancy’.

5 Is the question negative?

Questions which use ‘not’ can be difficult to under-
stand—especially when asking someone to indicate
whether they agree or disagree. The following ques-
tion could be confusing:

Marijuana should not be decriminalised
—Agree
—Disagree

Rewording the question to ‘Marjjuana use should
remain illegal’ avoids the confusion caused by using

< b

not .

6 Is the respondent likely to have the necessary
knowledge?

When asking about certain issues it is important that

respondents are likely to have knowledge about the

issue. A question which asks ‘Do you agree or

disagree with the government’s policy on legalising

drug injecting rooms?” would be unsatisfactory. For

issues where there is doubt, we might first ask a filter
question to see if people are aware of the govern-
ment’s policy on drug injecting rooms and then ask
the substantive question only if people answered ‘yes’
to the filter question. Alternatively, we should offer
the respondent the opportunity to say that they are
not sure what the government’s policy is.

7 Will the words have the same meaning
for everyone?

Depending on factors such as age group, subcultural
group and region, the meaning of some words will
vary, so care must be taken either to avoid such words
or to make your meaning clear. People also vary in
how they define certain terms. For example, the
answers people give to a question that asks them if
they have been a victim of a crime in the last five
years will depend on what they include in their defi-
nition of crime. For example, despite its illegality,
some people may exclude domestic violence from
their definitions of crime, thus leading to its under-
reporting.

8 Is there a prestige bias?

When an opinion is attached to the name of a pres-
tigious person and the respondent is then asked to
express their own view on the same matter, the ques-
tion can suffer from prestige bias. That is, the prestige
of the person who holds the view may influence the
way respondents answer the question. For example,
‘“What is your view about the Pope’s policy on birth
control?” could suffer from prestige bias. Eftectively
the question is double-barrelled: the answer may
reflect an attitude about the Pope or about birth
control—we cannot be sure which.

9 Is the question ambiguous?

Ambiguity can arise from poor sentence structure,
using words with several different meanings, use of
negatives and double negatives, and using double-
barrelled questions. The best way to avoid ambiguity
is to use short, crisp, simple questions.

10 Is the question too precise?

While we need to avoid questions which invite
vague and highly imprecise responses we also need to
avoid requiring answers that need more precision
than people are likely to be able to provide reliably.
Precise answers are not necessarily accurate answers.
Asking for too precise an answer can produce
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unreliable responses and add nothing useful to the
study (Foddy, 1993). For example, asking people
‘How many times in the last year did any member of
your household visit a doctor?” may yield precise
figures but they are likely to be both inaccurate and
unreliable.

11 Is the frame of reference for the question sufficiently
clear?
If you ask ‘How often do you see your mother?’,
establish within what time frame—within the last
year? the last month? If you mean the frequency
within the last year, ask “Within the last year how
often would you have seen your mother on average?’
and then provide alternatives such as ‘daily’ through
to ‘never’ to help further specify the meaning of the
question.

12 Does the question artificially create opinions?

On certain issues people will have no opinion.
You should therefore offer people the option of
responding ‘don’t know’, or ‘no opinion’. This can
lead to some people giving these responses to most
questions which can create its own problems, but not
including these alternatives will produce highly
unreliable, and therefore useless, responses (see p. 106
for further discussion).

13 Is personal or impersonal wording preferable?
Personal wording asks respondents to indicate how
‘they’ feel about something, whereas the impersonal
approach asks respondents to indicate how ‘people’
teel about something. The approach you use depends
on what you want to do with the answers. The
impersonal approach does not provide a measure of
someone’s attitudes but rather the respondent’s
perception of other people’s attitudes.

14 Is the question wording unnecessarily detailed

or objectionable?
Questions about precise age or income can create
problems. Since we normally do not need precise
data on these issues we can diffuse this problem by
asking people to put themselves in categories such as
age or income groups.

15 Does the question have dangling alternatives?

A question such as ‘Would you say that it is
frequently, sometimes, rarely or never that .. .?" is an
awkward construction. The alternative answers are

provided before the respondent has any subject
matter to anchor them to. The subject matter should
come before alternative answers are listed.

16 Does the question contain gratuitous qualifiers?

The italicised qualifiers in the following examples
would clearly affect the way people answer the ques-
tion—they eftectively present an argument for a
particular response. ‘Do you oppose or favour cutting
defence expenditure even if it endangers our national
security?” and ‘Do you favour or oppose increasing the
number of university places for students even if it leads
to a decline in standards?’

17 Is the question a ‘dead giveaway’?

Absolute, all-inclusive or exclusive words are
normally best avoided. Examples of such ‘dead give-
away’ words (Payne, 1951) are: all, always, each, every,
everybody, never, nobody, none, nothing. Since these
words allow no exceptions few people will agree
with the statement that includes them and this in
turn will result in low variance and poor question
discrimination.

SELECTING QUESTION TYPE

The other aspect of question construction is to
decide on the response format. Should it be open or
closed? If a closed format is used then a number of
alternative types are available.

Open and closed formats

A closed or forced-choice question is one in which
a number of alternative answers are provided from
which respondents are to select one or more of the
answers. An open-ended question is one for which
respondents formulate their own answers.

There is disagreement about which style is
preferable. A major problem of forced-choice ques-
tions is that on some issues they can create false
opinions either by giving an insufficient range of
alternatives from which to choose or by prompting
people with ‘acceptable’ answers. Further, the
torced-choice approach is not very good at taking
into account people’s qualifiers to the answers they
select.

There are, however, a number of advantages to
well-developed forced-choice questions. Where the
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questionnaire is long or people’s motivation to
answer is not high, forced-choice questions are useful
since they are quick to answer. This is particularly so
it the questionnaire is self~administered rather than
administered by a skilled interviewer who can estab-
lish rapport and increase motivation.

From a researcher’s point of view, forced-choice
questions are easier to code (see Chapter 9). Answers
to both closed and open questions need to be
grouped into categories at some stage. The difficul-
ties of doing this with open-ended questions often
mean that they never get used. Even if they are
grouped, researchers normally interpret answers and
put them in categories. Researchers can misinterpret
the answers and thus misclassify responses. Forced-
choice questions allow respondents to classify them-
selves, thus avoiding coders misclassifying what
people meant.

A further advantage of closed questions is that
they do not discriminate against the less talkative and
less articulate respondents. Asking people to formu-
late their own responses is fine for those who can do
it but the danger is that researchers will be overly
influenced by these responses and ignore the opin-
ions of the less articulate and less fluent.

A set of alternative responses can serve as useful
prompts for respondents. For example, a question
asking about the newspapers and magazines a person
has read in the last week will detect a higher reader-
ship level if the names of newspapers and magazines
are listed in a checklist than if the open-ended ques-
tion is simply asked without the list of responses.

If forced-choice questions are used, it is neces-
sary to put a lot of thought into developing alterna-
tive responses. The range must be exhaustive: a
thorough range of responses must be listed to avoid
biasing responses. This can be done by careful pilot
testing using less structured approaches to locate the
range of likely responses and by using the category
called ‘other (please specify)’ to allow for unantici-
pated responses.

The choice of open or closed questions depends
on many factors such as the question content,
respondent motivation, method of administration,
type of respondents, access to skilled coders to code
open-ended responses and the amount of time avail-
able to develop a good set of unbiased responses.
There is no right or wrong approach.

RESPONSE FORMATS AND
LEVEL OF MEASUREMENT

In Chapter 12 the concept of level of measurement
will be discussed. Go to pp. 203—6 and read the
section on levels of measurement. In that section you
will see that the level of measurement of a variable is
based on the response categories of a variable and the
relation of one response category to another.

The level of measurement of a variable is funda-
mental in the choice of statistical methods when we
come to analyse the data. The way we frame many
questions will influence the level of measurement of
a variable and thus the way we analyse data later on.

From a data analysis perspective it is generally
best to have data that are measured at the interval
level. This enables us to use a wider range of statisti-
cal methods and allows us to use the more powerful
techniques should we need them. From this perspec-
tive it is desirable to design questions so that they
result in interval-level variables. However, the prin-
ciples of good questionnaire design are not always
consistent with this and we may have to settle for less
precise question formats that collect ordinal-level
data. We will then be restricted to methods of analy-
sis that only require this sort of data.

‘We have some control over the level of measure-
ment of a variable. The way we ask the question, or
more precisely, the sort of response alternatives
provided will yield data at a nominal, ordinal or
interval level (see Figure 7.1).

DEVELOPING QUESTION RESPONSES

There are three guiding principles when developing
question responses.

Exhaustiveness (or inclusiveness)

Ensure that the response alternatives provide a suffi-
cient range of responses to cover all respondents.
A question that asks about marital status and includes
only ‘married’ and ‘divorced’ as alternatives is not
providing an exhaustive set of options.

Numeric rating scales (see below) are a good way
of providing an exhaustive set of responses for many
questions. Attitude questions should generally include
a ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ option (see p. 106) so
that those with no opinion are provided for. For some
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Interval level

How many years of formal education have you completed
since you left secondary school? (circle the number that
applies to you)

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 9+

Ordinal
What is the highest level of qualification you have completed
since leaving secondary school?

Certificate
Diploma
Bachelor’s degree
Graduate diploma
Masters degree
PhD

N B O

Nominal
Since leaving secondary school which of the following best
describes what you have been doing?

Further study

Working full-time (for an income)
Working and studying

Home duties

Travelling

None of the above

SN R O B

Question format and level of
measurement

Figure 7.1

questions it is appropriate to add an open category
where respondents can create their own answer if the
set provided has not been exhaustive. For example, a
question asking about the respondents’ country of
birth might provide a list of the most common coun-
tries but add a final, catch-all category of ‘Other
(please specify)’ to cover those respondents not
covered by the preset responses.

Exclusiveness

This principle means that for each ‘question’ a person
can provide one and only one answer to the ‘question’.
That is, the alternate responses should be mutually
exclusive. This 1s not a problem with rating scales and
questions where the response alternatives are graded
along a single continuum. Respondents may have
difficulty identitying where on the continuum they
lie but in principle they lie at a particular point.
Exclusiveness is a problem where a person
might quite legitimately select more than one of the
alternative responses, as illustrated in Figure 7.2.
There are several ways of dealing with this
problem. The first would be to add additional cat-

In your workplace would you say that getting ahead is
based on merit or gender?

[T Merit
[l Gender

Figure 7. 2 Non-exclusive responses

egories such as ‘Both’ or ‘Neither’. Another solution
is to reduce the choices to a single choice by asking
people to nominate which of the alternatives is most
important. In this case the question could be
rephrased to read ‘In your workplace which would
you say 1s the more important for getting ahead:
merit or gender?’

Another solution is to treat each response as a
separate question or variable. For example, instead
of asking whether gender or merit is the more
important we could ask respondents to show how
important each factor is (e.g. ‘Important’, ‘Not
important’, and ‘No opinion’). Similarly, in checklist
questions each item can be thought of as a separate
variable for data analysis with the categories of
‘selected” and ‘not selected’ (see the section on
multiple response coding in Chapter 9). In this way
the principle of exclusiveness is preserved.

Balancing categories

An imbalance of responses in one direction can
produce bias (Payne, 1951). Where response cat-
egories can be ordered from high to low there should
be the same number of response alternatives either
side of what might be considered the neutral position.
For example, the alternatives in Figure 7.3 will intro-
duce bias and underestimate the level of disapproval.

DEVELOPING RESPONSE ALTERNATIVES
FOR CLOSED-CHOICE QUESTIONS

A range of ways of responding to closed-choice
questions are available. The type of response

Completely approve

Strongly approve

Approve

Neither approve nor disapprove
Disapprove

I O

Figure 7.3 Unbalanced response alternatives
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alternative has major implications for response rates
to questions, coding and the way data are analysed.
The particular formatting of these response altern-
atives will differ depending on the mode of
questionnaire administration (see Chapter 8).

Numerical rating scales

Rating scales involve a set of responses where the
alternative answers are ordered from low to high.
Respondents need to indicate where between the
low and high extremes lies their attitude. There are a
variety of ways in which rating scales are structured.

Likert scales

This approach to measuring attitudes involves
providing a statement that reflects a particular atti-
tude or opinion. Respondents indicate their level of
agreement or disagreement with the statement.
Usually respondents are given the alternatives of
strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree,
disagree and strongly disagree. This style of question
may be presented as a single item question or as a set
of questions arranged in a grid format. The grid
format, apart from saving space, is easy to answer and
is used for sets of items that form scales (see
Chapter 11). For the purpose of data analysis each
statement to which an answer is sought is a separate
variable (see Figure 7.4).

Horizontal rating scales

These scales provide respondents with opposite atti-
tude positions and asks them to indicate with a
number where, between the positions, their own
view falls (see Figure 7.5).

Semantic differential

This method provides opposite adjectives, rather than
attitude positions, to describe someone or some-
thing. These adjectives are placed at the opposite
ends of the numeric scale. Each pair of adjectives
provides a separate variable for data analysis (see
Figure 7.6).

Vertical rating ladder

You might want to ask people to rate the status of
particular universities such as Harvard, Oxford,
Princeton, Cambridge and Melbourne. You might
provide respondents with a rating ladder like that
below and ask them to indicate where on this ladder
they would place the status of each university. Differ-
ent universities could share the same rating and each
university would be treated as a separate variable for
analysis purposes (see Figure 7.7).

Scores

Rather than using graphical rating scales we might
simply ask the respondent to write in a score to

To what extent do you agree or disagree with each Strongly  Agree  Neither agree  Disagree Strongly
of the statements as far as your immediate supervisor agree nor disagree disagree
is concerned?

1 Criticises people in a manner which builds their motivation [ [ [ [ [

2 Admits to their mistakes [ M M [ [

3  Takes action without waiting to be asked to [ [ [ [ [

4  Praises others’ ideas and contributions [ M M [ [

5  Takes personal responsibility when things go wrong [ [ [ [ [

Figure 7.4 Likert-style questions in a grid format

Some people think that the government should provide for proper care of the elderly while others think that it is the responsibility of

families.

Government Families

should be fully should be fully

responsible for responsible for Don’t know
elder care elder care

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

Figure 7.5 Horizontal rating scale
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| would like you to describe your workplace using the following set of descriptions. For each description circle the number below the

line to indicate where your workplace falls.

Well

Organised Disorganised Don’t know
I t } t t t } 1

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 9

A good Poor

employer employer Don’t know
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 9
Traditional Modern Don’t know
0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 9

Figure 7.6 Semantic differential rating scales

Rank University
High 10

9 Oxford; Cambridge

8 Harvard

7

6 Princeton

5

4

3 Melbourne

2
Low 1
Figure 7.7 Vertical rating ladder

indicate their rating. There are a number of formats
for doing this.

Out of 10

Instead of providing the diagram you could simply
ask respondents to indicate their rating of something
by giving it a score out of 10. For example, the ques-
tion in Figure 7.8 might be used to study job satis-
faction.

Feeling thermometer
With the feeling thermometer (Figure 7.9) each
group becomes a variable during the analysis.

The list below describes various features of jobs. For each
feature think of your current job and say how satisfied you
are with that aspect of your job by giving a score out of 10.
If you are completely satisfied you should give this feature a
score of 10. If you are completely dissatisfied give it a score
of 0. If you are neither satisfied nor dissatisfied give it a
score of 5. You can give any score between 0 and 10.

How would you rate your current job in relation to:

['1T1 the feeling of accomplishment it gives you
['1T1 the level of enjoyment and interest it gives
['1T1 the security and predictability it gives you
['1T1 the people you get to meet at work

['1T1 the amount of money you earn

Figure 7.8 Score out of 10 rating scale

Despite the difterences between these various
rating scales they have important characteristics in
common.

B They all require that respondents give one and
only one response to each item.

B They all produce variables where the responses
can be ordered from high to low.

B The way in which each item is answered is not
constrained by the way in which other items in
a set are answered. This is distinctly different
from questions that require the ranking of
responses.

Ranking

The ranking format requires respondents to rate the
importance or strength of agreement relative to the
way other items in the set have been rated. This format
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~

100 Very warm or favourable feeling
85  Quite warm or favourable
w
A 70  Fairly warm or favourable
R
M 60 A bit more warm than cold
50 No feeling either way
40 A bit more cold than warm
C
o
L 30 Fairly cold or unfavourable
D
15  Quite cold or unfavourable
0 Very cold or unfavourable feeling

We’d like to get your feelings about some jobs. We'd like you
to rate each job with what we call a feeling thermometer.
Ratings of between 50° and 100° mean that you feel the job
is very desirable. Ratings between 0° and 50° mean that
you don’t care too much for that job. Place your rating in the
boxes next to the job.

1111 Computer programmer
[T TTT Medical specialist
17171 Management consultant
[1T1TT Lawyer

11171 Accountant

11171 Scientist

11171 Academic

['MT171 Engineer

Figure 7.9 Feeling thermometer

provides answers that indicate the relative rather than
the absolute importance of items. Figure 7.10 provides
an example.

Depending on how many items are listed we
might just ask that the top two and bottom two items
be ranked. Where there are relatively few items
(e.g. four or five) we might ask that they all be
ranked. With this format there are two ways of creat-
ing variables for analysis (see Chapter 14).

Listed below is a set of issues that can influence the way in
which people decide to vote in general elections. Please
rank each of these issues to indicate how important they
are to you when you decide to vote. Place 1 in the box next
to the most important issue, 2 next to the second most
important issue and so on. Do not place the same number
in more than one box.

Policies to reduce unemployment
Improving the environment
Spending more money on education
Getting tough on crime

Reducing taxation

Improving social welfare support
Improving health services

Reducing immigration

N O B

Figure 7.10 Ranking response format

Checklists

This format involves listing a set of items and asking
that the respondent simply select those that apply
(see Figure 7.11).

Binary choice formats

These formats require the respondent to choose
between one of two fixed alternatives.

Dichotomous questions

These questions ask the respondent to select between
one of two alternatives. Checklists are eftectively
binary choice questions (select or do not select). Other
examples are illustrated in Figure 7.12.

Paired comparisons
Another form of the binary choice is a set of paired
comparisons where the respondent is given a set of

Listed below are some adjectives, some of which are
‘favourable’, some of which are ‘unfavourable’, some of
which are neither. Please tick the boxes beside the
characteristics that best describe you as a person. Most
people choose three or four, but you may choose more or
fewer if you want.

[T Ambitious 'l Happy

[T Athletic "1 Obliging

['1  Cautious [T Highly strung
[l Good looking [l Poised

'l Moody

Figure 7.11 Checklist response format
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What is your sex?

[l Male
[T Female

Do you smoke cigarettes?

[l Yes
[T No

Figure 7.12 Dichotomous response format

overlapping pairs of items and asked to select one
response from each pair (see Figure 7.13).

Multiple choice formats

This format requires respondents to choose just one
response from a list of three or more alternatives.
Many of the numeric rating scales are actually a form
of multiple choice format. Additional types of mul-
tiple choice formats are described below.

Choice between multiple nominal categories
Respondents are asked to select one alternative from
a list of responses. These responses have no set order
and cannot be ranked in any sense from high to low.
An example is a question on marital status (see
Figure 7.14).

Choice between ordinal categories

Other multiple choice questions will have a set of
responses that should be ordered from low to high
(see Figure 7.15).

Choice between ordered attitude statements

While the Likert format asks respondents for the
extent of agreement with a particular attitude state-
ment this format provides alternative attitude
positions and asks which is closest to the respondents’
own view (see Figure 7.16).

Numerical answers

Some questions can be answered by a numerical
response. This might be a precise numeric answer as
required in example (a) in Figure 7.17 or it may
group a set of numeric answers (e.g. income in
dollars) into broader numeric bands as illustrated in
example (b) in Figure 7.17.

NON-COMMITTAL RESPONSES

No opinion and don’t know responses

Generally you should allow for a ‘don’t know’ or ‘no
opinion’ response. There are many issues to which
people will have given no thought and hold no

Governments have to make choices between the areas to which they give priority when allocating government expenditure. For
each pair of expenditure areas below tick the one you think ought to be given priority.

[l Education [l Education

[l Social welfare [l Health

[l Defence [l Defence

'l Health "1 Industry support
"1 Environment ['1  Family support
[l Recreation [l Law and order

Health
Social welfare

Environment
Health

Law and order
Defence

a3 373 J7

Figure 7.13 Paired comparison response format

What is your current marital status?

Married/de facto
Never married
Widowed
Separated
Divorced

Other

AN

How often do you attend church or a place of worship?

At least weekly

Two or three times a month
About once a month

Once every three months
Almost never

Never

N R A

Figure 7.14 Multiple nominal responses

Figure 7.15 Multiple ordinal responses



106 W

Part Il Collecting survey data

Which of the following statements comes closest to your
belief about God (tick one box only):

| know God really exists and have no doubts about it.
While | have doubts, | feel that | do believe in God.

| find myself believing in God some of the time but not
at others.

| don’t believe in a personal God, but | do believe in a
higher power of some kind.

| don’t know whether there is a God and | don’t believe
there is a way to find out.

| don’t believe in God.

o J 3 J37

Figure 7.16 Multiple attitude statements

a  How many people under the age of eighteen live in
your household on a regular basis?
10

b  Questions with numerical answers can require precise
numeric answers or may place numeric answers into
groups. Instead of asking for precise income we might
ask respondents to nominate to which income band
they belong. For example:

What was your own income from your salary or wage,
before tax, in the year 2001?

None

$1-$4999
$5000-$9999
$10 000-$14 999
$15 000-$19 999
$20 000-$29 999
$30 000-$39 999
$40 000-$49 999
$50 000-$64 999
$65 000-$79 999
$80 000-$99 999
$100 000 or more

N B

Figure 7.17 Numeric response format

opinion. To force them to express an opinion where
they really do not have one is to create false and
unreliable answers (Converse and Presser, 1986).
The danger with using ‘don’t know’ and ‘no
opinion’ alternatives is that some respondents select
them out of laziness. We can discourage respondents
routinely selecting these responses by making them
less conspicuous in the questionnaire (Schuman and
Presser, 1981; Converse and Presser, 1986). In written
self~administered questionnaires there is little alterna-
tive but to include ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ along
with other alternatives. However with telephone and
face-to-face interviews we can rely on respondent-
initiated non-response rather than offering it as an

up-front alternative. That is, we will accept ‘don’t
know’ without offering it as an alternative (see
Figure 7.18).

Inclusion of the middle alternative

Another sort of non-committal answer is the ‘sitting
on the fence’ answer. That is, where there is an
ordered set of responses (e.g. for and against some-
thing) should we provide a middle alternative
(neither for nor against)? There is some disagreement
about what to do in this situation. Some people
argue that the middle alternative should not be
included since omitting it forces people to indicate
the direction of their opinion and stops people sitting
on the fence. On the other hand, including the
middle position avoids artificially creating a direc-
tional opinion (see Converse and Presser, 1986;
Sudman and Bradburn, 1982; Presser and Schuman,
1980).

One way of proceeding is not to offer the middle
alternative when the questionnaire is administered by
an interviewer but to record a middle position
response if it is volunteered. In self-administered ques-
tionnaires it is desirable to offer the middle position
to avoid forcing people to indicate a level of commit-
ment that they do not have.

NUMBER OF RESPONSE CATEGORIES

Experts do not agree about the number of response
categories that should be provided (Schwarz et al.,
1985).

Dichotomies: One approach is to ask the respond-
ent to select between one of two alternatives (Payne,
1951). For example, we might ask customers if they
are satisfied or dissatisfied with the level of service
they received. The problem with dichotomous

Do you agree or disagree that all people ought to have free
access to government funded health care?

[l Agree

['1  Disagree

[l Don’t know (instruction to interviewer—do not offer this
response; code only if respondent will not offer an
agree or disagree response)

Figure 7.18 Respondent-initiated ‘don’t know’
response
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responses 1s that they often provide a poor response
distribution because people’s real position lies some-
where between the two extremes (e.g. somewhat
satisfied).

Five point scales: The Likert format (see
Figure 7.4) provides five response alternatives which
gives more flexibility. It provides a measure of inten-
sity, extremity and direction. If needed you can later
collapse five categories down to two or three.

Longer scales: The use of longer scales can have
some advantages in that they allow for greater
discrimination. For example, a ten-point scale allows
for the detection of finer difterences between people
than would be possible with a five-point scale (see
Alwin, 1997). This can be useful for attitudes where
people tend to only use the top end of the scale—
a common problem with questions that measure
satisfaction. For example, questions that ask about life
satisfaction typically indicate high levels of satisfac-
tion. This partly reflects the social desirability of
certain responses but a ten-point scale allows people
to give a ‘satisfied’ response while still indicating
some qualification to this.

However too many fine distinctions can be
baffling and there is the danger that fine distinctions
confuse greater precision with greater accuracy. In
deciding on the number of response categories it is
helpful if you have some sense of the spread of the
variable when fewer categories are used. The main
justification for using a larger number of response
categories 1s that fewer categories are insensitive to
real differences. The other consideration is sample
size and the way data will be analysed. There is prob-
ably little point in using nine response categories
when in the final analysis the categories will be
collapsed down to three for analysis purposes.

RESPONSE SETS

Some respondents are liable to provide a certain type
of answer regardless of the content of the question.
There is the problem of acquiescence—the tendency to
agree with a statement regardless of its content—and
the problem of social desirability—the tendency to
provide the respectable rather than the true response.

Social desirability

Many people answer survey questions so that they
look good in their own eyes and in the eyes of inter-
viewers. Consequently socially ‘desirable” behaviours
(e.g. amount of exercise) are over-reported while
socially ‘undesirable’ behaviours and attitudes
(e.g. alcohol consumption, sexist and racist attitudes)
are under-reported (Bradburn and Sudman, 1978;
Sudman and Bradburn, 1982; Foddy, 1993).

The techniques listed in Box 7.3 can help reduce
social desirability as a factor in question responses.

Acquiescent response sets

Acquiescence (Foddy, 1993) is greatest among
respondents with low education, in face-to-face
interviews, where general rather than specific
questions are used and where respondents have not
really formed an opinion. It is more likely in attitude
questions that use the agree—disagree format than in
rating scales or the selection between difterent atti-
tude statements.

Where acquiescence is likely to be a problem
adopt a response format that minimises the problem
and make sparing use of the agree—disagree format.
Where the agree—disagree format is needed ensure

respect.

WEB POINTER 7.1 Sets of response alternatives

The sites below provide a very useful set of response wordings with a varying number of response
categories for questions where the response categories can be ranked from high to low in some

Sample Sets of Response Alternatives

www.au.af.mil/au/hg/selc/smpl-h.htm

The intensity of words

www.au.af.mil/au/hg/selc/smpl-g.htm

Visit www.social-research.org to use these links and to check for updates and additions.
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BOX 7.3

Reducing social desirability
response sets

There are four main techniques of asking
questions to reduce social desirability
problems:

1 everybody does it (question a);

2 use an authority (question b);

3 build in an excuse (question c);

4 ask a less specific question (question d).

a Even the calmest of parents get
angry at their children some of the
time. Did your children do anything in
the last seven days to make you feel
angry?

b Many doctors now think that drinking
wine reduces heart attacks and aids
digestion. Have you drunk any wine
in the last seven days?

¢ We know that people are often very
busy and can find it difficult to find
time to engage in regular exercise.
How often have you engaged in
exercise designed to improve your
fitness in the last seven days?

d Have you ever, even once, hit your
partner in anger?

that the ‘pro’ attitude statements are matched by a
similar number of ‘anti’ statements (e.g. a set of atti-
tude questions designed to measure conservatism
should aim for a similar number of conservative and

non-conservative statements). In this way if people
are inclined to agree with any statement the acquies-
cence effect should cancel out.

QUESTIONNAIRE LAYOUT

There are six areas to which attention needs to be
given when combining questions into a question-
naire.

Answering procedures

With open-ended questions ensure that you leave
sufficient space for answers to avoid having to cram
in responses. But do not leave so much space as to
discourage completing the questionnaire because the
task appears too daunting.

With closed questions respondents can be asked
to either tick appropriate boxes or brackets or circle
a number next to responses (see Figure 7.19).

When using any of these procedures, the area for
answering can be on the left or right of the response
but make sure you justify your typing on the answer
side as below.

1 [ ] Agree
2 [ ] Disagree OR
3 [ | Can’tdecide

Agree [ | 1
Disagree [ | 2
Can’t decide | ] 3

Electronic means of administering question-
naires (see Chapter 8) have enabled an additional
range of ways of respondents answering questions
(see Web Pointer 7.3).

Contingency questions

Since you do not want respondents to waste time
reading questions which are not relevant to them we

Good general article on designing
questionnaires and questions.

WEB POINTER 7.2 Three web-based questionnaire construction guides

www.css.edu/users/dswenson/web/question.htm

www.ericae.net/ft/tamu/vpigues3.htm

Brief guide to questionnaire construction.

Very basic guide to questionnaire construction.

www.webcom.com/ygourven/quest12.html

Visit www.social-research.org to use these links and to check for updates and additions.
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Square brackets, parentheses or boxes (tick the box)
1 [ ] Agree 1 () Agree 1 11 Agree
2 [ ] Disagree OR 2 () Disagree OR 2 '] Disagree
3 [ ] Can't decide 3 ( ) Can’'t decide 3 ['1 Can’t decide
Precoding (circle the number)
1 Agree
2 Disagree

Figure 7.19 Different answering formats for closed-choice questions

Computer-based surveys have introduced new
ways of formatting questions that can be
illustrated online. Go to the following internet
address and select the ‘respondent’s view’ for
each of the question types provided:

WEB POINTER 7.3 Computer-based answering formats

www.surveysaid.com/marketing_masters/
ssdocs/screens.htm

Visit www.social-research.org to use these links and to check for updates and additions.

can use filter or contingency questions (Figure 7.20)
to direct respondents to questions that, given previous
responses, are applicable to them.

The use of arrows and inset boxes to highlight
follow-up questions is a useful way of avoiding
confusion when wusing contingency questions.
Computer-based surveys automatically take respond-
ents or interviewers to the next applicable question

(see Chapter 8).

Instructions

To help the questionnaire flow, use the following
types of instructions where appropriate.

B General instructions: These should include an
introduction to the purpose of the questionnaire,
assurance of confidentiality, how the respondent
was chosen, how and when to return the ques-
tionnaire (where relevant).

Were you born in Australia?
1. [ 1 Yes (go to question 2)
[ 1 No

Y

(a)

In what country

were you born?

()
[
[

] Yes
] No

(b) For how many years have you lived in Australia?
yrs.
Are you an Australian citizen?

Now go to Question 2

Figure 7.20 An illustration of contingency questions
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B Section introductions: When the questionnaire can
be divided into subsections provide a brief intro-
duction to each section such as ‘Finally we
would like to know just a little about your back-
ground so we can see how different people feel
about the topics about which you’ve answered
questions’.

B Question instructions: Indicate how many
responses the respondents can tick (e.g. the most
appropriate, as many as apply, one only).

B ‘Go 1o’ instructions: Ensure you make use of these
when using contingency questions that require
respondents to skip some questions. In electronic
questionnaires these skips are automated.

Use of space

To encourage people to complete a questionnaire
avoid cluttering it. The following hints may help:

B Unless you are using a booklet format print
questions on one side of the page only. It 1s too
easy for people to miss questions printed on the
backs of pages. The blank backs of pages are also
useful for respondents to write additional
comments.

B Provide a column about 2.5 centimetres wide on
the right-hand side for computer coding for
paper questionnaires (see Chapter 9).

B Leave sufficient space for open-ended questions.

In electronic questionnaires the space for open
questions can automatically expand to accom-
modate any length open response.

List alternative responses down rather than across
the page.

In electronic questionnaires you should consider
placing just one or two questions on a screen.
Even if this means you use many screens it does
not make the questionnaire look ‘thicker’ or
longer and therefore does not make the ques-
tionnaire appear more onerous.

The task of questionnaire layout has been made

easier with software specially designed for producing
questionnaires (Web Pointer 7.4).

Order of questions

A good questionnaire is one in which there is a
logical flow to questions. The following nine points
provide some guidelines.

Commence with questions that respondents will

enjoy answering.

a  These should be easily answered questions.

b Factual questions should be used initially.

¢ Do not start with demographic questions
such as age, marital status, etc.

WEB POINTER 7.4 Software for producing questionnaires

The task of questionnaire layout has been made easier by the power of widely available word
processors. Specialised software that has been developed for electronic surveys has made the
process even simpler. This software can produce both electronic and professional looking paper
questionnaires. Demonstration versions of the software are available for download from the internet.

SphinxSurvey www.scolari.co.uk/sphinx/sphinx.htm

SurveyWriter www.surveywriter.com/HomePage.html

SurveyTracker www.surveytracker.com/

SurveyWin www.raosoft.com/products/interform/index.html

Survey Said www.surveysaid.com/

Infopoll Designer www.infopoll.com/

More My website www.social-research.org provides additional

software links and advice for questionnaire design.
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d  Ensure that the initial questions are obviously
relevant to the stated purpose of the survey.
Go from easy to more difficult questions.
Go from concrete to abstract questions.
Open-ended questions should be kept to a
minimum and, where possible, placed towards
the end of the questionnaire.
Group questions into sections. This helps structure
the questionnaire and provides a better flow.
Make use of filter questions to ensure that ques-
tions are relevant to respondents.
When using a series of positive and negative
items to form a scale, mix up the positive and
negative items to help avoid an acquiescent
response set.
Electronic questionnaires can randomise the
order of questions within sections for each
respondent to help minimise the effect of
question order within sections.

9 Where possible try to introduce a variety of
question formats so that the questionnaire
remains interesting.

Setting up for coding

If the data are to be analysed by computer and you
are using a paper questionnaire (rather than an
electronic questionnaire—see Chapter 8) it is
useful to prepare for this by allocating codes to
responses in the questionnaires so that a number is
printed in the questionnaire next to responses. This
precoding is possible only for forced-choice ques-
tions (see Figure 7.19). Depending on the way in
which data are to be entered for computer analysis,
computer column numbers may need to be allo-
cated to each variable in the right-hand margins
(see Chapter 9).

WEB POINTER 7.5 Questionnaire examples on the internet

A valuable way to learn about questionnaire layout and the differences that follow from different
modes of questionnaire administration is to look at actual examples of questionnaires. The following

sites provide some examples.

Postal questionnaires

http://ssda.anu.edu.au/SSDA/CODEBOOKS/

AES98/aes98cbk.rtf (the actual questionnaire is
on pp. 156-81 of this file)

http://ssda.anu.edu.au/SSDA/CODEBOOKS/
ACRS99/d1018pub.pdf (the questionnaire is on
pp. 112-32 of the file)

Face-to-face questionnaires:

Social capital questionnaire

Healthy retirement questionnaires

www.worldbank.org/poverty/scapital/library/

ugquest.pdf
This questionnaire was used in a face-to-face survey

on social capital in Uganda.

www.umich.edu/~hrswww/center/gnaires/
download.html

This site enables you to download and view a large

number of questionnaire modules from the US-based

longitudinal study on health and retirement. It provides

many examples of questionnaire layout and

instructions appropriate to a face-to-face survey.
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British household panel survey

WEB POINTER 7.5 continued

www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/doc.pdf_versions/index.html
Questionnaires from each phase of this important

longitudinal study plus questionnaire show cards and
other devices are available for downloading.

Web-based questionnaires

www.surveyspot.com/

(join site and complete online surveys)
www.raosoft.com/products/interform/tour/csaf.html

www.accesscable.net/~infopoll/Library.htm
www.raosoft.com/products/interform/index.html

www.surveysaid.com/marketing_masters/ssdocs/
javademo.htm

www.perseusdevelopment.com/surveytips/
samplesurveys.html

www.hostedsurvey.com/
www.elisten.com/

WWW.surveywriter.com/survey/survey1/Demo_1.asp?

www.webintel.net/websurvey4/

http://members.aol.com/andersontl/surveys/
dissertation.htm

questionnaires.

Visit www.social-research.org to use these links and to check for updates and additions and addition links to online

Questionnaire length

There is a widespread view that long questionnaires
or interviews should be avoided. The reasoning is
that long questionnaires increase the burden on
respondents and this leads to increased reluctance to
participate and thus leads to non-response.

However a thorough review of the available
evidence shows that there is little research that
supports this commonsense assumption (Bogen,
1996). While the common advice is to keep mail
questionnaires as short as possible, and there is a belief
that people will not participate in long telephone
interviews, the evidence to support these issues is
mixed. Some evidence shows a very slight tendency
for long questionnaires to yield a slightly lower
response rate while other studies show either no
effect or indeed the opposite trend—better response
rates are higher in longer questionnaires.

Unfortunately it is difficult to disentangle the

effect of questionnaire length from other factors such
as topic, sample type, mode of administration, survey
sponsorship, format and so forth. It becomes difticult
to identify how much effect length has on its own.
Where an eftect of length is detectable it usually only
holds in the initial phase of a study and disappears at
the follow-up phase.

No doubt there will be a point at which length
will affect response rates. A questionnaire that is too
short may make the survey seem too insignificant to
bother about while a questionnaire or interview that
took several hours to complete would probably be
too demanding. However we simply do not know
the thresholds at which length on its own aftects
response rates.

The simplest advice regarding questionnaire
length is not to make the questionnaire longer than
is really necessary but not to be obsessed with length.
As a general rule the experience of participating in
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the survey should be made as pleasant and rewarding
as possible (Dillman, 1978). However there is no
automatic link between brevity and finding a survey
rewarding. Pay attention to the other aspects of
survey design, and ensure that they minimise
respondents’ burden, and length will probably
become a relatively unimportant factor in determin-
ing response rates.

TELEPHONE QUESTIONNAIRES:
ADDITIONAL CONSIDERATIONS

In general, the principles outlined in this chapter
apply to questionnaires administered by mail, face-
to-face, telephone and via the internet. But because
telephone interviews rely totally on verbal commu-
nication, they have some special requirements.

Question wording

Relying on respondents retaining all the spoken
information in the question places real limits on how
much information can be packed into one question.
If too many response categories are included in the ques-
tion, there is a danger that the respondent will arbi-
trarily select one. There are three main approaches to
help alleviate this problem.

First, the number of response categories can be
reduced. This is the most obvious approach when
questions have a large number of response categories
that are ordered on a continuum. Figure 7.21 shows
how a question on job satisfaction could be modified
by reducing the number of response categories
(part (a) of Figure 7.21). Because this can lead to an
undesirable loss of detail, an alternative is to adopt
the format in part (b) of Figure 7.21 where the
response categories are converted to a numerical
scale and people are asked to say where on the scale
they would lie. Because of its numerical character, it
is more readily retained when described verbally.

A second approach is to use a two-step procedure
and divide the question into two parts with the first
part designed to find out the respondent’s direction of
feeling while the second asks about the intensity or
specifics of their feeling (see Figure 7.22).

A third way of dealing with the retention
problem is to repeat the alternatives by building the
responses into the question as well as listing them as
a set of alternative responses (see Figure 7.23).

Initial format:
How satisfied are you with your job?
TERRIBLE
VERY UNHAPPY
UNHAPPY
MOSTLY DISSATISFIED
MIXED FEELINGS
MOSTLY SATISFIED
PLEASED
VERY PLEASED
DELIGHTED

©CoNOOOA~,WN=

Alternatives:
(a) Fewer categories
How satisfied are you with your job?
VERY DISSATISFIED
DISSATISFIED
MIXED FEELINGS
SATISFIED
VERY SATISFIED

a b=

(b) Numerical scale

Imagine a scale that measured how satisfied you are with
your job where 1 means that you think it is terrible, 10
means that you are delighted with it and 5 means you are
neutral. Where, between 1 and 10, would you put yourself
on this scale?

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Terrible Neutral Delighted
Figure 7.21 Simplifying response categories for
telephone surveys
Layout

Since it is the interviewer rather than the respondent
who sees the telephone questionnaire, the primary
concern with questionnaire layout for a telephone
survey must be to assist the interviewer to administer
it accurately and to code the answers as the interview
proceeds. The following guidelines should be helpful.

1 Provide detailed guides to interviewers on the
questionnaire or on the computer screen if a
Computer Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI)
1s being conducted.

2 Make it very clear to the interviewer whether
the alternative responses are to be read out. This
can be achieved by giving specific instructions
and by highlighting responses to be read out by
using upper-case characters (see Figure 7.24).
Precoded responses that are not to be read out
should be clearly distinguished from those that
are. Using lower-case characters in brackets is
helpful in this respect.

3  Clearly distinguish between instructions (use
upper-case italics) and the question.
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Initial format:
Which of the following is the most important to you in a job:

Alternative for telephone interview:
Which sorts of things do you think are most important in a job:

GOOD PAY 1

GOOD HOURS 2

CHANCE TO USE INITIATIVE 3
SECURITY 4

CHALLENGE 5

OPPORTUNITY FOR PROMOTION 6
CREATIVITY 7

FULFILMENT 8

CONDITIONS OF EMPLOYMENT 1
WHAT YOU ACTUALLY DO IN THE JOB 2

|

Which of the following four things do you|think is the most important in a job?

A4

Which of the following four things do you think is the most important in a job?

GOOD PAY 1

GOOD HOURS 2

SECURITY 3

OPPORTUNITY FOR PROMOTION 4

CHANCE TO USE INITIATIVE 1
CHALLENGE 2
CREATIVITY 3
FULFILMENT 4

Figure 7.22 Two-step method for reducing question complexity

Among the things that people look for in a job are good pay,
flexible hours, security and opportunities for promotion.
Which of these four do you think is the most important?

GOOD PAY 1

GOOD HOURS 2

SECURITY 3

OPPORTUNITY FOR PROMOTION 4

Figure 7.23

(SN

Incorporating responses into the
question

State how many responses can be coded.
Where filter questions are used, make it as clear
as possible where the interviewer is to go next.
The format described earlier may be used but
the one used in Figure 7.24 may be more effec-
tive in telephone interviews where big jumps in
the questionnaire are required. Where CATT is
being used these skips are automated.

In paper versions of a telephone interview place
the codes to the right of the question, as close to
the coding column as possible. Right justify the
responses (see Figure 7.24). In CATI, coding is
automated and need not concern the interviewer.

PILOT TESTING: EVALUATING
QUESTIONS AND QUESTIONNAIRES

Once a questionnaire has been developed, each ques-
tion and the questionnaire as a whole must be
evaluated rigorously before final administration.
Evaluating the questionnaire 1s called pilot testing or
pretesting. Converse and Presser (1986) provide a brief
discussion of pilot testing. Box 7.4 summarises the
steps in full pilot testing.

Three stages of pilot testing questions

Stage 1—Question development

The purpose of testing at this stage is to establish
how to phrase each question, to evaluate how
respondents interpret the question’s meaning and to
check whether the range of response alternatives is
sufficient. While new questions will need to be
intensively pretested, previously used (and tested)
questions should also be evaluated. Questions that
‘worked’ in one context may be inappropriate for the
particular sample you are using. Questions that
worked in the 1950s for a general population sample
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(a) If a federal election was held tomorrow how likely is it that you would vote?
... (READ OUT)

WOULD NOT VOTE
(CODE ONE ONLY) UNLIKELY TO VOTE
WOULD PROBABLY VOTE
WOULD DEFINITELY VOTE
(Undecided)
(b) What types of issues would be important in deciding the way you voted?
(PROBE BUT DO NOT READ OUT PROMPTS)
(Environmental issues)
(Economic)
(Unemployment)
(Social welfare)
(CODE AS MANY AS APPLY) (Defence)
(Education)
(Nuclear)
(Crime/law and order)
(Transport)
(Corruption)
(Interest rates)
(Other) (RECORD DETAILS)

a b~ ON =

ONO O WN =

—_ 1
N =+ O

(c) (ASK ALL)

Which of the following statements best describes the way you feel about the current government?

GO TO
(©)

Figure 7.24 Use of typefaces to distinguish between parts of the question

BOX 7.4 Stages in pilot testing questionnaires

Stage 1: Question development Stage 2: Questionnaire development

Type: Declared pre-test Type: Undeclared

Check for: 1 Sufficient variation in responses Check for: 1 Does the questionnaire flow?

2 How the question is understood 2 Do the skips work?
3 Whether all items are 3 Isittoo long?
necessary 4 Do respondents sustain their
4 Whether scale items scale (see interest?
pp. 184-6)
5 Item non-response Stage 3:  Polishing pilot test
6 Evidence of acquiescence Type: Undeclared

stages 1 and 2

Check for: Effectiveness of changes after




116 NH

Part Il Collecting survey data

in the United States may no longer be appropriate in
a study of eighteen-year-old students in Australia or
Britain half a century later.

In this testing phase, respondents are told that the
questions are being developed and they are being
asked to help improve them. It is called a declared or
participating pretest. The respondent is quizzed
intensively about a set of individual questions. They
might be asked how they would phrase the question,
what they had in mind when they gave a particular
answer and whether there were unavailable alter-
native answers they would have preferred to have
given. We might present a respondent with difterent
wordings for the same question and ask them if they
would give the same answer now or ask which they
found clearest and so forth. Because of its intensive
nature, only a limited number of questions can be
tested in this stage of pilot testing.

Stage 2—Questionnaire development
By administering a complete questionnaire (usually
considerably longer than the final questionnaire), this
stage enables the further evaluation of individual
items and the questionnaire as a whole. Rather than
relying on respondents’ comments about the ques-
tions, this stage analyses their answers and uses the
interviewer’s comments to improve the questionnaire.
More often than not, this stage 1s undeclared. That
is, in order to simulate the final questionnaire admin-
istration, respondents are not told that the question-
naire 1s still under development.

Stage 3—Polishing pilot test

We use the information gained in Stage 2 to revise
questions where necessary, shorten the questionnaire,
reorder questions and finalise the skip patterns.
Attention should also be given to the final layout of
the questionnaire to ensure that it is clear for inter-
viewers and respondents.

Pilot testing items

The evaluation of individual questionnaire items
should examine at least six points.

1 Tariation: If most people give similar answers to
a question, it will be of little use in later analysis
(p. 96).

2 Meaning: Check to ensure that respondents
understand the intended meaning of the ques-

tion and that you understand the respondent’s
answer.

3 Redundancy: It two questions measure virtually
the same thing, only one is needed in the final
questionnaire. If two items are designed to tap
the same concept and correlate over, say, 0.8,
then you can drop one of the items (see
Chapter 11).

4 Scalability: 1t a set of questions is designed to
form a scale or index (see Chapter 11), check to
ensure that they do so.There is no point inclu-
ding items in the final questionnaire which do
not belong to the scale for which they were
designed.

5  Non-response: The refusal of a large number of
people to answer a particular question produces
difficulties at the data analysis stage (see pp. 84,
175—6, 194-5) and can lead to serious reductions
in sample size. Questions which, in Stage 1,
produce respondent hesitation, reluctance or
refusal to answer are likely to produce a high
level of non-response later.

Non-response can arise for a variety of
reasons. The question might be unclear, too
intrusive, provide insufficient responses or appear
to be too similar to previously answered ques-
tions. Questions that appear to have nothing to
do with the stated purpose of the survey can also
result in high non-response, as can open-ended
questions that appear to require considerable
effort to answer. Questionnaire layout, including
cramming and confusing skip instructions, can
lead to accidental non-response.

6  Acquiescent response set: One way of detecting an
acquiescent response (pp. 107-8) set is to take
questions that seem completely contradictory
and see how many people agree with both of
them. If there is evidence of a response set, it is
best to replace the agree—disagree format with
another type of question.

Pilot testing questionnaires

As well as testing individual questions, the question-
naire as a whole needs evaluating. At least four things
should be carefully checked:

1 flow

2 question skips

3  timing

4 respondent interest and attention.
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Flow

Do questions seem to fit together? Are the transitions
from one section to another smooth? Does the
interviewer find the skips difficult to follow, resulting
in awkward pauses? Do the transitions sound long-
winded? Does the questionnaire move too quickly or
jump from topic to topic too quickly to allow
respondents to gather their thoughts? Listening to an
interviewer rather than reading the questionnaire
helps detect problems in its flow.

Question skips

Where filter questions are used, it is important to
ensure that the skip patterns do not lead to skipping
more questions than was intended or lead to dead ends
in the schedule. To help check that the skip patterns
are correct, draw a flow chart based on the question
instructions to ensure that the instructions direct
respondents through the questionnaire as intended.

Timing

The Stage 2 questionnaire will be much longer than
the final one, but it is helpful to time each section (or
even subsection) so that you can gain some idea of
how much needs to be cut for the final stage. The
final phase should also be carefully tested to ensure
that it takes approximately the estimated time both so
that respondents can be told how long the question-
naire will take and so that accurate survey budgeting
can be completed. If the questionnaire is too long,
then fewer questionnaires can be administered
(assuming telephone or face-to-face administration
methods). This can lead to an unacceptable reduction
of sample size.

Respondent interest and attention

If respondents seem to be getting bored, the ques-
tionnaire may be too long. A greater variety of types
of question may help avoid monotony. Particular
sections or questions might lead to a particular loss of
attention. These should be noted and either restruc-
tured, removed or placed at the end of the question-
naire, where they will do less damage. Bored
respondents will provide unconsidered and unreliable
answers and produce high non-response to questions.

How to pilot test

Phase 1: Who to pretest?
As far as possible, pretesting should be conducted
with people who resemble those to whom the ques-

tionnaire will finally be given. Depending on the
questionnaire content, it will be important to match
particular characteristics of the pilot and final
samples. Age, gender, educational and ethnic charac-
teristics should normally be matched. The import-
ance of other features such as employment status,
religion, family life stage and the like may depend on
the purpose of the survey. Naturally, the closer the
match between the pilot sample and the final sample,
the better.

When the survey is of a particular subgroup
(e.g. organisation, ethnic group) it is helpful to obtain
teedback from key insiders who have a good knowl-
edge of the group. They can help avoid oftensive
questions, highlight questions that could be particu-
larly useful in tapping the desired concepts and high-
light problems with language (e.g. too complex,
ambiguous meaning, special meaning for the group
etc), as well as alerting the researcher to misunder-
standings about the group.This is particularly valuable
in Phase 1.

Phase 2: How many to pretest?

Because of the intensive nature of Phase 1, it is often
not possible to test a large number of people. Since
the evaluation of the questionnaire in Phases 2 and 3
involves the quantitative analysis of respondents’
answers, it is important to give the questionnaire to
as many people as possible. Too few respondents may
well mean that problems such as non-response, vari-
ation, response sets and the like remain undetected.
Somewhere between 75 and 100 respondents
provides a useful pilot test.

Phase 3: Who should conduct the interviews?

A selection of interviewers who represent the range
of experience of those who will finally administer
the questionnaire will provide the most realistic
simulation of the administration of the survey. There
1s value in the questionnaire designer also adminis-
tering, or at least sitting in on, some pilot interviews
to help keep in touch with the realities of the inter-
view situation.

Phase 4: Code responses

Try coding responses to the Phase 2 questionnaire—
especially the open questions and ‘other (please
specify)’ responses to closed questions. Difficulties in
coding these questions can highlight problems with
the question wording (e.g. frame of reference not
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clear, ambiguity etc), or even indicate that the inves-
tigator is unclear what the question is really about. It
can also be useful to ask interviewers to code some
of the questionnaires as this can help make them
aware of the coding problems produced by poor
interviewing and help them interview more precisely
(e.g. 1t can help sharpen up the precision with which
interviewers obtain occupational data).

Phase 5: Interviewer debriefing

Since the interviewer has the hands-on experience
with the questionnaire, it is essential to learn from
their experience as well as from the respondents’
answers to questions. It is useful to give the inter-
viewer a brief questionnaire to complete after each
pilot interview. A variety of evaluation questions are
possible, but Converse and Presser (1986: 72) suggest
asking the interviewer at least to indicate:

B any questions that made the respondent uncom-

fortable;

questions that had to be repeated;

questions that appeared to be misinterpreted;

questions that were difficult to read or questions

the interviewer came to particularly dislike;

B sections that dragged,;

B sections where the respondent seemed to want
to say more.

In addition interviewers should be encouraged
to provide marginal comments on the main ques-
tionnaire itself, and the questionnaire designer should
talk with the interviewers about the questionnaire.

The advice to pilot test questionnaires is proba-
bly one of the most ignored suggestions regarding
questionnaire design. The pressure to get things
done, over-confidence combined with inexperience
and practical difficulties all too often cause people to
take the chance and skip this whole stage. It is a risk
that is not worth taking.

QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN CHECKLIST

1 Is the research question(s) clear? (See Chapter 3
checklist.)

2 What content is each question designed to
measure? s the question to measure:
a  An attitude?
b  An attribute?
¢ A belief?

10

11

12
13
14
15

16

d A behaviour?

e Knowledge?

If the question is designed to tap attitudes or
beliefs what do you want to know about the
attitude/belief:

a  Direction?

b  Extremity?

c Intensity?

Is each question:

Reliable?

Valid?

Sufticiently sensitive to variation?

Likely to achieve a good response rate?
Have the same meaning for all respondents?
Relevant to the research question?

Is the specific wording of each question suitable?
(See Box 7.2 for a detailed checklist.)

What type of response format does the ques-
tionnaire item require:

a  Open?

b  Closed?

What level of measurement do you want the
item to achieve:

a  Nominal?

b  Ordinal?

¢ Interval?

For closed questions which type of closed format
1s required:

Mo o0 o e

a  Rating?
b  Scores?
¢ Ranking?

d  Checklist?

How will non-committal responses be handled?
a  Will a ‘middle response’ be included?

b  Will a‘don’t know’ option be available?

Are the response categories:

a  Exhaustive/inclusive?

b  Exclusive?

¢ Balanced?

Are clear instructions provided throughout the
questionnaire?

How will respondents indicate their responses?
[s there sufficient space?

Are any skips clear and simple to follow?

Does the order of questions conform to the
principles of question order?

How will coding be handled?

a  Will questions be precoded?

b How will open-ended questions be coded?
¢ How will data be entered into the computer?
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d Is the coding layout in the questionnaire
sufficiently clear as to minimise data entry
errors?

17 Will pilot testing be used? If not why not?
18 Which types of pilot testing will be employed:

a  Declared?
b  Undeclared?
¢ Both?
19 Do the questions work? (See Box 7.4 for a
detailed checklist.)

KEY CONCEPTS

Acquiescent response Contingency question
set Dead giveaway question

Attitudes Declared pretest
Balanced response Double-barrelled
categories question
Beliefs Exclusiveness
Binary choice Exhaustiveness

Checklist format
Closed question/
forced-choice

Extremity of attitudes
Filter question
Gratuitous qualifier

question Inclusiveness
Closed response Intensity of attitudes
question Leading question

Question frame of’
reference
Ranking format
Rating scale
Response set
Semantic differential
format
Social desirability
response set
Undeclared pretest

Level of measurement
Likert format
Multiple choice
Multiple response
question
Numerical rating scale
Open-ended question
Personal/impersonal
question wording
Prestige bias
Pretest/pilot test
Question discrimination

FURTHER READING

A useful and readable introduction to question working is
The Art of Asking Questions (1951) by Payne. Warwick and
Lininger provide a useful introduction to questionnaire
design in Chapter 6 of The Sample Survey (1975) but
Oppenheim’s Questionnaire Design and Attitude Measure-
ment (1968) and Converse and Presser (1986) provide
more comprehensive treatments of questionnaire
construction.

In recent years a number of more advanced specialist
books containing research about the best way of wording
questions and constructing questionnaires have become
available. The best of these are Bradburn and Sudman,
Improving Interview Method and Questionnaire Design (1979),
Schuman and Presser, Questions and Answers in Attitude
Surveys (1981) and Sudman and Bradburn, Asking Ques-
tions: A Practical Guide to Questionnaire Design (1982) and
Foddy’s Constructing Questions for Interviews and Question-
naires (1992). All these are well worth careful reading as
they provide evidence about question format and help
confront a lot of the folklore about questionnaires. Two
books that examine how questionnaire design must take
account of the method of administration are Dillman, Mail

and ‘Telephone Surveys: The Total Design Method (1978) and
Groves and Kahn’s Surveys by Telephone: A National
Comparison with Personal Interviews (1979). Belson provides
detailed guidance on technical matters of wording in The
Design and Understanding of Survey Questions (1981) and
Singer and Presser (1989) and Turner and Martin (1984)
contain sets of excellent specialised papers on question
construction.

Books that provide sets of questions to tap various
concepts and provide useful questions and ideas were
provided in Box 4.2. For further references and references
to particular journal articles for measures see my web page
at www.social-research.org. Further reading on pretesting
is available in several useful articles. Ornstein (1998) in
‘Pretesting and Data Collection’, Presser and Blair (1994)
in ‘Survey Pretesting: Do Different Methods Produce
Different Results?” and Reynolds et al. in ‘Pretesting in
Questionnaire Design: A Review of Literature and Sugges-
tions For Further Research’ (1993) all provide relatively
recent accounts of pretesting practice. Foddy’s (1996) paper
‘The In-depth Testing of Survey Questions’ provides a
useful overview of one particular aspect of pilot testing.
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EXERCISES

1

Design five questions on the topic of smoking
tobacco products. One question should tap
beliefs about smoking tobacco products, the
others should be designed to measure attitudes,
attributes, knowledge and behaviour respectively
in relation to this topic.
Examine the questions in Figures 7.1 to 7.18
and indicate whether the question is tapping
attributes, attitudes, knowledge, beliefs or be-
haviour.
Describe what is wrong with each of the follow-
ing questions.
a  How often do you have contact with your
mother? (tick one box for each type of
contact)

See Phone Write

Daily

Weekly

Monthly

Yearly

Never

b Do you feel that the contact you have with
your mother is:
[ ] Too much

[ ] About right

[ ] Too little

[ | Not important

¢ Do you feel that your relationship with your
mother is affected by her desire to obtain
vicarious gratification from your achieve-

ments?
[ ] Yes
[ ] No

[ ] Cannot tell
d Do you agree or disagree that your mother
does not treat you as an adult?
[ ] Agree
[ | Disagree
[ ] Undecided

e Overall how do you get on with your

parents?
[ ] Very well
[ ] OK

[ ] Not so well
[ ] Badly

f  What is your present income?

g Most people in this country say they are
opposed to Asian migration. How do you
teel about Asian migration to this country?
(mark on the scale between 0 and 10)

Opposed Agree

012345678910

h  [Ask married women only]

Many women who stay at home full-time

looking after young children say they feel

frustrated. What frustrations did/do you feel

at this stage?
1 Why did you drop out of your course at

university?

[ ] Lecturer was hopeless

[ ]I was too lazy to put in a reasonable

amount of work

[ ] I gotsick and got too far behind
Develop a brief questionnaire designed to test
the proposition that conservatism is a product of
four factors: stage in the life cycle, social class,
level of conservatism of one’s parents and level of
religiousness. Take care with both your question-
naire wording and layout. Try administering it to
two or three people to see how it works.
Set out your version of the above questionnaire
using the principles of layout for a telephone
survey.
Using the web addresses in Web Pointer 4.6
locate questions on the topics listed below from
the specified question databases and ‘cut and
paste’ these into a word processing document.
Note: you may require Adobe Acrobat Reader to
access some documents on some databases. If this
is not installed on your computer it can be
downloaded and installed for free from the
tollowing site:

www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/

readstep2.html
a  Using the Question Bank website obtain the
questions relating to attitudes to abortion
from three different studies (e.g. British
Attitudes Survey, British Election Study etc).
b Using the ZEUS website obtain the ques-
tions about homosexuality.
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¢ Using the General Social Survey obtain religious preference (RELIG) and subjective
questions on Respondent’s education social class (CLASS).
(EDUC), Respondent’s occupation (OCC),



