Chapter 9

Sir Claus Moser and Graham Kalton

QUESTIONNAIRES

From Swrvey Methods in Social Investigation (2nd edition), Aldershot: Gower
{1971).

TH E FIRST STEP IN designing a questionnaire is to define the problem to be
tackled by the survey and hence to decide on what questions to ask. The
temptation is always to cover too much, to ask everything that might turn out to be
interesting. This must be resisted. Lengthy, rambling questionnaires are as demoral-
izing for the interviewer as for the respondent, and the questionnaire should be no
longer than is absolutely necessary for the purpose. Certain questions will, so to
speak, include themselves, but a problem of choice inevitably arises with marginal
ones. Let us consider a hypothetical survey to ascertain what daily newspapers
different kinds of people read. A number of newspaper questions, together with
those asking for necessary Ptrﬁﬂl‘lal data, autamatically :iuggtst themselves, Thcm as
the discussion of the planning of the survey warms up, many extensions of interest
occur to those taking part. Would it be useful to include reading of periodicals and
books? Would the main results be more mcaningful if they could be viewed against
the background of the respondents’ leisure habits as a whole? Would it be wise to
find cut something about how much money and time different people have available
for newspaper |:ru}-'ing and reading? Should one ask a question or two about the use
of libraries? Should one go beyond the facts of reading and ask people’s opinions on
individual newspapers?

And so it goes on, with the questionnaire growing from a short list of questions
to a document many pages long. . . . It is obvious that the survey planner must
rigorously examine every question, and exclude any that are not strictly relevant to
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the survey's objectives. In this, the pilot survey is his most helpful tool. Here all the
marginal questions can be tested out and dummv tabulations made from the results,
Questions likely to prove of small importance in the final analysis can be spotted, as
can those which turn out to be not worth asking unless a host of others is also
included.

In settling the scope of a questionnaire, one other criterion should be applied,
namely that the questions should be practicable. This merits emphasis, even though
no amount of textbook admonition can take the place of common sense. It is no
good asking a person’s opinion about something he does not understand; about
events too long ago for him to remember accurately; about matters which, although
they concern him, he is unlikely to have accurate information on or that are so
personal or emotional that valid answers cannot be expected by formal direct
questioning,

Question content

In considering any question, then, it is wise to ask oneself whether respondents are
likely to possess the knowledge, or have access to the information, necessary for
giving a correct answer. It is unsafe to assume that respondents will voluntarily admit
ignorance. On the contrary it has often been shown that they will give some kind of
answer to most questions, even if they are ill-informed and Imm\ it. Similarly, they
will express opinions on matters thu have given little thought to or which thex
barely understand. . . .

The surveyor should aim to ask questions only from those likely to be able to
answer them accurately; to ask about past events only if he can reasonably expect
people to remember them accurately (perhaps with the help of recall methods); and
to ask their opinions only if he can be reasonably sure that they understand what is
involved and are able to give meaningful answers. It is always well to remember that
most survey questions are addressed to a variety of people very differently qualified
to answer them. . . .

Most survey questions are concerned with either facts or opinions. There are
also questions dealing with motivation (“Why did you go to the cinema last night?"),
and knmvlmlgc questions (‘What do the initials NATO stand for?"), but the
main points of methodology will emerge if we consider factual and opinion
qufﬁﬂﬂﬂﬁ. e’

The chief difficulties with factual questions are to ensure that interviewers
understand, and manage to convey to the respondents, precisely what facts are
wanted. Some of the definitions may be tricky but, in most cases, the chances of
cither interviewer or respondent misunderstanding the question, not understanding
it at all, or the latter being influenced in his answer by the words chosen are much
slighter than with opinion questions.

With opinion questions the problems are much more fundamental. Though we
would not venture into the psychologist’s territory and discuss concepts of opinion
and attitude in any detail, some attempt must be made to analyse why the study of
opinions is basically so much more troublesome than that of facts. Why would
one be more confident with a question asking a respondent whether he owns a
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wrist-watch than with one asking whether he is in favour of capital punishment?
There are several related reasons:

(a)

(k)

(d)

A ‘r‘csputldfnl, either does or does not possess a watch, and one may rcasnnal‘.rl:,'
assume that he knows whether he does or not. All the surveyor has to do is to
make clear to the respondent what he wants to know, and to be sure he
understands the respondent’s answer. It may be that the respondent wishes not
to give the correct answer, but at least he knows what it is. With the opinion
question it is not so simple. The respondent’s attitude to capital punishment
may be largely latent, and he may never have given the matter any conscious
thought until he was confronted by the question, The first problem with
opinion questions thus arises from the uncertainty whether the respondent, in
any meaningful sense, ‘knows’ the correct answers. To say whether he pos-
sesses a watch or not needs no “thinking’ on the respondent’s part; to give a
genuine opinion on capital punishment may require thought and ‘self-
anal}'sis'.

A person’s opinion on virtually any issue is many-sided. On capital punish-
ment there are moral, medical, legal and other aspects: it is possible to be
against it on moral grounds, in favour on legal ones. A person may be against it
in all but certain circumstances, or against it whatever the situation. He may be
in favour of abolishing it experimentally, or as an irrevocable step whatever the
consequences. In short, there probably is no one correct answer to the survey
question as there is to that on watch ownership. The answer the respondent
actually gives will depend on the aspect of the issue that is uppermost in his
mind — quite possibly because the wording of the question, or the context
created by previous ones, has put it there.

Closely related to this is the problem of intensity. On any given subject some
people feel strongly, some are indifterent, some have settled and consistent
views, others are highly changeable in their attitude. In any attempt to get
more than snap answers, the problem of assessing the intensity of opinion and
attitude must be faced.

Finally, it must be repeated that answers to opinion questions are more sensi-
tive to changes in wording, emphasis, sequence and so on than are those to
factual questions. . . . This established sensitivity of opinion questions does not
imply instability of opinion among respondents. Rather it is a reflection of the
point made in (b} above. Opinion is many-sided, and questions asked in differ-
ent ways will seem to “get at’ different aspects of the opinion: if they result in
different answers, it is |argui_j.r hecause r\uspun-:lt:ntﬁ are in effect answering
different questions,

There is a secondary difficulty here. With factual questions, it is often
leasible 1o compare th merits Uf different forms of the same qumtmn ]w
checking the answers against known data, With opinion questions this is
impossible, although checks on validity can and should be made; where, for
instance, opinions are c']u:u:l}r related to measurable behaviour, a check on
behaviour can be used to test the validity of an expressed opinion. . . .
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Question wording

The literature on the wording of questions is bewildering. Numerous papers have
appeared showing the relative advantages of various specific questions, the danger of
using a certain word or phrase, the sensitivity of answers to changes in wording and
presentation: but it is exceedingl}r dithcult to build out of them any general prin-
ciples. We shall confine ourselves to some aspects of wurl:ling which are of general
importance in social research surveys.

(a) Questions that are insufficiently specific. A common error is to ask a general ques-
tion when an answer on a specific issue is wanted, If one is interested specifically in a
canteen’s meal prices and the quality of its service, the question ‘Are you satished or
dissatishied with vour canteen?’ is unﬁatiﬁf'actcrr}r, since it fails to provide the
respondent with the necessary frames of reference. As there are two distinct frames
of reference of interest here, two questions are needed, perhaps “Are you satisfied or
dissatisfied with the prices of meals in your canteen?’ and ‘Are you satisfied or
dissatisfied with the service in your canteen?” Although these two questions now
cover the topics required in a seemingly straightforward way, they still need to be
pre-tested to check on their suitability for the particular situation. It may, for
instance, be the case that the canteen serves special meals once a week at a higher
cost and that, although generally satisfied with the canteen's prices, a respondent
objects to the cost of the special meals; or he may be dissatisfied only with one
particular aspect of the service. In cases like these he would have difficulty answering
the questions. Such problems are hr-::rughl to ljght by pre-testing and pilot work, the
importance of which for question wording cannot be overrated. . . .

(b) Simple language. In choosing the language for a questionnaire the population
being studied should be kept in mind. The aim in question wording is to communi-
cate with respondents as nearly as possible in their own language. A survey of the
members of a particular profession, for instance, can usefully employ the profes-
sion’s common technical terms; not only are such terms part of the informants’
common language, but they also normally have a single precise meaning, unlike
everyday terms, which particularly to professionals are often vague and ambiguous,

Technical terms and jargon are, however, U}J\-‘iuusl}r to be avoided in surveys af
the general population. We would not ask a respondent whether his household is run
on matriarchal lines, what he thinks about bilateral trading, amortization of the
National Debt, and fscal policy.

Much less easy to recognize and reject are words which, though everyday usage
to the university-trained survey expert, are far from common in ordinary conversa-
tion. Words like hypothetical, irrespective, aggravate, deprecate, and hundreds more
are in this category. . . .

With surveys of the general population, the first principles in wording are that
questions should use the simplest words that will convey the exact meaning, and that
the phrasing also should be as simple and informal as possible. It is more natural to
ask: ‘Do you think . . . #* than: ‘s it your opinion . . . #'; ‘What is your attitude to

.. ¢ than: “What is your attitude with regard to . . . ¥’ In fact the more questions
sound like ordinary conversation the smoother the interview will be. OF course, this
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should not be overdone. Bad grammar may be more common than good, but one
would not advocate its deliberate use in survey questions. Nor are slang expressions
advisable; as with technical jargon, not everyone uses the same expressions. It is not
indeed enough to know that a word or phrase is commonly used; one must equally
be sure that it is used in the same sense b}r all groups of re:ipundtnts. Even words like
‘dinner’ and ‘tea’ have different meanings in difterent parts of the country. A simple
case is the word "book’, which in some parts of the population is taken to include
magazines. Hence the phrasing of the following question in a readership survey by
Stuart (1952): ‘During the past week roughly how many hours would you say you
had spent reading books — [ mean books not magazines or papers?’ . . .

There is a temptation to ask curnpln:x questions when the subjn::ct matter is
inherently complicated, involving a variety of different facets. This, for example,
would be the case in a housing survey in which one wanted to discover how many
households comprised three-generation families, that is grandparents, parents and
children. Once the term ‘“three-generation family” has been precisely defined (how
about widowed grandparents, unmarried mothers, divorced or separated parents?),
one might with ingenuity dtsign a singlc question to obtain the information, but
many respondents would certainly fail to understand it. Rather than rely on a single
complex question, a series of simple questions should be asked, the number of such
questions depending on the degree of simplicity required. Household composition is
generally a complex subject and one for which several descriptive indices are
required; the information is usually best obtained by using a *household box' on the
questionnaire in which the household members are listed together with their rele-
vant characteristics, e.g. age, sex, marital status, working status and educational
level. . . . From these basic data the surveyor can determine for himself all the
indices he requires for his analysis. . . .

(¢} Ambiguity. Ambiguous questions are to be avoided at all costs. If an ambiguous
word creeps in, difterent people will understand the question differently and will in
effect be answering different questions. The following example is taken from a
university research survey: 'ls your work made more difficult because you are
expecting a baby?" The question was asked of all women in the survey, irrespective
of whether they were expecting a baby or not. What, then, did a ‘No’ answer
mean? Depending on the respondent, it might have meant 'No, I'm not expecting a
baby” or ‘Mo, my work is not made more difficult by the fact that I'm expecting a
baby”,

-Ambiguit}r also arises with double barrelled questions, such as the following
question on public transport: ‘Do you like travelling on trains and buses?’ Respond-
ents liking one and disliking the other would be in a dilemma in answering this
question. Clearly it needs to be divided into two questions, each concerned with a
single idea, in this case with a single mode of transport.

(d) Vague words, Vague questions encourage vague answers. If people are asked
whether they go to the cinema regularly or occasionally, the meaning of their
answers will be vague. (This common choice of alternatives is strictly illogical; the
word ‘occasional’ refers to frequency, the word 'regular’ does not. However,
this may be a case where logic can give way to commeon usage.} The meaning can
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easily be made more precise, as in the tollowing question from the 1968 National
Readership Survey: "How often these days do you go to the cinema? Would it be
nearer to — twice a week or more often; once a week; once a fortnight; once
month; three or four times a year; less often; or do you never go these days?’ i

Vague words and phrases like ‘kind of’, “fairly’, ‘gencrally’, ‘often’, ‘many]
‘much the same’, ‘on the whole’ should be avoided, unless one is only seeking va
answers. Il one asks "What kind of house do you have?” without specifying a frame
reference, some people will answer that it is semi-detached, others that it is sub-
urban, others that it is very pleasant, and so on.

A similar type of vagueness occurs in “Why' questions. In answering the que
tion: *“Why did you go to the cinema last night?’ some respondents will say that
wanted to see that particular film, some that they did not want to stay at hom
others that ‘the wife suggested it’, or that they hadn’t been since last week.
word "Why' in this question — as the phrase 'kind of” in the previous one — can mean
so many different things that its use would produce a useless mixture of answers,
Lazarsteld (1935) discusses the problems of the "Why' question.

(e} Leading questions. A |c.1ding question is one which, by its content, structure op
wording, leads the respondent in the direction of a certain answer. The question
form: “You don't think . . . do you?' as obviously leads to a negative answer as
form: ‘Should net aﬂmt_thmg be done about . . . #' leads to a positive one.
Equally, a question which suggests on]}' some of the possible answers may Icad
in their direction. Take the question: ‘Do you read any weekly newspapers, such
the New Statesman or Punch?’ Respondents, especially if they are not sure of t
correct or complete reply, may seck refuge in the answers named; either all or no
of the alternatives should be staved. i
There are numerous words that have been shown on occasion to have a ‘leading’
influence in survey questions (see Payne 1951, and Cantril 1944). The word
‘involved’ in a question like: ‘Do you think that the Government should get involved
in . . . ?" may have a sufhiciently sinister ring to lead people in the negative direction.
‘:-mnlarljr, the wording: ‘Do you agree that the Government is right in staying out
. ¢ invites a "Yes” answer. The “leading’ nature of these examples is obvious,
more subtle leads can often creep unnoticed into survey questions . . .

(f} Presuming questions. Questions should not, generally speaking, presume anything
about the respondent. They should not imply that he necessarily possesses any
knowledge or an opinion on the survey subject, or that he engages in the activity
about which he is being asked. Questions like: ‘How many cigarettes a day do you
smoke?’ or ‘How did you vote in the last General Election?” are best asked only after
a ‘filter” question has revealed that the respondent does smoke cigarettes and did
vote in the last election.

On occasion, however, one might deliberately depart from this procedure,
Kinsey and others (1948) did not first ask respondents whether they had engaged in
certain sexual practices, but went straight into questions about frequency and detail.
Respondents were thus spared the embarrassment of admitting the experiences
directly and were made to feel that these represented perfectly usual behaviour: thus
they found themselves able to talk freely and give detailed answers. The case for
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such an approach is obvious, but one cannot ignore the possibility that it may
discourage 'l never do’ answers and thus cause an upward bias in the results.

{q) Hypothetical questions. (Questions of the ‘Would you like to live in a Hat?* type
are of very limited value. Most people would like to try anything once, and an
affirmative answer would have little value as a prediction of behaviour. It is another
matter if one has first made sure that the person has experience of both Hat and
house dwelling. Equally, answers to the “What would you do if ... ?" kind of
question, although perhaps a good reflection of wishful thinking or of what people
feel to be right and proper, are unsafe pointers to future behaviour.

Yet prediction of future behaviour on the basis of survey questions plays, and
must be expected to play, a central role in survey applications. Market researchers
would like — and try — to predict how people will react to a proposed change in the
price of a product, to an alteration to its quality or packaging; how many people are
likely to buy cars, radios or television sets in a given period, and so on. Thc}' may
rely on straight questions (a Gallup Poll question in 1950 was: "Supposing the price
of (a certain newspaper) went up from 1d. to 1%d. would you change over to
another paper where the price hadn't gone up#') but the answers are recognized to
be imperfect guides to future behaviour, People are not good at predicting their
behaviour in a hypothetical situation and the prediction has somehow to be taken out
of their hands and made by the researcher himself — naturally on the basis of the
information he has obtained.

Anather kind of hypothetical question is “Would you like a more frequent bus
service?’ or “Would you like an increase in wages?" Such questions are unlikely to be
of any value because the respondent is being asked if he would like something for
nothing. It is hard to see how he could possibly say ‘Ne’. If he did, it could only be
because he has taken into account some hidden factors of his own, or because he has
failed to understand the question.

{h) Personalized questions. It is often necessary to decide whether a question should
be asked in a personalized form or not. This is well illustrated by the following
questions which appeared, one atter the other, in a schedule dealing with health
matters (see David, 1952} ‘Do you think it is a good idea to have everyone’s chest
regularly checked by X-ray?’ and "Have you ever had yours checked?’ Some %6 per
cent of the respondents answered "Yes' to the first question, but only 54 per cent to
the second. As the author suggested, the opinion given in answer to the first
question ‘is more a pious hope for some vague corporate decision than a considered
aim inmlving persunal action’,

(#) Embarrassing questions. Subjects which people do not like to discuss in public
present a problem to the questionnaire designer. Respondents are often embarrassed
to discuss private matters, to give low-prestige answers, and to admit to socially
unacceptable behaviour and attitudes. If, for instance, questions on sexual behaviour,
frequency of taking a bath, cheating in examinations or attitudes to Communism
were asked in the usual way, many respondents would probably refuse to reply and
others would distort their answers. There are several ways of attempting to deal
with this problem.
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One method of reducing the threatening nature of a question is to express it in
the third person; instead of asking the respondent for his views, he is asked about the
views of others. An example from market research of an indirect question of this
sort is given |:r}.r Smith (1954): ‘Some women who use this cleanser find a lot of faults
with it. I wonder if you can guess what they are objecting to”. The purpose of this
wording was to make the housewives feel free to criticize the product. The aim of
such questions is to obtain the respondent’s own views, but he may of course answer
the question asked, and give what he believes to be the views of others. For this
reason it is often advisable to follow the indirect question by a direct one asking the
respondent whether he holds the views he has described. '

There are several other indirect methods which can be useful in dealing with
embarrassing topics. The respondent can for instance be shown a drawing of two
persons in a certain setting, with 'balloons’ containing speech coming from their
mouths, as in comic strips and cartoons. One person’s balloon is left empty and the
respondent is asked to put himself in the position of that person and to fill in the
missing words. Another method is that of sentence completion; the respondent is
given the start of a sentence and is asked to complete it, usually under time pressure
to ensure spontaneity. Oppenheim (19266) describes the use of the fulluwing two
examples of sentence completion in a study among psychiatric nurses in a mental
hospital:

‘I wish that doctors . . .’
‘Patients who are incontinent , . .’

The different ways in which a group of student nurses and a group of nurses with
twelve or more years of experience completed these sentences showed the differ-
ence of attitude and approach of the two groups. . . .

Belson (1968) describes a study of a randomly derived sample of London
tecnage lJD:r’.S on the sensitive subject of stealing. A variety of procedures were
employed in this study to make it easier for the boys to admit that they had stolen
things. On arrival at the interviewing centre a hoy chose a false name and, in order
to preserve his anonymity, he was introduced under his false name to the inter-
viewer, who knew him nn]_‘!.f b}f that name. After an extended initial ]:rh.lser the
interview proceeded to the card-sorting technique by which the information on
stealing was to be obtained. The interviewer and the boy sat on either side of a table,
with a screen in between so that they could not see each other. Through a slot in the
screen the interviewer passed to ﬂ'ie hov a card on which one type of 5.t,-.,a|m5 (e.g ‘1
have stolen cigarettes’) was recorded. The boy was asked to put the card in a box
labelled “Yes® if he had ever done what was rl_r.urd:_d on it, and in a box labelled
‘Never’ if not. This was repeated for 44 kinds of theft, At the end of this sorting
stage, the interviewer went through a procedure which tried to reduce the force ofa
boy's resistances, and to strengthen his feeling of willingness, to admitting thefts,
Then the boy was asked to re-sort all the cards he had put in the ‘Never’ box. Finall}r
he was asked for further details on each type of theft he had admitted. This detailed
procedure elicited reports of many types of theft from many boys with, for example,
69 per cent of boys admitting ‘I have stolen something from a shop’ and 58 per cent
‘| have stolen money’ at least once in their lives. . . .
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(i) Questions on periodical behaviour. An interesting choice arises in studying the
frequency of periodical behaviour. The main choice of questions can be illustrated
with reference to cinema-going:

(i  'How often have you been to the cinema during the last fortnight (or any other
period chosen)?

(iiy ‘How often do you go to the cinema on the average?'

{iti) ‘When did you last go to the cinema?’

The first question covers a number of different possibilities corresponding to
the period chosen, and answers will depend on the type of activity and on the extent
to which one is willing to rely on the respondent’s memory (see (k) below). In any
case, the three question types might produce different msults and there is little
evidence on which to choose between them. At first sight, (i) seems to be most
specific, but many people’s answers might simply be an estimate of their average
cinemna-going rather than the actual figure; i.e. if they normally go twice a fortight,
they may give this as an answer, although they went only once in the last fortnight,
As a case in point, Belson (1964a) reports that an intensive interview follow-up
enquiry of respondents to the National Readership Survey suggested that people
frequently answered in terms of what publications they wsually locked at, rather than |
what they had actually looked at, which was what was required. Of course the two
answers will often be the same, and it is only when a difference arises that an answer
in the wrong terms produces error.

Many survey questions involve this type of choice, e.g. questions on newspaper
reading, radio listening, television watching, and consumer purchases. It is a matter
deserving further research.

(k) Questions involving memory. Most factual questions to some extent involve the
respondent in rcualling information. His degree of success in doing this accurately is
thus a basic determinant of the quality of his response. With certain questions, such
as "Are you married, single or widowed?', there is no such problem, but with a large
range of survey questions n:vr:alling_ information does present a problem, the severity
of which depends on what is to be recalled. Two factors of primary importance in
memory are the length of time since the event took place and the event's import-
ance to the respondent; events the respondent considers insignificant are likely to be
forgotten almost immediately and even the recollection of significant events
decreases as time elapses. Moreover, for events not forgotten in their entirety,
memory acts sclectively, retaining some aspects and losing others, thus producing
distorted images, For questions dealing with the past, serious attention must there-
fore be given to the respondents’ abilities to recall the required information accur-
ately, and to ways by which they can be helped to do so.

As an example . . . a memory problem arises with questions asking respondents
to provide a list, as would be the case for instance if they were asked which television
programmes they had viewed yesterday, or which newspapers they had read or
looked at in the preceding seven days; without help many respondents would be
unable to give a complete list. A sensible way to aid recall in this case is to provide
the respondent with a list of all television programmes transmitted yesterday (or a

B
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list of all newspapers), from which he can pick out the ones he had seen (or read, or
looked at). In the National Readership Surveys, for example, respondents are asked
about their readership of each publication from a complete list of every publication
with which the surveys are concerned. With the interviewer they go lhmugh book-
lets containing the title blocks of the publications, and are asked about each one in
turn. The use of the title blacks in these recall-aid booklets is an example of another
usetul device, visual aids, to assist recall.

With questions like the readership one, there are two types of MEmory error,
The first is the ‘recall loss’, occurring when the respondent fails o report an activity
in the recall period because he has forgotten about it, and this loss is likely to be
more serious the longer the period. The second occurs when he reports an activity
in the recall period when it actually took place outside that period: the tendency to
report as occurring in the current period events which in fact occurred carlier has
been termed the ‘telescoping effect’. A greater telescoping effect for shorter recall
periods has been suggested as part of the explanation for the commonly found effect
of relatively greater reporting rates for short recall periods. . . |

With serious memory errors having been demonstrated in many studies, it is
natural to look for a procedure which does not rely heavily on an informant’s ability
to recall information. One obvious possibility is to persuade informants to keep
diaries of the events of interest, as is done in the Family Expenditure and National
Food Surveys. Diaries, however, have their own limitations. First, the amount of
work asked of the respondent is much greater with the diary method, and this may
make it difficult to gain the co-aperation of the selected sample — the refusal rate
may be high. Secondly, the diary method is likely to be more expensive, for inter-
viewers will probably need to contact informants at least twice. One visit is needed
to gain the informant’s co-operation and to explain the recording procedure, and
another is needed to collect the completed diaries. During the ra:cr_}rnling period
other visits may be made to ensure that the instructions have been understood, to
check that the data are being correctly recorded, and to maintain morale. The last
visit serves not only for the collection of the diary, but also as an opportunity for the
interviewer to edit the diary with the respondent; were it not for this editing, the
last visit could perhaps be dlSPLI‘jSEd with, for the diaries could be returned by post.

Even with careful editing, however, the standard of informants’ recor rding can-
not be expected to reach that achieved by well-trained interviewers. Surveys of the
general population contain people from a wide range of educational levels and with
varying amounts of form-completing experience; it can be anticipated that some of
them will fail to understand from one interview exactly what they are to do. In
addition, others may lack the motivation to complete the diaries as accurately as is
required. One particular way in which informants may deviate from instructions is
by failing to record the events while they are fresh in their memories; the main
strength of the diary approach is the avoidance of reliance on memory, but, if the
informant does not keep the diary up-to-date, at least part of that strength is lost.
Anather source of error is that, although instructed not to change their habits as the
result of their rccorn:ling, some informants will do so; in consumer expenditure
SUrveys, for instance, housewives keeping |og-buul-:ﬁ of their purchases may hecome
more aware of their shopping habits, and this may for example persuade them of the
advantages of hLl}[ng larger items and of shopping in supermarkets. . . .
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These limitations of the diary method must be balanced against the memory
errors involved in the recall method, The choice between the methods depends on
the subject matter of the survey and, in particular, on the ability of respondents to
recall accurately the necessary details of the information required. In sitvations
where, even with assistance from the interviewer, informants are unable to recollect
details accurately, the recall method is inappropriate and the diary method may be
the only possible approach.

Open and pre-coded questions

The relative merits of open and pre-coded questions have been the subject of a goad
deal of research and debate. In an open question the respondent is given freedom to
decide the aspect, form, detail and length of his answer, and it is the interviewer's
job ta record as much of it as she can. In the case of pre-coded questions, either the
respondent is given a limited number of answers from which to choose or the
question is asked as an open question and the interviewer allocates the answer to the
appropriate code category. . . .

The essential difference thus lies in the stage at which the information is coded,
whether in the office, by the respondent or by the interviewer. If the researcher
wants a very detailed answer, or wishes to find out what aspects of an issue are
uppermost in the respondent’s mind, [an open question] is to be preferred. Even if it
has to be summarized subsequently, all the detail is there, not merely a number
representing the nearest code answer. Any summarizing or coding can be carried out
uniformly in the office, uninfluenced by the circumstances of the interview or the
reaction of the respondent to the interviewer. But, of course, open questions have
their problems. The detail obtained is partly a reflection of the respondent’s
loquaf:it}r, so that different amounts (as well as diferent items) of information will
be available for different people. A second difficulty lies in the task of compressing a
written, qualitative answer into code categories. Again, although the remoteness of
the office from the interview situation ensures some gain in coding abjectivity, it
also has drawbacks. Just as questions can sound difterent if asked by different people,
so the meaning of an answer is communicated partly by the way it is given, and this
will not be retlected in the written record, Fina":,.r, there is the difficulty of getting a
verbatim report of what is said. All interviewers probably exercise some selection in
reoording answers and, to the extent that this happens, bias may creep in.

Fre-coded questions may offer two or more alternative answers (referred to
respectively as dichotomous and multiple-choice — or ‘cafeteria’ — questions) and
their advantages are evident. To combine the recording and coding of answers in one
u]:leratinn simpliﬁcs the whole promf]urc; and, in a very real sense, the interviewer
is the person best placed to arrive at an accurate coding, since she hears the answers
in full and thus has more data to work on than the office coder. On the other hand,
once she has ringed a code there is little hope of detecting errors of recording or
judgement. Also, she is working under pressure and may be unable to give sutficient
time and attention to the needs of a complex coding operation.

If the range of answers to a question is limited and well established, prﬂ—{‘oding
is generally to be preferred. Most factual questions — with regular exceptions like
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questions on occupation — belong to this category. If, however, one cannot reason-
ably determine in advance what the main categories will be, it is best to begin with
open questinns, Frugn:ssing to pre-mded ones as the range and distribution of
answers become clear. This is why open questions play such a valuable role in pilot
SUrveys.

The alternatives offered in pre-coded questions must above all be exhaustive
and mutual]}* exclusive. (The code ‘Other, spec‘if}' enntige usuail:,' added for rare or
unthought-of answers.) In such questions all the possible answers must be given.
The following question occurred in an opinion survey: “What happens to the copy of
the . . . (newspaper); for instance, does anyone take it to work?’

Stays in house

Regularly taken to work, left there
Occasionally taken to work, left there
Taken to work, brought home

BV S

It is likely that the form of the question disfavoured the first code answer. If any of
the answers are to be suggested, all should be. A respondent who has never con-
sidered the subject of the question carefully may seize upon any lead given by the
mention of a possible answer.

A risk with pre-coded questions is that answers may be forced into a category to
which they do not properly belong. Take the hypothetical question: ‘Do you think
the present Government is doing a good or bad job?" Many people will have clear
views and will unhesitatingly say ‘Good’ or ‘Bad’. But what of those who are
inclined to say 'Good, but . . ." or ‘Bad, except that . . . '? The Gr.uiin;; demands a
decision one way or the other and may result in quallhcd responses being forced into
categories to which they do not genumelv belong. To try to avoid this, survey
designers leave space for qualifications or allow in the codes for finer shades of
opinion. Up to a point, a greater number of codes has the added advantage that more
information is collected. But there is a limit: if too many codes are used, respond-
ents will be unable to make a rational choice between several of the alternatives and,
faced with so many codes, they may have difficulty in making a choice at all.

Besides fixing the number of codes to be used, with opinion questions the
survey designer has also to decide whether or not to code for a neutral position, in
other words he must decide whether he wants to force respondents to come down
on one side or other of the fence. If he does provide a neutral code, he may well find
that many people take up that option. The following question was included in a
schedule on saving habits: ‘During the coming year do you think things will get
much better or worse tor p::uplt: in your position or do you think there is not iikl:l}'
to be much change?’ The last phrase offered a neutral escape, and 44 per cent of the
respondents chose it. These answers may of course express genuine opinions, but
there is clearly a risk in suggesting a non-committal answer to the respondent. . . .
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Question order

In putting the individual questions together to form the questionnaire, the order of
questions needs to be planned. The order may affect the refusal rate and there is
plenty of evidence that it may also influence the answers obtained {(e.g. Mosteller and
others 1949, Cantril 1944, Whithield 1950), especially so when one is concerned
with opinions that are unstable or marginal.

At the start of the interview the respondent is unsure of himself and so the
opening questions should be ones to put him at ease and build up rapport between
him and the interviewer. They should be interesting questions which he will have
no difficulty in answering, and they should not be on sensitive topics, for otherwise
he may refuse to continue with the interview. The questions should then proceed
in a logical manner, moving from topic to topic in a way that indicates to the
respondent the relationship between the questions; where an obvious break in
subject matter occurs it is usually advisable to give a sentence or two explaining
the break and the relevance of the new set of questions. Since questions on highly
sensitive topics may lead to the respondent refusing to continue with the interview,
they may be best left until last; then, if a refusal is met, relatively little information
is lost,

When determining the order of questions within a topic (and also, for that
matter, between topics) the conditioning effect of earlier questions should be con-
sidered. It is no good asking: ‘Can you name any washing powder? if a previous
question has mentioned ‘Tide’ or ‘Dreft’; in other words knowledge questions must
not be preceded by others giving relevant information. Even though interest may
centre on specific issues, it can be a good idea to start with broad questions about the
subject and then to narrow down to the specific issues, using what is known as a
funnel sequence of questions (Kahn and Cannell 1957). Thus a g_encral open question
on the achievements of the present Government may be the beginning of a sequence
leading to specific questions on the Government’s actions in the field of labour
relations; a mention of labour relations in reply to the first question suggests that the
respondent attaches some importance to the subject. On the other hand, if one is
interested in the broader question and one thinks the respondents do not hold
considered opinions about it, an inverted funnel sequence may be useful. In this case,
the early questions ask about the range of issues involved and, in answering them,
the respondent is led towards forming a considered opinion on the broader
qucsticrn.

A fairly common situation is one in which the respondent is taken through a list
of items h}-‘ the interviewer, who asks the same initial question about each item in
turn. If the respondent answers this question in a certain way the interviewer asks
supplementary questions: otherwise she proceeds to the next item. Respondents
soon learn in this situation that they can complete the interview more rapidly by
avoiding the replies leading to supplementary questions, and this may tempt some to
falsify their replies. This risk is easily avoided, however, by asking the supplementary
questions only after answers to the initial question have been obtained for all the
items on the list.

Another problem with long lists of items is that of respondent fatipue: towards
the end of a list of, say, 90 items (about the number of publications in the National

-
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Readership Surveys) the respondent can be expected to experience fatigue, which
may result in him fa.i]ing to recall the later items and hence answering the questions
about them negatively. In the National Readership Surveys, for instance, it has been
found that the readership level for the group of weeklies when they appeared last in
the presentation order {after the groups of dailies, Sundays and monthlies) was only
about three-quarters of that when they appeared first (Belson 1964); fatigue prob-
ably provides at least a partial explanation of this finding. In these surveys, to avoid
bias arising from the order of presentation, the order of the four groups is varied by
a rotation scheme throughout the sample; in addition, for one half of the sample the
]:ruhli::a.tiunﬁ within a group are prc&untfd in one order and in the other hall in the
reverse order. This procedure may mean that somewhat better comparisons can be
made between the readership levels of different publications, because they have on
average about the same presentation position (although account must also be taken
of the variation in the ‘rotation effect’ for the difterent publications), but it does not
make the absolute readership levels for all publications more accurate.

Concluding remarks

We have not attempted to deal comprehensively with the subject of question word-
ing. The points selected for discussion have been those thought to be of most interest
to the student or researcher embarking on a survey. To the problem of questionnaire
design in gl:nr:ral there is no easy solution. Even if one follows all the accepted
principles, there usually remains a choice of several question forms, each of which
seems satisfactory. Every surveyor tries to phrase his questions in simple, everyday
language, to avoid vagueness and ambiguity and to use neutral wording. His diﬂ'icu]t)r
lies in judging whether, with any particular question, he has succeeded in these aims,
He may appreciate perfectly that leading questions are to be avoided, but how can he
know for sure which words will be ‘|r:ading' with the particular question, survey
and population that confront him, perhaps for the first time?

The answer to this question lies in detailed pre-tests and pilot studies: more
than anything else, they are the essence of a good questionnaire. However experi-
enced the questionnaire designer, any attempt to shortcut these preparatory stages
will seriously jeopardize the quality of the questionnaire; past experience is a con-
siderable asset, but in a fresh survey there are always new aspects which may perhaps
not be immediately recognized, but which exist and must be investigated through
pre-tests and pilot studies. . . .

Question designing remains a matter of common sense and experience and of
avoiding known pitfalls. It is not as vet, if indeed it ever can be, a matter of appl:,ring
theoretical rules. Alternative versions of questions must be rigorously tested in pre-
tests and the pilot survey, for in the absence of hard and fast rules, tests of practic-
ability must play a crucial role in questionnaire construction.
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