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Writing a questionnaire seems simple. As the famous survey researcher
G. W. Allport once said, “If we want to know how people feel: what they
experience and what they remember, what their emotions and motives are
like, and the reasons for acting as they do—why not ask them?” (Selltiz,
Jahoda, Deutsch, & Cook, 1959, p. 236).

Unfortunately, just asking them is not as easy as it sounds. To avoid
obtaining misleading results, questions must be clear, must elicit honest
and reliable answers, and must keep the respondent interested in providing
answers. The construction of questions must differ according to whether
they are being read or heard, and the researchers can ask only as many
questions as respondents have the time and energy to answer. It is easy
to write bad questions and difficult to write good ones. Guidelines for
questionnaire design typically focus on the importance of clarity, simplicity,
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and objectivity. Other important considerations include making questions
interesting and the questionnaire logical so that respondents feel motivated
to answer carefully.

Given the myriad of details that can make or break a questionnaire,
the best questionnaires often turn out to be those you would have written
once it is too late and you have the answers to the one you already used.
To avoid giving postsurvey regrets, questionnaires need to be pretested
with attention to every detail and with members of the intended sample
of respondents. Important issues to consider when writing questionnaires
include the following:

� Validity and reliability concerns as they relate to the sample, the topic,
and the client

� Levels of measurement and why they matter
� Ways to ensure clarity and avoid bias
� Types of questions and how the information each type provides differs
� Questionnaire layout and design to ensure logical flow and visual

clarity

UNDERSTANDING RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY

What is a “fast” city? If you are the communication manager for the lo-
cal chamber of commerce, would you want your city rated as “fast” or
as “slow”? National and regional rankings of cities, universities, corpora-
tions, and other organizations are published all the time. Depending on
your interpretation, “fast” could mean exciting or it could mean stress-
ful. Meanwhile, “slow” could mean boring or it could mean mellow and
comfortable. When Psychology Today published its feature on fast cities, the
things that made a city fast included the length of time it took to be waited
on in a bank, the speed at which people walked down the street, the num-
ber of people who wore watches, the speed with which people talked, and
the rates of coronary heart disease in the city population. A ranking of 1 on
this list probably would not make city leaders happy. But how can ratings
based on objective data be refuted effectively (Sidebar 11.1)?

The answer is that measures need to be valid and reliable. A valid measure
is one that seems to represent a particular idea in a convincing way. If people
generally can agree that the things used to measure something such as a fast
city are appropriate, the measures are considered valid. A reliable measure
has consistency. If virtually anyone can replicate the study using the same
measures and come out with similar answers, the measures are considered
reliable. The fast city measures could be attacked as invalid by arguing
that coronary heart disease has no relationship to bank teller speed, except
perhaps for the bank teller.



SIDEBAR 11.1
Measuring a City’s Pace

To see if there is any relationship between a city’s characteristic pace and its
rate of coronary heart disease, we looked at four indicators.

Walking speed: We clocked how long it took pedestrians to move 60 feet along
relatively uncrowded streets. To eliminate the effects of socializing, we timed
only people walking alone. We also excluded children, pedestrians with large
packages or obvious physical handicaps, and window shoppers.

Working speed: We timed how long bank clerks took either to give change, in
set denominations, for two $20 bills or to give us two $20 in return for change.

Talking speed: In each city we tape-recorded how long it took postal clerks to
explain the difference between regular mail, certified mail, and insured mail.
We then calculated their actual “articulation” rates by dividing the number of
syllables in the response by the total time it took.

The watch factor: As a simple measure of concern with clock time, we counted
the percentage of men and women who were wearing wrist watches.
Individually, each of these measures has its weaknesses: They all tap into spe-
cial groups, not the city’s general population; the second two are confounded
by skill and efficiency; and the last is affected by fashion as well as concern
with time.

Finally, we created an index of the overall pace of life in each city by giving
the four scores equal weight and adding them together. The chart below shows
how the cities ranked, from 1st to 36th, in each category.

FAST CITIES, SLOW CITIES, HOW THEY RANK

Overall Walking Bank Talking Watches
City Pace Speed Speed Speed Worn CHD*
Boston, MA 1 2 6 6 2 10
Buffalo, NY 2 5 7 15 4 2
New York, NY 3 5 7 15 1 1
Salt Lake City, UT 4 4 16 12 11 31
Columbus, OH 5 22 17 1 19 26
Worcester, MA 6 9 22 6 6 4
Providence, RI 7 7 9 9 19 3
Springfield, MA 8 1 15 20 22 7
Rochester, NY 9 20 2 26 7 14
Kansas City, MO 10 6 3 15 32 21
St. Louis, MO 11 15 20 9 15 8
Houston, TX 12 10 8 21 19 36
Paterson, NJ 13 17 4 11 31 1
Bakersfield, CA 14 28 13 5 17 20
Atlanta, GA 15 3 27 2 36 33

(Continues)
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SIDEBAR 11.1 (Continued)

Overall Walking Bank Talking Watches
City Pace Speed Speed Speed Worn CHD*
Detroit, MI 16 21 12 34 2 11
Youngstown, OH 17 13 18 3 30 6
Indianapolis, IN 18 18 23 8 24 22
Chicago, IL 19 12 31 3 27 13
Philadelphia, PA 20 30 5 22 11 16
Louisville, KY 21 16 21 29 15 18
Canton, OH 22 23 14 26 15 9
Knoxville, TN 23 25 24 30 11 17
San Francisco, CA 24 19 35 26 5 27
Chattanooga, TN 25 35 1 32 24 12
Dallas, TX 26 26 28 15 28 32
Oxnard, CA 27 30 30 23 7 34
Nashville, TN 28 8 26 24 33 14
San Diego, CA 29 27 34 18 9 24
East Lansing, MI 30 14 33 12 34 29
Fresno, CA 31 36 25 17 19 25
Memphis, TN 32 34 10 19 34 30
San Jose, CA 33 29 29 30 22 35
Shreveport, LA 34 32 19 33 28 19
Sacramento, CA 35 33 32 36 26 23
Los Angeles, CA 36 24 36 35 13 28

*Lower numbers indicate faster speeds, more watches worn, higher CHD rates. CHD
indicates rates of coronary heart disease, adjusted for the median age in each city.
From “Type A Cities and Your Heart,” by R. Levine, 1989, Psychology Today. Copyright
1989 by Sussex Publishers, Inc. Reprinted with permission.

For measures to be valid, the concept or idea they represent must be clear
and the operationalizations, the actual measures themselves, must seem ap-
propriate. To a great extent, determining validity is an exercise in persua-
sion. Reliability is easier to verify objectively.

Threats to validity and reliability sometimes are subtle, making it impor-
tant to think carefully about the context in which surveys will be answered
and interpreted. The measure itself must seem appropriate, and the scale
used to measure it must seem appropriate. For example, operationalizing
a concept such as a “livable” city might seem fairly straightforward. U.S.
News and World Report publishes a feature on this issue every year focus-
ing on characteristics such as crime rates, housing costs, and employment
rates. Most people would agree that a more livable city would feature a
lower crime rate, lower housing costs, and higher employment rates. But
wait: rising housing costs make a city more attractive, not less attractive,
to those investing in real estate. So a high score on housing costs could
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mean less livable to some people and more livable to others. Meanwhile,
some might argue that the most appropriate measure of livability would be
people’s perceptions of safety and satisfaction, rather than more objective
measures of crime rates, numbers of parks, and so on.

Moreover, the measures chosen to operationalize livability might be
criticized as insufficient to measure the concept appropriately. Perhaps
factors such as average commute times, numbers of cultural events, and the
quality of public schools (as indicated by standardized tests? Availability
of special services?) also need to be included to provide a valid measure.
The three-quarters of the population who do not have school-age children,
however, may not consider public school quality a primary determinant
of a city’s livability. In addition, some people might consider other factors
such as nearby access to parkland as critical to quality of life, whereas
others might consider a booming nightlife a higher priority. And what
about weather? Is a warm temperature an advantage or a disadvantage? It
depends on whether you prefer to snow ski or water ski. Thus, to measure
a fairly simple idea such as a livable city, the measures chosen must be the
following:

� Sufficient in number to represent enough about the concept
� Appropriate as indicators of the concept
� Unambiguous, so that a high score on a measure clearly represents a

high level of the concept

Reliability, too, is an important characteristic for measures, with two
primary components. First, the indicator of a concept must be replicable,
that is, reusable with a similar result. The second component of reliability
is how consistently the various operationalizations of a concept measure
it. The operationalizations are the ways the researcher measures an idea,
such as by counting the number of adults employed in the community
during a single year. Consistency of the measures is important because ob-
servers tend to find a group of measures more convincing than any single
measure. For example, if a city that scores highly on employment rates
and cultural events also scores highly on individuals’ reports of perceived
safety and happiness with the town, these measures as a group represent-
ing “livability” can be called reliable. Some people may think employment
rates are more important than personal reports of happiness, others may
consider personal reports more important, but they all may accept the oth-
ers’ measures if convinced that the measures “hang together” consistently.
This type of reliability can be measured statistically.

Rankings such as “most livable cities” can have major repercussions
for organizations that score well or poorly or just better or worse than
expected. According to Monks and Ehrenberg (1999), educational insti-
tutions that receive a less favorable rating from the U.S. News and World
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Report annual rankings of colleges and universities end up with a lower-
quality pool of applicants and have to use bigger financial incentives to
attract desirable students. As shown in Table 11.1, rankings of universi-
ties can vary dramatically depending on the methods used to develop the
ranking scores. As Gater (2002) has asserted, it is nearly impossible to iden-
tify, quantify, and measure characteristics that fairly compare colleges and
universities because they have wide-ranging sizes, scopes, missions, and
disciplinary emphases. Nevertheless, many parents of potential students,
students themselves, faculty considering potential employers, and donors
considering potential beneficiaries look for rankings to help them in their
decision making.

As Table 11.1 shows, rankings change depending on the types of insti-
tutions included in the analysis, how the organizations collect data about
“quality” or “value,” and when they collect the data. Some raters, for ex-
ample, analyze institutional-level data such as admission and graduation
rates. Some include surveys of university administrators. Some include
surveys of alumni or current students. In addition, some surveys rely on
volunteer samples rather than representative samples. Table 11.1 shows
that even the same organizations rank universities differently depending
on whether they focus on a particular issue (e.g., academic excellence or
cost) or include a range of issues important to most applicants (e.g., aca-
demic excellence and cost) in the ranking criteria. Meanwhile, other orga-
nizations may focus on criteria important only to some, such as political
activism. In addition, rankings can change depending on whether they fo-
cus exclusively on schools that meet criteria for “national” universities or
mix public and private colleges along with public and private universities.
Communication managers at educational institutions must understand va-
lidity and reliability issues to deal effectively with these rankings, which
frequently receive a great deal of news coverage and attention from impor-
tant constituents. Universities that wish to publicize rankings that make
them look good while de-emphasizing those that portray them less pos-
itively have to defend the validity and reliability of one survey credibly
while attacking the validity and reliability of another.

LEVELS OF MEASUREMENT AND WHY THEY MATTER

Survey questions fall into four general levels, shown in Table 11.2, that
dictate how the questions can and should be analyzed. It is important to
know your level of measurement because the level dictates the types of
statistical tests you can perform on the data. Usually, clients hope to deter-
mine how certain beliefs or behaviors relate to other beliefs and behaviors.
If measures have been collected at a low level of measurement, this will
seriously limit the analyst’s ability to investigate relationships of interest.
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TABLE 11.2
Levels of Measurement for Credibility

Nominal Level Which of the following companies do you find credible?

Ordinal Level Rank the following companies from most credible to least credible, with the

most credible company receiving a 5 and the least credible company receiving

a 1.

Interval Level How credible are the following companies?

Not at Very

all credible credible

1 2 3 4 5

Ratio Level How many times in the last year have you wondered whether the following

companies were telling you the truth?

0 1 2 3 4 5 or more

To choose the appropriate level, questionnaire designers need to con-
sider how they will use the information gathered. Sometimes, for example,
a client may wish to know whether people first heard about an organization
from the newspaper or from a friend. Other times, however, the organiza-
tion may need to know how often newspapers and friends are sources of
information or how credible the information received from these sources
seems. Each of these needs requires a different level of measurement.

The first level of measurement is called the nominal level, meaning names
or categories of things. This level of measurement is useful when an or-
ganization needs to know how many people fit into particular categories.
The possible answers for a nominal variable are mutually exclusive and
exhaustive. In other words, they have no overlap and include all possi-
ble responses. For example, a question assessing gender of the respondent
would include “male” and “female” (social scientists consider “gender”
a socially constructed identity rather than a category dictated by chro-
mosomes). A question assessing information sources could include “mass
media” and “interpersonal sources.” Including “mass media” and “news-
papers” would be redundant instead of mutually exclusive because the
newspaper is a form of mass media. Eliminating “interpersonal sources”
or including “friends” but not “coworkers” or “family” would not be ex-
haustive. Nominal variables can be useful, but little statistical analysis
can be performed using this type of variable. They have little explanatory
power, because people either fit a category or do not fit. They cannot fit a
little bit or a lot.

The second level of measurement is called the ordinal level, indicating
some meaningful order to the attributes. These questions have answers that
are mutually exclusive, exhaustive, and ordered in some way. A popular
type of ordinal question is the ranking question, as in “Please rate the
following five publications according to how much you like them, with
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the best one rated 1 and the worst one rated 5.” It would be possible to
know which publications do best and worst, but it would not be possible
to know whether Publication 2 is liked a lot better than Publication 3 or
just a little bit better.

The ranking question often creates problems and generally should be
avoided. It not only provides information of limited use but also frequently
confuses or frustrates respondents. Ranking is difficult to do and tends to
discourage respondents from completing a questionnaire. Sometimes re-
spondents may consider two or more items to be ranked in a tie, and other
times they may not understand the basis on which they are supposed to
determine differences. When asked to rank the corporate citizenship of
a group of companies, for example, respondents may not feel they have
enough information on some companies to distinguish them from others.
Respondents often rate several things as the same number, rendering their
response to the entire question useless to the analyst. If two or more items
are tied, they no longer are ranked. The answers no longer are mutually ex-
clusive, which makes the question of less use than even a nominal variable
would be.

Organizations that want to rank a group of things may find it better to let
rankings emerge from the data rather than trying to convince respondents
to do the ranking themselves. They can do this by creating a question or a
group of questions that can be compared with one another, such as, “Please
rate each of the following information sources according to how much you
like them, with a 4 indicating ‘a lot,’ a 3 indicating ‘some,’ a 2 indicating ‘not
much,’ and a 1 indicating ‘not at all.’” The mean score for each information
source then can be used to create a ranking.

The third level of measurement is the interval level. This is the most
flexible type of measure to use because it holds a lot of meaning, giving it
a great deal of explanatory power and lending itself to sensitive statistical
tests. As with the previous levels of measurement, the interval measure’s
responses must be mutually exclusive, exhaustive, and ordered. The order,
however, now includes equal intervals between each possible response.
For example, a survey could ask people to indicate how much they like a
publication on a 10-point scale, on which 10 represents liking it the most
and 1 represents liking it the least. It can be assumed that the respondent
will think of the distances separating 2 and 3 as the same as the distances
separating 3 and 4, and 9 and 10.

Most applied research—and some scholarly research—assumes percep-
tual scales such as strongly agree–strongly disagree or very important–not
important at all can be considered interval-level scales. Purists disagree,
saying they are ordinal because respondents might not place an equal
distance between items on a scale such as not at all . . . a little . . . some . . . a lot
in their own minds. Fortunately, statisticians have found that this usually
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does not present a major problem. Nevertheless, this is a controversial is-
sue (Sarle, 1994). Researchers must construct such measures carefully and
pretest them to ensure that they adhere to the equal-distance assumption
as much as possible.

The fourth level of measurement is the ratio scale, which is simply an
interval scale that has a true zero. This means the numbers assigned to
responses are real numbers, not symbols representing an idea such as “very
much.” Ratio scales include things such as the number of days respondents
report reading the newspaper during the past week (0–7 days), the number
of minutes spent reading the business section, or the level of confidence
they have that they will vote in the next presidential election (0–100%
likelihood of voting). This type of scale is considered the most powerful
because it embodies the most meaning.

TYPES OF QUESTIONS AND THE INFORMATION
EACH TYPE PROVIDES

Various strategies exist for eliciting responses at each level of analysis.
Keep in mind that respondents will find complex questions more difficult
and time consuming to answer. As a result, the survey designer has to
make trade-offs between obtaining the most meaningful information and
obtaining any information at all. For example, a lengthy and complex mail
survey may end up in the trash can more often than in the return mail.
Even if the questions are terrific, the few responses that come back may
not compensate for the loss of information resulting from the number of
nonresponses.

Likewise, people answering a telephone survey will find complicated
questions frustrating because they tend to comprehend and remember less
when hearing a question than when reading a question. This is the reason
telephone surveys often use generic response categories such as the Likert-
scale type of response, in which the answer range is: strongly agree, agree,
neutral, disagree, strongly disagree. People on the telephone often have
distractions in the background and other things they would rather be do-
ing, making them less involved in the survey. This makes it easier for them
to forget what a question was, what the response options were, or how
they answered a previous question on the survey.

For ease of response and analysis, questions on surveys usually are
closed ended, meaning respondents choose their favorite answer from a
list of possibilities. Open-ended questions, which ask a query but provide
space for individual answers instead of a response list, invite more in-
formation but are often skipped by respondents and are time consuming
to analyze afterward. As a result, surveys typically limit the number of
open-ended questions to 2 or 3 of 50. The primary types of closed-ended
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questions are the checklist, ranking scale, quantity/intensity scale, Likert-
type scale, frequency scale, and semantic differential scale.

Checklists

The checklist is a nominal variable, providing categories from which re-
spondents can choose. They can be asked to choose only one response, or
all that apply.

Checklist example:

Please indicate whether you are male or female:
Male Female

Please indicate which of the following publications you have read this
week (check all that apply):

Newspapers News magazines Other magazines Newsletters

Ranking Scales

Ranking scales are ordinal variables, in which respondents are asked to
put items in the order they think is most appropriate. Ranking scales are
problematic because they incorporate a series of questions into a single
item, requiring respondents to perform a complex and often confusing
task. They must decide which choice should come first, which should come
last, which comes next, and so on until the whole series of comparisons is
completed.

Ranking example:

Please rank the following issues according to how important they are to
your decision about a congressional candidate this year. Put a 1 by the
issue most important to you and a 5 by the issue least important to you:

Taxes
Economy
Environment
Education
Crime

Questionnaire designers can help respondents answer a ranking ques-
tion by breaking it into a series of questions, so that the respondents
do not have to do this in their heads. Although this method makes it
easier for respondents to answer ranking questions, it uses a lot of valuable
questionnaire space.
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Among the following issues, which is the most important to your deci-
sion about a congressional candidate this year?

Taxes
Economy
Environment
Education
Crime

Among the following issues, which is the next most important to your
decision about a congressional candidate this year?

Taxes
Economy
Environment
Education
Crime

Among the following issues, which is the least important to your
decision about a congressional candidate this year?

Taxes
Economy
Environment
Education
Crime

Quantity/Intensity Scales

The quantity/intensity scale is an ordinal- or interval-level variable, in
which respondents choose a location that best fits their opinion on a list of
options that forms a continuum.

Quantity/intensity example:

How much education have you completed?
Less than high school degree
High school diploma or GED
Some college (no degree; may be currently enrolled)
Vocational certificate or associate’s degree
College graduate (bachelor’s degree)
Some graduate work (no degree)
Master’s or other graduate professional degree
Doctoral degree

Likert-Type Scale

The most frequently used scale is known as the Likert scale.
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Likert scale example:

Please indicate whether you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly
disagree with the following statement:
The Bestever Corporation is responsive to public concerns

Strongly agree
Agree
Disagree
Strongly disagree

Other variations on the Likert scale appear frequently on questionnaires.
Some popular response ranges include the following:

� Very satisfied/Somewhat satisfied/Somewhat dissatisfied/Very un-
satisfied

� Strongly oppose/Oppose/Support/Strongly support
� Very familiar/Somewhat familiar/Somewhat unfamiliar/Very unfa-

miliar
� A lot/Somewhat/Not much/Not at all
� A lot/Some/A little/None
� Always/Frequently/Seldom/Never
� Often/Sometimes/Rarely/Never
� Excellent/Good/Fair/Poor

Quantity/Intensity example:

Please indicate if the following reasons have been very important (VI),
somewhat important (SI), not very important (NVI), or not at all impor-
tant (NAI) to your decision whether to give to the Most important
Association in the past.

The tax benefits resulting from giving VI SI NVI NAI
Because you like being involved with the MA VI SI NVI NAI

Another variation of the Likert scale is known as the feeling thermometer,
which can be modified to measure levels of confidence, degrees of involve-
ment, and other characteristics. The feeling thermometer as presented by
Andrews and Withey (1976) used 10- or 15-point increments ranging from
0 to 100 to indicate respondents’ warmth toward a person, organization,
or idea.

Feeling thermometer example:

100 Very warm or favorable feeling
85 Good warm or favorable feeling
70 Fairly warm or favorable feeling
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60 A bit more warm or favorable than cold feeling
50 No feeling at all
40 A bit more cold or unfavorable feeling
30 Fairly cold or unfavorable feeling
15 Quite cold or unfavorable feeling

0 Very cold or unfavorable feeling

Yet another variation of the Likert scale uses pictorial scales, which can
be useful for special populations such as children, individuals lacking lit-
eracy, or populations with whom language is a difficulty. Often, the scales
range from a big smiley face (very happy or positive) to a big frowny face
(very unhappy or negative), or from a big box (a lot) to a little box (very
little).

Frequency Scales

The frequency scale is an interval or ratio scale. Instead of assessing how
much a respondent embraces an idea or opinion, the frequency question
ascertains how often the respondent does or thinks something.

Frequency example:

How many days during the past week have you watched a local televi-
sion news program?

7 days
6 days
5 days
4 days
3 days
2 days
1 day
0 days

About how many times have you visited a shopping mall during the
past month?

16 times or more
11–15 times
6–10 times
1–5 times
0 times

Sometimes frequency scales are constructed in ways that make it un-
clear whether equal distances exist between each response category, which
makes the meaning of the measure less clear and the assumption of
interval-level statistical power questionable.
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Frequency example:

In the past 6 months, how many times have you done the following
things?

Never 1–2 times 3–4 times 1–3 times 1 time More than

total a month a month a week once a week

Been offered an

alcoholic beverage

Attended a party where

alcohol was served

Drank an alcoholic

beverage

Had four or more

drinks in a row

Rode with a driver who

had been drinking

alcohol

Got sick from drinking

alcohol

Semantic Differential Scales

The semantic differential scale is an interval-level variable, on which re-
spondents locate themselves on a scale that has labeled end points. The
number of response categories between the end points is up to the ques-
tionnaire’s designer, but it is useful to have at least four response options.
More options make it possible for respondents to indicate nuances of opin-
ion; beyond a certain point, which depends on the context, a proliferation
of categories becomes meaningless or even confusing. An even number
of response categories forces respondents to choose a position on the is-
sue or refuse to answer the question, whereas an odd number of response
categories enables respondents to choose the neutral (midpoint) response.

Semantic differential example:

Please rate your most recent experience with the Allgetwell Hospital
staff:
Incompetent Competent
Impolite Polite
Helpful Unhelpful

Semantic differential questions can provide a lot of information in a
concise format. Written questionnaires especially can include a list of se-
mantic differential items to assess the performance of an organization and
its communication activities. Because this type of question includes infor-
mation as part of the answer categories themselves, some consider these
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items more valid than Likert-scale items. For example, a Likert-scale ques-
tion asking if the staff seemed competent could bias respondents who do
not want to disagree with the statement, whereas a semantic differential
question that gives equal emphasis to “competent” and “incompetent” as
end points may elicit more honest answers. Psychologists have demon-
strated that agree/disagree question batteries can suffer from acquiesence
(Warwick & Lininger, 1975, p. 146), which occurs when people hesitate to
express disagreement.

Measuring Knowledge

Often, an organization wants to determine what people know about a topic.
One option is to give a true/false or multiple-choice test. The advantage of
the multiple-choice test is that, if carefully written, it can uncover misper-
ceptions as well as determine the number of people who know the correct
answers. The wrong answers, however, must be plausible. A second op-
tion is to ask open-ended questions in which people must fill in the blanks.
This requires a lot of work from the respondent but potentially provides
the most valid answers. A third option is to ask people how much they feel
they know, rather than testing them on what they actually know. This tech-
nique seems less intimidating to respondents. Finally, follow-up questions
can ask people how sure they are of a particular answer.

ENSURING CLARITY AND AVOIDING BIAS

Wording can affect the way people respond to survey questions. As a re-
sult, it is important to pretest for clarity, simplicity, and objectivity. Using
standardized questions that have been pretested and used successfully
can help prevent problems. Of course, because every communication is-
sue has unique characteristics, standardized batteries of questions suffer
from lacking specific context. Often, a combination of standard and unique
items serve the purpose well. When designing questions, keep the follow-
ing principles in mind:

1. Use words that are simple, familiar to all respondents, and relevant to the
context. Technical jargon and colloquialisms usually should be avoided.
At times, however, the use of slang may enhance the relevance of a ques-
tionnaire to a resistant target public. For example, asking college students
how often they “prefunk” could elicit more honest responses than asking
them how often they “use substances such as alcohol before going out to
a social function,” which is both wordy and could have a more negative
connotation to the students than their own terminology. When using spe-
cialized terms, it is important to pretest them to ensure the respondents
understand them and interpret them as intended. Try to choose words that
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will not seem patronizing, class specific, or region specific. Choosing to ask
about “pasta” instead of “noodles” when assessing audience responses to
messages about an Italian restaurant could alienate some respondents who
think “pasta” seems pretentious.

2. Aim for precision to make sure the meaning of answers will be clear. Avoid
vague terms. For example, the word often may mean once a week to some
people and twice a day to others. Recently could mean “this past week” or
“this past year.” Terms such as here and there do not set clear geographic
parameters.

Do not leave room for interpretation. People responding to a question
about how often in the past year they have donated to a charitable orga-
nization may consider each monthly contribution to a church a separate
donation. The sponsor of the survey, however, may have intended for re-
spondents to indicate to how many different organizations they have made
donations during the past year. Avoid hypothetical questions because peo-
ple often are not very good at, or may have trouble being honest about,
predicting their own behavior. Direct questions about cause or solutions
also may be difficult for respondents to answer validly (Fowler, 1995). It is
better to let the reasons for things emerge from the data analysis by look-
ing at the associations between attitudes and behaviors instead of asking
respondents to make those associations for the researcher.

Finally, because the use of negatives in a question can result in confu-
sion, use positive or neutral statements, providing respondents with the
opportunity to disagree. For example, instead of asking, “Do you think the
Neverong Corporation should not change its partner benefits policy?” a
survey can ask, “Do you think the Neverong Corporation’s partner benefits
policy should change or stay the same?”

3. Check for double-barreled questions. Each question must cover only one
issue. Asking if respondents rate staff as “polite and efficient,” for exam-
ple, makes it impossible for respondents to choose “polite but inefficient”
or “impolite but efficient” as their answer. Sometimes a double-barreled
question is subtle, and the problem occurs because a phrase requires re-
spondents to embrace an assumption they may not hold. For example,
asking “How likely are you to use this service on your next visit to Fun-
park?” assumes there will be a next visit.

4. Check for leading or loaded questions. A leading question prompts the
respondent in one direction instead of treating each possible response
equally. Asking the question, “How much did you enjoy your visit?” leads
respondents in the direction of a positive answer, whereas the question,
“How would you rate your visit?” allows enjoyment and disappointment
to be equivalent answer categories, making it easier for respondents to
choose the negative answer.

A loaded question biases the answer through the use of emotionally
charged words, stereotypes, or other words that give a subtle charge to a
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phrase. Loading can occur in the question or in the answer. For example,
the question given earlier asking respondents to indicate which issues are
most important to them in an upcoming election mentions only some of
the possible alternatives about which voters may care. Health care, abor-
tion, social security, welfare, agricultural issues, and race/gender equality
are among the many issues not even mentioned. In addition, loading can
occur by using words that have positive or negative connotations, such as
“unwed moms” versus “single mothers.” Loading also can occur in fre-
quency scales. Asking people whether they had 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 or more
alcoholic drinks during the past week, for example, gets more people to
acknowledge having 3 or 4 drinks than asking people whether they had
0, 1, 2, 3 or more alcoholic drinks during the past week (Fowler, 1995).
People often feel marginalized by picking what seems like an extreme
response.

5. Check for social desirability effects. Some people find it difficult to express
an opinion or report a behavior they think is inconsistent with what most
other people think or do. Some also find it difficult to give a response they
think the surveyor disagrees with or disapproves of. It is well documented,
for example, that a higher percentage of people claim to have voted in an
election than actually turn out at the polls. Try to write questions so that
people find it easy to give a negative response.

One technique for reducing social desirability bias is to include an intro-
duction to a sensitive question that makes any response seem normal and
acceptable. For example, Fowler (1995) noted that asking people if they
own a library card can seem threatening because a “no” response could
be perceived as a lack of interest in reading, which might seem socially
unacceptable. As a result, Fowler suggested the following introduction:
“Many people get books from libraries. Others buy their books, subscribe
to magazines, or get their reading material in some other way. Do you have
a library card now, or not?” (p. 36).

6. Provide enough context to enable people to respond realistically or remem-
ber accurately. On the whole, questions should be as brief as possible so
that they can be digested with the least effort. Nevertheless, the goal of
questionnaire design is to construct questions such that answers will pro-
vide the most meaningful information possible. As a result, adding some
context can be useful. It helps, for example, to ask people to recall behaviors
over a limited time or from a recent time, such as during the past week.

In general, questionnaire designers must avoid yes/no items. Besides
providing information of limited usefulness for statistical analysis (di-
chotomous questions are nominal variables), this type of question leaves
no room for a respondent to answer “maybe” or “well, it depends.” An-
swers to dichotomous questions, as a result, can be misleading. Similarly,
questions usually need to avoid “always” and “never” as categories. “Al-
most always” and “almost never” give people the opportunity to be more
context specific.
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QUESTIONNAIRE LAYOUT AND DESIGN

Most discussions of survey design focus on how to construct the questions
themselves, but other aspects of design, such as how items appear on a
page or the order in which questions appear, also can make a difference to
respondents.

Ease of Reading

It helps to give respondents “chunks” of questions at a time. A series of
questions without a break can become boring and confusing. People may
get lost in a written questionnaire that has 10 items in a row, for example,
checking off their responses to Question 6 on the line for Question 5. As-
sessing respondents’ interest in different types of university-related news,
for example, is difficult to follow in a continuous format.

The following are topics that might be covered in a publication from
Central State University. For each one, please tell me whether you are
very interested (VI), somewhat interested (SI), not very interested (NVI), or
not at all interested (NAI) in receiving information about each topic*:

1. The university’s branch campuses VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
2. Student accomplishments VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
3. The financial needs of the university VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
4. The work of the administration VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
5. How donations are being used VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
6. News about teaching VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
7. Athletic accomplishments VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
8. News about university research VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
9. University nostalgia and history VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK

10. News about alumni VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
11. News about campus life VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
∗RF/DK = refused or don’t know.

Questions are easier to answer in chunks. Generally, chunks of three or
four items at a time work well.

The following topics that might be covered in a publication from Cen-
tral State University. For each one, please tell me whether you are very
interested, somewhat interested, not very interested, or not at all interested in
receiving information about each topic*:

12. The university’s branch campuses VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
13. Student accomplishments VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
14. The financial needs of the university VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK

15. The work of the administration VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
16. How donations are being used VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
17. News about teaching VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
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18. Athletic accomplishments VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
19. News about university research VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
20. University nostalgia and history VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK

21. News about alumni VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
22. News about campus life VI SI NVI NAI RF/DK
* RF/DK = refused or don’t know.

Respondents on a telephone survey also can become fatigued by a long
list of items and will benefit from a break during which the surveyor gives
a new introduction, even if the questions in the next section do not focus
on anything new.

Example from a phone survey:

OK, now I need to know if you [READ SLOWLY] strongly agree (SA),
agree (A), disagree (D), or strongly disagree (SD) with each of the follow-
ing statements about politics and the media.* [REPEAT CATEGORIES
AS NECESSARY.]

(5) (4) (3) (2) (1) (9)
19. The media rarely have anything SA A n D SD RF/DK

new to say.
20. I’m interested in campaigns and SA A n D SD RF/DK

election information.
21. The news media only pay attention SA A n D SD RF/DK

to bad news about political issues
and candidates.

22. Candidates for office are interested SA A n D SD RF/DK
only in people’s votes, not in
their opinions.

23. My vote makes a difference. SA A n D SD RF/DK

This won’t take much longer and we really appreciate your help. These
next few questions also are about politicians and the media. Do you
strongly agree (SA), agree (A), disagree (D), or strongly disagree (SD) that:

(5) (4) (3) (2) (1) (9)
24. Politicians are out of touch with SA A n D SD RF/DK

life in the real world.
25. I pay attention to campaign SA A n D SD RF/DK

and election information.
26. There’s often more to the story SA A n D SD RF/DK

than you hear in the news.
27. Political campaigns are too mean SA A n D SD RF/DK

spirited.
28. I actively seek out information SA A n D SD RF/DK

concerning the government and
politics.
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29. I have a say in what the SA A n D SD RF/DK
government does.

* n = neutral; RF/DK = refused or don’t know.

It also is important to remember how easily people answering telephone
surveys can get lost. Because they do not see the questions, they can forget
what a series of questions is about or what the response options are. In
addition, changing response options frequently will slow them down and
may make it difficult for them to keep track of what they are supposed
to be doing. Forcing them to slow down can help improve the validity
of answers by making sure they think carefully about their answers, but
it also can hurt validity by causing utter confusion. Pretesting, over the
phone, is essential.

Clarity of Graphics

Recent work by Christian and Dillman (2004) has shown that respondents
to self-administered surveys pick up important cues from the visual de-
sign of survey questions and answers. For example, Christian and Dillman
demonstrated that respondents become confused if a scale is broken up
into two columns instead of being presented in a single row or in a single
column.

Clear:

Overall, how would you rate the quality of education that you are getting
at WSU?

Excellent
Very Good
Good
Fair
Poor

More confusing:

Overall, how would you rate the quality of education that you are getting
at WSU?

Excellent Good Poor
Very Good Fair

Directionality and Response Set

Another issue that can affect validity is known as directionality and refers
to the order in which response categories are presented. It helps both



238 CHAPTER 11

respondents and analysts to associate negative opinions with lower num-
bers and positive opinions with larger numbers. Some questionnaires, for
example, ask respondents to choose a numbered response instead of check-
ing a box. This can make a questionnaire easier to read—it makes the mid-
dle of a scale more obvious—and it also makes data entry easier because
the computer usually has to receive numbers.

Example of numbered responses on a written survey:

How important are the following for helping you choose your preferred
candidates or issues?

Not at all Very important
important

Newspapers 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Radio 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Television 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Magazines 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Friends 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Family 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Questionnaire designers also need to pretest for response set, which is
a form of response bias. If response categories always have the negative
response first (on the left if on a written questionnaire) and the positive
response last (on the right), people may begin to answer questions too
quickly, without thinking them through. Response set can make a group of
questions seem related simply because they appear near each other on the
questionnaire. In other words, people may have marked similar answers on
the questions out of convenience or habit, instead of because they thought
deeply about each question and agreed that a similar answer applied to
each.

Using “Skip Patterns” Effectively

Sometimes a question will not apply to all respondents. In this case a screen-
ing question, or a series of screening questions, is used. This series of ques-
tions is known as a skip pattern. On a written questionnaire, it is important
to make it clear when and which questions should be skipped. Often in-
structions such as “GO TO Q. 6” appear next to the appropriate response
to the screening question. Sometimes, questionnaires include graphic el-
ements such as boxes or arrows to guide respondents. Such devices can
make a questionnaire look cluttered and confusing, however, so skip pat-
terns need to be pretested carefully. Christian and Dillman (2004) found
that directional arrows help prevent confusion, as does placing instructions
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to skip a question if it does not apply before the response options instead
of after them. Their example looked something like this:

Clear:

A. Have one-on-one meetings with professors contributed significantly
to your WSU education?

If you haven’t had many one-on-one meetings, just skip to Question 9.
Yes
No

Confusing:

A. Have one-on-one meetings with professors contributed significantly
to your WSU education?

Yes
No

If you haven’t had many one-on-one meetings, just skip to Question 9.

HANDLING “DON’T KNOW” RESPONSES

One subtle but major issue in the use of surveys is how to handle people
who do not have an opinion on a particular question. One of the problems
with survey research is that most people do try to offer an opinion for the
researchers, even if they must manufacture an opinion on the spot. For
example, the average American respondent queried about the economic
situation in Mozambique probably knows little about Mozambique’s econ-
omy, unless it has been in the news. Few people knew much about Kosovo
until Slobodan Milosevic decided to “ethnically cleanse” the province.
Nevertheless, if asked for an opinion many people offer one, even though
some may decline to answer the question. Such opinions, based on little
or no information, mean little because they are unstable. They are pseudo-
data, not real data.

Researchers must be ready to handle respondents’ potential lack of opin-
ion. The most common way is to include a “don’t know” response among
the answer categories. The drawback of making it easily available is that
respondents may be tempted to use it. Making it subtly available is easy to
do on a telephone survey because the interviewer can be instructed not to
read that option. On a written survey, the respondents will see the option if
it is available. Respondents will use the “don’t know” option for one of two
reasons: either they truly do not know, or they do not feel like answering
the question. To prod people who are not motivated to think about an issue
to report an opinion, even if it is top of the mind, surveyors eliminate the
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“don’t know” option, forcing respondents to leave the question entirely
blank if they do not want to answer it.

It is important to consider two issues here. The first is that “don’t know”
can be a meaningful response, of great usefulness to the communication
manager. For example, if a large proportion of participants respond “don’t
know” to a question about corporate reputation, the organization can con-
clude that it does not have a bad reputation even if it does not have a good
reputation. In other words, the company may learn that instead of running
a persuasion campaign, it needs to launch an awareness campaign. This
frequently is the case, but organizations must be skilled at collecting and
interpreting “don’t know” responses to make the appropriate diagnosis.

Another important issue about “don’t know” responses is that “don’t
know” cannot be interpreted the same way as “neutral.” Likert scales, for
example, often feature a neutral category, which can tempt people to avoid
taking a position on an issue. Nevertheless, “neutral” does not necessarily
mean the respondent lacks information on which to base an opinion. A
neutral opinion is an opinion. Responding “neutral” to a question about
providing child care in the workplace, for instance, may mean “I don’t care;
this doesn’t affect me,” or “I am satisfied either way,” rather than “I have
no information on which to base an opinion.” Both options can be made
available to respondents to avoid misinterpreting the findings. Another
way to handle the possibility of “don’t know” responses is to provide
information in the introduction to a question that gives the respondent
background on which to base an opinion. This has important advantages
and disadvantages. For example, three members of the state legislature in
Washington state included the following questions on a survey of their
constituents:

About 9 in 10 Washington voters in a recent nonpartisan survey said
education was their number one issue this year. About 2 in 3 people
surveyed said education was underfunded and worse than it was 4 years
ago. How would you address this?

Divert funding from other areas of state government and put it into
higher education?
YES NO

Increase enrollment and on-campus opportunities at our state’s colleges
and universities?
YES NO

Increase enrollment opportunities at branch campuses?
YES NO

Increase the number of courses available to students at off-campus sites
via television, e-mail, and the Internet?
YES NO
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Build more classrooms, laboratories, and other facilities for off-campus
instruction?
YES NO

The value of this strategy is that it gives a client the opportunity to
see how respondents will react to an issue of emerging importance, about
which they may not yet know much. This can help the client respond to
the issue effectively.

The risk associated with this strategy is that it can bias the question in the
direction of the information selected for inclusion. Some organizations do
this intentionally on bogus questionnaires sent out as fund-raising appeals
or to attract media attention through “created” opinion. This is a blatantly
unethical practice that is denounced by the American Association of Public
Opinion Researchers, and it violates the principles of the PRSA code of
professional ethics (Sidebar 11.2).

SIDEBAR 11.2
PUSH POLLS

(Not to be confused with legitimate polling)

What is a push poll?

� A push poll is an insidious form of negative campaigning disguised as
a political poll that is designed to change opinions, not measure them.

How do push polls differ from legitimate political polls?

� Legitimate polls measure existing opinion among representative sam-
ples of the public and voters.

� Push polls contact large numbers of voters in order to change their opin-
ions.

� Legitimate polls accurately describe candidate characteristics in order
to understand voter reactions.

� Push polls frequently distort candidate characteristics in order to influ-
ence voters.

� Push polls go beyond the ethical boundaries of political polling and
bombard voters with problematic statements about candidates in an
effort to manufacture negative voter attitudes.

For example, push polls mostly ask questions like:
“Would you be more or less likely to vote for (NAME OF RIVAL CANDIDATE) if

you knew he had avoided the draft / falsified his resume / been arrested / gone through
bankruptcy / patronized prostitutes / failed to pay child support / failed to pay income
taxes?

(Continues)
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SIDEBAR 11.2 (Continued)

How do you spot a push poll?

� The organizations conducting these “polls” are not usually recognized
as professional pollsters.

� Push polls typically call thousands of people. The people called are not a
representative sample of voters. Instead, they’re people who are targeted
because they’re thought to be undecided voters or supporters of a rival
candidate.

� The truth of the questions is stretched or fabricated.

� Usually people’s answers are not tabulated; the intent is to create a neg-
ative effect on potential voters.

What is the position of the American Association for Public Opinion
Research on push polls?

� AAPOR Councils have repeatedly warned members and the public
about the iniquity of push polls.

� The 1996 and 2000 Councils issued formal condemnations of push polls.

� AAPOR has reacted to complaints about suspected push polls and made
investigations.

� AAPOR urges its members and the media to uncover push-polling and
help us alert the public.

How can you help in combating push polls?

� Attempt to get the name and location of the organization doing the
“interviewing.”

� Ask about the sponsors, the number of people called, the questions
asked, and how the information from the poll is being used.

� Contact AAPOR at AAPOR-info@goAMP.com.

Some organizations do this in hopes of educating the public; the problem
is that only a small sample of the public is answering the survey. Surveys
are opportunities to gather unbiased information to guide a campaign.
Still others use them to see if providing certain information on a survey
can change people’s responses. This type of survey is known as a “push
poll” and often is used by political campaigns. Not only is the information
provided on such “surveys” biased in favor of the sponsoring candidate but
also the survey often ends with a fund-raising appeal. Turning surveys into
vehicles for persuasion and fund-raising defeats the purpose of collecting
objective data and compromises the reputation of surveyors trying to do
authentic research. It is no wonder, with such unethical practices going on,
that a declining number of people agree to answer market research (or any
other) surveys.
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DESIGN FEATURES THAT AFFECT RESPONSE RATE

Every survey requires an introduction to inform respondents of the study’s
purpose. The introduction also represents an opportunity to motivate re-
spondents to cooperate. Mail surveys and telephone surveys have different
introductions, specially suited to the context. Nevertheless, the primary in-
formation to include in an introduction remains the same and includes the
following:

� What the study is about
� Who the sponsor is
� How the results will be used
� Why respondents should be a part of the study (how they were chosen

and why they should care about this)
� The extent to which their responses will be confidential or anonymous.

Anonymous means that no one, including the researchers, will know
respondents’ identities. Confidential means that the researchers will have
identifying information for some purpose, such as matching respondents
from the same household or calling back to gather more information later,
but their identities will be kept secret from everyone else. Some organiza-
tions have “human subjects committees” or “institutional review boards”
that must approve of study materials and may require additional elements
as well.

The Mail Survey Introduction

Mail surveys must have a cover letter introducing the study. It should be
brief (never longer than one page), on letterhead (to identify the sponsoring
institution and lend credibility to the study), include a contact person for
questions or concerns, indicate how long the survey will take to fill out (be
honest), and make it clear how to return the questionnaire (providing a self-
addressed, stamped, return envelope is essential). The respondents must
be thanked for cooperating and told how important their participation is.
It also helps to give respondents a deadline for returning the questionnaire,
of no more than a week, so that they do not forget about it. Finally, the letter
may include information about an incentive provided for cooperating with
the study.

The Telephone Survey Introduction

Introductions by telephone need to be even shorter than those by letter. If
possible, keep the introduction to two sentences. In those two sentences,
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identify the sponsor and the purpose of the study, the way respondents
have been selected, the length of time required for answering the survey,
and the importance of the respondent’s part in the study. It also helps
to have the callers identify themselves by name so that respondents do
not think the caller has anything to hide. At the end of the introduction,
proceed directly to the first question on the survey. Do not ask permission
to begin explicitly because this invites participants to tell you that you
have called at an inconvenient time. Instead, solicit their permission to
begin through the explanation of the survey and the assurance that their
answers are important. This introduction makes it obvious that you plan to
ask questions and that you hope they will answer. Because they probably
will be skeptical of your motives and more interested in whatever they
were doing before you called, you want to get right to the first question
on the survey to gain their confidence and capture their interest. You want
to make the first question nonthreatening, general, and interesting so that
the respondents will think the questionnaire is easy and worth their time
(Sidebar 11.3).

Nuances can make a difference. For example, identifying the organiza-
tion at the outset gives the project more credibility and can make it clear
that this is not a sales call. In addition, calling the project a study instead of
a survey makes it sound less threatening and makes it clear that this will
be not be one of those sales calls masquerading as a survey. In addition,
saying you have called them long distance (if you really are) or that your
study is being sponsored by a university or respected institution can make
their selection and the study itself seem more special (Dillman, 2000).

Prenotification Cards or Letters

The use of prenotification cards to tell respondents that a survey will be
happening soon helps boost response rates. If they understand the purpose

SIDEBAR 11.3
A Standard Telephone Introduction With a Screening Question

Hello, my name is . I’m calling long distance from
. We’re conducting a study of and I have

a few questions for a registered voter 18 years of age or older.

Are you registered to vote?

[IF YES: BEGIN SURVEY. DO NOT STOP TO ASK PERMISSION TO
BEGIN.]

[IF NO: Is someone else in your household registered to vote? May I speak
with that person please? BEGIN AGAIN WITH NEW RESPONDENT.]

IF NO: Thanks for your time. Good-bye.
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of the study ahead of time, they will be less likely to throw away an enve-
lope that looks like a direct mail solicitation or to hang up on a call from an
individual who sounds like a telephone solicitor. Letters or postcards both
suffice, but postcards offer the advantage of being readable at a glance and
less costly to mail. Envelopes may go unopened into the trash.

Follow-up Mailings

Most mail surveys achieve a wide-ranging 5% to 40% response rate with
a single mailing (Wimmer & Dominick, 2006). Research has found, how-
ever, that reminders can boost response rates to 75% or better. It may take
four reminders to achieve a 75% return, with each reminder netting fewer
responses. As a result, the research manager needs to decide the extent to
which the cost of reminders is worth the additional responses. Generally,
each reminder garners half the number of responses that the previous mail-
ing achieved. As a result, a single reminder can increase a 30% response
rate to a 45% response rate or a 40% response rate to a 60% response rate.

Incentives

It is difficult to give telephone respondents a concrete reward for their par-
ticipation, although credit card companies have tried promising a bonus
credited to the respondent’s account in return for answering a survey.
Mail surveys, however, frequently include incentives. Usually the incen-
tive is provided ahead of time to motivate the person to respond, instead
of afterward as a reward. Monetary incentives ranging from a penny to
$5 are especially popular, with amounts over $10 rare. Other incentives
can include a gift certificate or product samples. Organizations sometimes
promise donations to a charity in hopes of appealing to respondents’ sense
of altruism, as illustrated in Figure. 11.1. Questionnaires returned in per-
son can include a raffle ticket that can be deposited in a separate container
alongside the questionnaire container to preserve the anonymity of the
questionnaire.

Sensitive Questions

Sensitive questions should never appear at the beginning of a survey. In-
stead, the most sensitive questions come at the end so that respondents
who may quit the study because of a particularly offensive question will
already have answered most of the questionnaire. This is why demographic
questions almost always appear at the end of a survey. Many people es-
pecially dislike identifying their income levels, ethnic background, and
age.
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FIG. 11.1. -Sample cover letter with incentive. Used with permission from The Wall Street
Journal. Copyright c© The Wall Street Journal.

Encouragement

Because respondents to telephone surveys cannot see the questionnaire,
they will be worrying about how long the interruption will take. If the
questionnaire seems to go on too long, they will lose interest. As a result,
it helps to thank them every so often for continuing, as well as assuring
them that the end will come soon. For example, one phone survey about the
media and politics includes the phrase, around Question 23, “This won’t
take much longer and we really appreciate your help. These next few ques-
tions. . . . ” Then, anticipating increasing impatience from the respondent,
the survey includes more encouragement at Question 30, “I have just a few
more questions about your use of the media . . . ” before beginning the in-
troduction for the next set of questions. Before the demographic questions
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at the end of the survey, a last bit of encouragement ensures respondents
that these are the final set of queries.

Response Set

When constructing a questionnaire, it is important to scatter questions that
measure a concept instead of clustering them together. The reason for this
is that people’s answers can suffer from response set, which means they
answer a set of questions similarly because they are answering too quickly
or not thoughtfully enough rather than because they think similarly about
each question in the set. Response set can make measures look statistically
reliable but can render them meaningless or invalid. When commissioning
a survey from a research firm, managers should make sure the outfit’s
findings provide both reliable and meaningful information.

Length

No perfect length exists for a questionnaire, although a good bit of research
focuses on the topic. For example, people seem more likely to participate
in a mall-intercept survey limited to a 5” × 8” card. It is difficult to keep
people on the phone longer than 5 to 8 minutes, which means a telephone
survey of more than 40 to 50 questions will suffer from attrition as people
begin to hang up. Questions appearing at the end of the survey will end
up with a smaller sample of responses than questions appearing at the
beginning of the survey. In mail surveys, a longer mail survey will receive
less cooperation than a shorter survey, but the number of pages is not
always the deciding factor. For example, respondents may prefer the ease
of reading and feeling of accomplishment that comes from having fewer
questions and more white space, even if that necessitates using more pages.
Some survey designers find a two-column format makes questionnaires
more reader friendly. Disagreement exists about the use of single-sided
versus double-sided printing. Double-sided printing cuts the number of
pages but can confuse respondents, who may end up accidentally skipping
pages. As with everything else, it helps to pretest surveys using different
formats to see which works the best.

Interviewer Directions

Untrained or confused interviewers can ruin a survey. Interviewers must
sound enthusiastic, polite, and confident. They also need to present ques-
tions clearly, which means they need to enunciate carefully and speak
slowly. To prevent interviewer bias from affecting the validity of the
responses, they need to present the surveys in a consistent way. As a re-
sult, interviewer directions must be clear. Chapter 12 discusses interviewer
training in some detail.



FIG. 11.2. Healthy Mothers introduction translation.
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FIG. 11.2. (Continued)

Generally, instructions to the interviewer appear in all capital letters or
in brackets to set off the information from the parts that are read aloud.
Words that require special emphasis can be italicized or put in boldface.
Information read by an interviewer needs to sound conversational in tone
rather than formal.

Sample interviewer instruction:

As I read the following list of information sources, please tell me
whether the source is [READ SLOWLY] very important, important,
unimportant, or very unimportant to you: [REPEAT CATEGORIES AS
NECESSARY.]
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Cultural/Language Sensitivity

Knowing the target public well can aid design and secure a better response.
For example, question wording may need to change depending on the age
of the participants. Translators may be needed if a phone survey aims to
interview people who do not speak English. Mail surveys, too, can benefit
from making translations available. As shown in Figure 11.2, Washington
state made a big effort to reach recent immigrants with its surveys and
information intended to help ensure good health care for babies and tod-
dlers.

FINAL THOUGHTS

Clearly, a myriad of design issues contribute to the effectiveness of a ques-
tionnaire. Research managers need to write questions in a way that will
provide the most meaningful and unbiased information. The order of ques-
tions must seem logical and interesting to the respondent, and the direc-
tions to respondents and interviewers must prevent confusion. Pretesting
needs to check for the existence of subtle bias in word choice.

No perfect survey exists, but various strategies can boost response rates
and increase the validity of responses. The details can make the simple task
of asking questions seem overwhelmingly complicated, but the use of pre-
existing instruments or batteries of questions can provide useful models
to follow. For the manager working within a tight budget, the principles
laid out make it possible to run a reliable, valid, and useful survey. In ad-
dition, various books and even online software such as Survey Monkey
(www.surveymonkey.com) and Zoomerang (info.zoomerang.com) can guide
managers through the process. Meanwhile, for managers able to hire ex-
perts to do the job, the principles presented here can make it easier to
monitor a survey research firm to ensure top-quality results.


