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SURVEY METHODS
FACE-TO-FACE

Advantages

· More information and 'depth' can usually be elicited, and questions more clearly explained if necessary, than by other means.

· Respondents may be readily found in relevant environments - a for instance, in a shopping centre or theatre.

· Allows respondents to see the survey, and view or taste a product.
· People with limited literacy may be included.
Disadvantages

· Costly and may take time to arrange.
· Respondents may be unrepresentative of the general population - which may be satisfactory if you only want to interview people in a particular location.
· Cannot easily select a sample from a wide geographic area.
· Some respondents will give answers which are inaccurate or which they consider socially acceptable, in a face-to-face situation.
PHONE

Advantages

· More information can usually be elicited, and questions more clearly explained if necessary, than by most other means.

· Swift and less expensive than face to face surveys.
· A random sample may be selected.
· One can dial random numbers to select a sample, when a list of phone numbers is not available.
· People with limited literacy may be included.
Disadvantages

· Many people dislike phone surveys, especially as one may have to phone in the early evening to find someone at home, at which time many people are making tea or watching TV. 

· Interviews tend to be shorter than face-to-face.

· Cannot show displays or products, or monitor facial expressions and body language.

· If the response rate is low, the respondents may not be representative of the general population

MAIL

Advantages

· Less expensive than face to face or phone surveys - but if the response rate is low,  a very large number of surveys and return envelopes may have to be sent out.
· Can show pictures.
· Respondents can answer at their leisure.
· Can be conducted even if you only have names and addresses of the target population.
Disadvantages

· Response rate is typically 5-10%, so the respondents may be unrepresentative of the overall target population.
· Respondents often take time, and people with limited literacy are excluded.
HOME DELIVERY 
Advantages

· Allows staff to explain the survey and persuade householder to do the survey, thereby contributing to a higher response rate.
· Can show pictures.
· Respondents can answer at their leisure.
· Can be conducted even if you only have names and addresses of the target population.
Disadvantages

· More expensive than mail delivery of surveys, as may include retuning to the same address more than once to deliver, and then collecting the survey as well.

· Need well trained staff to deliver and explain survey.
· Respondents often take time, and people with limited literacy are excluded.
EMAIL

Advantages

· Swift and relatively cheap.
· Can attach pictures and sound.
· In the absence of interviewers, people may give more candid responses to sensitive questions.
Disadvantages

· Must have a list of email addresses of target sample.
· Some respondents may respond several times to bias the results.
· Respondents may be unrepresentative of the overall target population.
· People with limited literacy are excluded.
INTERNET

Advantages

· Swift and relatively cheap.
· Can include pictures and sound.
· In the absence of interviewers, people may give more candid responses to sensitive questions.
· May be a good way to find out the views of people who use a particular website.
Disadvantages

· No control over who responds to the survey, including overseas respondents.
· Respondents need access to the internet.
· Some may respond several times to bias the results.
· Respondents may be unrepresentative of the overall target population. For instance, it may only survey current, rather than potential customers.

· People with limited literacy are excluded.
COMPUTER DIRECT

Advantages

· No data entry and editing costs.
· Can include pictures and sound.
· In the absence of interviewers, people may give more candid responses to sensitive questions.
Disadvantages

· Respondents need access to the computer.
· Some may respond several times to bias the results.
· Respondents may be unrepresentative of the overall target population.
· People with limited literacy are excluded.
INTRODUCTIONS and EXPLANATIONS

Obtaining co-operation from respondents and helping them answer your questions properly.
Explanation

Respondents should be told the purpose of the research and how it relates to them, and should be treated as experts who will be able to correct if necessary any mistaken assumptions held by the researcher. Benefits and satisfaction should be maximized and inconvenience minimized.

Rewards include:

* Appreciation and thanks

* Consultative approach, supporting the respondent’s values

* Making the questions interesting for the respondents

* Mentioning the community benefit associated with the research.

* Material rewards etc.

Transitional Statements

So that the respondent can always see the relationship between a given question and the overall purposes of the study explanations can be included in the questions to show how a new topic relates to what has been discussed previously and to the purposes of the study .
e.g.. To get an accurate financial picture of people all over Australia we need to know the income of all the families we interview (followed by questions on income)

e.g.: We've been talking so far about general living conditions in Melbourne. Now I'd like to ask you a few questions about your family. (Continues with question on the date of marriage)

e.g.. These are some questions that have been asked of people all over Australia. We want to know how Melbourne people answer them.

SOCIALLY SENSITIVE QUESTIONS

Encouraging respondents to provided candid replies to questions
Many questions, about age, sex, income, racial discrimination, bathing and other matters produce low response rates in some instances. This is because such matters may be considered either a person's private affair (e.g.: income), socially embarrassing (e.g.: sexual matters, bathing, racial attitudes), or incriminating (e.g.: theft, immigration status, tax evasion).
Reducing the Level of Perceived Threat:

* Ask Roundabout Questions - e.g.: "Most people...."

* Ask Matter of Fact Questions - e.g.: "Of people like you..."

* Divert Questions from Present - e.g.: Ask of past behavior
* Give a Matter-of-Fact Preamble. The use of long open questions in the respondent's own style of language can have a modeling effect or help to desensitize the subject.

* Chose Sensitive Words or Phrases

e.g.: "What is your age?"  Instead of "How old are you?"

e.g.: "Do you have a job at present?" Instead of "Do you work?"

e.g.: Which of the following categories best describes your total family income in 2005?"

1. Less than $10,000

2. $10,000 to $19,999

3. $20,000 to $29,999

4. $30,000 to $39,999
5. $40,000 or more

Instead of "How much was your total family income in 2005?"

* Presenting an Idea as the Opinion of a Third Party
e.g.: Next, I want to ask how you feel about the relationship between the church and society. Here are various opinions both negative and positive that we have heard people give on the topic and we would like to know whether you agree or disagree with each.

" The church teaches people to help one another"

1. Agree

2. Disagree

 "The church is a parasite on society"

1. Agree

2. Disagree

Instead of "The church is a parasite on society". Do you agree of disagree with that statement?

* Leading into the Issue Gently
e.g.: As you may know there is now a great deal of discussion about shoplifting in this community and questions as to how it should be handled. Some people feel it is a serious problem about which something should be done, others feel it is not a serious problem. How about yourself? Do you consider shop-lifting to be a serious, moderate, slight, or no problem at all in our community?"

1. Serious

2. Moderate

3. Slight

4. Not at all

"During the past few years do you think the frequency of shop-lifting has increased, stayed about the same, or decreased in this community?"

1. Increased

2. Stayed about the same

3. Decreased

"Please try to recall the time when you were a teenager. Do you recall personally knowing anyone who took something from a store without paying for it?"

1. No

2. Yes

"How about yourself? Did you ever consider taking anything from a store without paying for it?"

1. No

2. Yes

"Did you actually take it?"

1. No

2. Yes

Instead of "Have you ever shoplifted anything?"

FILTER QUESTIONS

Assessing whether the respondent knows, or cares, about the issue
Filter questions serve several purposes, including: To get the respondent relaxed and talking; to assess the relevance of the issue to the respondent; and to assess the respondent's knowledge of the issue.

To Get the Respondent Relaxed and Talking

Questions about simple attributes such as age, sex, marital status etc. may seem prying, and questions about housing, who lives in the area etc., can be very dull. Instead, it can be useful to ask a couple of interesting open questions to get the respondent relaxed and talking about the topic under investigation. Such questions awaken the respondent's interest and build up confidence in their ability to answer. (Since many respondents are at first ill-at-ease and doubt their ability to answer questions) 

e.g.: "What would you say have been the main problems for farming in the last year?"

e.g.: "What are the first things you look for in a bathing suit?"

e.g.: "Let’s talk about schools. What would you say are the main differences between schools nowadays compared to what they were like when you went to school?"

e.g.: "We are interested in how people are getting along financially these days. Would you say that you and your family are better or worse off financially than you were a year ago, or about the same?"

To Assess the Relevance of the Issue to the Respondent

It is important to ascertain that the question being asked actually applies to the respondent. Being asked "How old is your wife?" when they are single or widowed, or "How often do you spank your children?" when they have none, is intensely irritating and confusing to respondents. There is also the danger that they may answer the question just to oblige the interviewer.

e.g.: "Did you vote in the last election?"

(If yes)" For whom did you vote in the last federal election?"

e.g.: "How frequently have you eaten out in restaurants during the last year?"

1. None

2. Once or twice

3. Several times but less than once a month

4. once an month or more

(If several times or more) "Which kind of restaurants do you most often go to?"

1. Those that serve foreign style foods

2. Those that serve Australian-style foods

To Assess Respondent's Knowledge of the Issue

It is useful to ask questions to assess how much the respondent knows about the subject they are to be questioned about. Many respondents, when faced with a difficult question, will reconstruct the meaning of the question in their own minds and therefore effectively answer a different question to the one being asked. Also, many will supply an answer to avoid embarrassment or to oblige the interviewer. Indeed, people will often claim to know or offer an opinion about an issue they know nothing about.
e.g.: "Have you heard or read about the proposal to ...?"

e.g.: "Have you been interested enough to side with X or Y..?"

e.g.: "Do you have an opinion on ...?"

e.g.: "Have you ever seen or used product X...?"

e.g.: "What would you say such and such is?"

e.g.: "What examples can you give me of ...?"

e.g.: "What does (the proposal) say about...?"

e.g.: "What does it provide about union activities?"

e.g.: "What do you think happens to money collected in petrol taxes?"

e.g.: "Can you tell me of the arguments people make for legalization of marijuana?"

   "Can you tell me of the arguments people make against legalization of marijuana?"

e.g.: "What do you like best about your job?"

     "What do you like least about your job?"

e.g.: "The premier has recently taken a stand on unions. Were you aware that he had taken a stand on that issue?"

1. No

2. Yes

(If yes) "Please describe in your own words what you consider his position to be."

 "Do you tend to agree of disagree with his stand?"

1. agree

2. disagree

SIMPLICITY

Asking straightforward questions to obtain more accurate and meaningful answers
Generally it is wise to keep the questions short, simple, clear, specific, and concrete.


The greater the number of informative, substantive words, the more likely it is that the question will be misunderstood. When questions are long and complex, respondents often interrupt at the end of a clause without letting the interviewer finish the question.


If material is simple it is easiest for the respondent to hear it. If the question is complex, the respondent should also be given a chance to read it.


Questions about attitudes and questions which are confusing are the most susceptible to the effects of phrasing and to order effects.

Avoid Complex Questions.

The following complexities should also be avoided:

-The use of jargon

-Past and present together 

-Singular and plural together

-Two questions presented as one

-Multiple ideas or subjects

-Detailed or multiple instructions

-Qualifying phrases or instructions

-Questions which depend on the answers to prior questions for answering

-Questions which are hypothetical

Avoid Double-Barrel Questions

If two sides of an issue are to be explored, then use two questions

e.g.: "Is your health better than it was a year ago?"

Instead of: "Is your health better or worse now, than it was a year ago?"

The respondent is required to think in terms of better or worse, and now and then. This is a significant mental burden.

Avoid Demanding Calculations

e.g.: "How much is your monthly rent?"
___________ dollars

     "How much is your average monthly income? "
___________ dollars

Instead of: 

"What percent of your monthly income is spent on rent?"

Avoid Burdensome Ranking Tasks

e.g.: It is difficult to rank 25 items from 1st. to 25th. in order of preference.

It is better to just select the 1st, or just rank the 1st. to 3rd preferences. It is generally even better to consider each item on the list separately as a closed-ended question with ordered response categories. 

Avoid Combining Two Questions in One
e.g.: “Do you prefer sedans or station wagons?” 

       “What about the size of a car. Do you prefer a large car or a smaller one?”

Instead of -

"Do you prefer a large station wagon, or a small sedan?"

But- If two factors are related it is well to consider them together

e.g.: "Would you prefer a 9 cubic foot fridge at $1,100, or a 4 cubic foot fridge at $600.

Avoid Excessive Precision

e.g.: "How many books did you read last year?"

1. None

2. 1-10

3. 11-25

4. 26-50

Instead of -

"How many books did you read last year?" 

    
________________ Number

Avoid Vagueness

e.g.: "What changes should the government make in its policies toward older people?"

A Revision:

"What changes, if any, do you think the Federal Government should make in social security, Medicare, and other programs for retired people over 65 years of age?"
Or, one could inquire about each of the main program areas separately.
e.g.: "How often did you attend religious services during the past year?"

1. Not at all

2. A few times

3. About once a month

4. About two to three times a month 

5. About once a week

6. More than once a week

Avoid Cryptic Questions

e.g.: "Number of years lived in Victoria 
________________  years

"Your city or town"
 ________________  City or town

"Your county"
________________  County

Though the intent of the questions was to obtain the name of the city and county in which respondents were living, many respondents repeated the number of years they had been living in their town and county.

A Revision:

"How many years have you lived in Victoria?"
________________ years

"In what city or town do you live?"
________________ years

"In what county do you live?"
________________ years
Avoid Negatives

e.g.: "What is your view about the statement that conservationalists should co-operate with council?"

Instead of: "What is your view about the statement that conservationalists should not be so uncooperative with council?"
Avoid Qualifying Clauses at the End of the Question

All conditional clauses, qualifications and other less important material should come before the main idea to stop respondents from jumping the gun.

e.g.: "If you were forced to leave the house you're in now, in what city would you look for another?"

Instead of-

"In what city would you look for another house if you were forced to leave the one you're in now?"

Avoid the term: "...or not" at the End of a Question

Do not add the phrase "or not" to the end of a question. The answers given can be ambiguous.

e.g.: "Do you think the sale of the zoo should go through or not go through?"

Instead of: "Do you think the sale of the zoo should go through or not?"

Here the answer "Yes" may mean either "yes the sale should go through", or "yes the sale should not go through". So it is impossible to fathom the meaning of the responses to the question.

Avoid Single Illustrations

e.g.: "Do you respect political figures like Kevin Rudd?" Such a question would generally produce answers which reflect respondent's views on Mr Rudd rather than about political figures in general.

Sometimes Compromises Have to be Made

There is sometimes a trade-off between difficult words and question length

e.g.: "Should the state sales tax on prescription drugs be reduced from 5% to 1%"

 (Difficult words)   

"Should the state sales tax on those medicines that can only be bought under a doctor's order be lowered so that people would pay 1 cent tax instead of 5 cents tax for every dollar spent on such medicine?"   (Excessive length)

In some instances a repetitive or redundant introduction can be helpful 

e.g.: "The next question is about medicines. We want to know this: what medicines, if any, did you take during the last 4 weeks.?"

Such length may give time for respondents to think or to clarify meaning.

CLARITY

Presenting clear questions that respondents understand and interpret correctly
It has been stressed that the words used must be understood by the respondent. If the question is not understood then the respondent will either settle upon his own interpretation of the question and answer it, or, if they simply have to guess, they will usually answer the question anyway, often choosing a middle-of-the-range option.
Using Specific Words For Quantity, Frequency, Location, Perception, Age etc.

Words that are found in common usage but have no exact meaning will lead to misinterpretation. These include words signifying quantity, frequency, identity, and other words whose meaning in everyday life is inferred from the context in which it is used. etc.

- Frequency: always, often, usually, generally, regularly, sometimes, occasionally, seldom, etc

- Quantity: all, most, quite, much, more, any many, several, some, few, none, about

- Identity: people, public, children, you, Australians,

- Location: near, here, there etc.

- Perception: saw, see, hear etc

- Extreme responses: always, each, every, none, never, nobody, only, rarely

 (People know that there are exceptions to all rules and so tend not to give extreme responses to questions)
e.g.: "Wealthy" means different things to people of different levels of affluence

e.g.: Teenagers define anyone over 40 years as "old", whereas people in their 60's tend to define people in their 80's as "old" 
e.g.: In the question "Do you think TV news programs are impartial about politics?"
20% overlooked the word impartial altogether


20% thought it meant spending too much time on politics


10% thought it meant giving too little information

Using Specific Values for Quantity, Time and other Measurable Variables

Where a measurement can be provided – even approximately - it is best to do so rather than use a vague word
e.g.: "How many times did you go to the movies last month? 0, 1, 2, 3, etc

Instead of "Would you say you go to the movies rarely, once in a while, quite often, or what?"

e.g.: Use the terms "last 4 weeks" or "last calendar month" etc 

Instead of "last month"

Tactful and Unobtrusive Explanation of Word - At the End of the Sentence

If it is necessary to include a word whose meaning may require clarification, this should be accomplished in a tactful and unobtrusive way.
e.g.: "How do you feel about the amount you have to pay the government on the money you take in during the year - your income tax that is?"

Instead of "How do you feel about your income tax, that is, the amount you have to pay the government on the amount you take in during the year?"

e.g.: "..leafy vegetables like cabbage, lettuce etc"

Instead of " ..cabbage, lettuce, etc - leafy vegetables that is."

AVOIDING BIAS

How biased questions can distort the responses received, and ways reduce such bias
Bias can be incorporated into a question either through elements of the question itself or among the range of choices offered,

Bias Arising from the Phrasing of the Question
Hinting that a certain response is the correct one:

e.g.: "Do you get headaches frequently? If so, how often?"

This question produces a higher level of estimate than:

   "Do you get headaches occasionally? If so, how often?"

e.g.: "How fast was the car going before it smashed into the wall?"

This question produces a higher level of estimate than:

      "At what speed was the car going before it smashed into the wall?"

e.g.: "How tall was the baseball player?"

This question produces a greater estimate of height than...

      "How short was the baseball player?"

Through a kind of social pressure:
e.g.: "Are you going to do X?" (A neutral expectation)

Instead of: "Aren't you going to do X?" or, "You are going to do X, aren't you?"

e.g.: "Have you ever seen 'Gone With the Wind'?"

Instead of: "More people have attended the movie, 'Gone With the Wind' than any other motion picture produced in this century. Have you seen this movie?"

e.g.: "........wouldn't you agree?"

e.g.:".........don't you think so?"

Through the Use of Emotive Words

Loaded words may appeal to or threaten self-esteem, or contain emotional import which may overshadow the content of the question.

 Words such as "fair", "responsible", "honest", "experienced", "reasonable", "executive", "freedom", "equality", "free enterprise" are likely to increase rates of endorsement.

e.g.: "The right of Australian workers to a fair go at the workplace is part of the Australian way? Do you think the government should introduce laws that reduce the bargaining power of workers?
On the other hand, words such as "bureaucrats", "boss", "government planning", "racist", "feminist activists", "fascists", "fundamentalist", "big business", "union bosses", "extremist" etc, have negative connotations, and so are likely to reduce rates of endorsement.

e.g.: "Do you agree with union bosses that union members should receive a pay rise?"

Through the use of Partial Examples

Partial mention of alternatives can lead to bias, since they only bring a selection of alternatives to Mind. It is best to mention either all or none.

e.g.: "Are you familiar with any of the candidates for the council election next week, such as Stenson and Adams?"

e.g.: "How do you generally spend your free time, watching TV, or what?"

e.g.: What do you feel about our major political figures, like Kevin Rudd, for instance?"

Bias Arising from the Response Alternatives

Secondly, the answer categories may be biased, as when they give unequal weight to the various logical, or realistic, alternatives:

e.g.: "Which of these would you say is most important to you in buying a new hat?"

1. Style

2. Good looks

3. Appearance

4. Material

(The first three alternatives all basically refer to only one factor)

e.g.: "Australia spends about $17 Billion a year on defense. Do you feel this should be:

1. Increased greatly

2. Increased slightly

3. Stay the same

4. Decreased slightly

5. Decreased greatly

Instead of:

1. Increased

2. Stay the same

3. Decreased a little

4. Decreased somewhat

5. Decreased a great deal

(This version would tend to encourage a 'decrease' option)

e.g.: "Who do you feel is most responsible for the high price of meat in our grocery stores?"

1. Farmers who produce it

2. Laborers who process it

3. Businessmen who operate the meat processing plants

Instead of:

1. Farmers 

2. Laborers
3. Executives of the meat processing plants

(Here it is easier to blame a small group of people than a whole category of people)

PERSPECTIVE

Helping Respondents to answer questions from a clear and uniform perspective

Distinguishing Between Attitudes, Beliefs, Behavior and Attributes
The kind of information which can be obtained is, broadly speaking, of four types:

Attitudes:
what people say they want or how they feel about something

Beliefs:
what people think is true 

Behavior:
what people do

Attributes:
what people are

Attitudes: Words typically used in attitude questions to indicate the direction of one's feelings include ‘favor’ versus ‘oppose’, ‘prefer’ versus ‘not prefer’, ‘should’ versus ‘should not’, ‘good’ versus ‘bad’, ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’, and ‘desirable’ versus ‘undesirable’.

e.g.: "In general how do you feel about legalization of abortion in Australia?"

1. Strongly oppose

2. Mildly oppose

3. Neither oppose nor favor

4. Mildly favor 

5. Strongly favor

e.g.: Do you tend to agree or disagree with this statement?

"Anyone who wants an abortion should be able to get it"

e.g.: Should all abortions be outlawed?

Beliefs: These are what a person thinks are true or false; exist or don't exist.

e.g.: "In your opinion does getting an abortion usually prevent someone from having another child?"

1. Always yes

2. Usually yes

3. Sometimes

4. Seldom

5. Almost never

6. Never

e.g.: "Is this statement true or false? Last year, the number of abortions obtained in the local hospital was greater than the number of babies delivered there"

1. True 

2. False

e.g.: "Do you think that making abortions legal in Australia has lead to an actual decrease in our country's population? 

1. No

2. Yes

Mingling of Attitudes and Beliefs

Questions which seek information about attitudes or about beliefs often end up receiving responses in which the two are mingled. 

e.g.: If you ask respondents:" Why did you decide not to get an abortion?", the answers may be beliefs (such as "I was unable to afford it"), or attitudes (such as "I felt that abortion is immoral")

e.g.: If you ask " To what extent is the obtaining of illegal abortions a problem in this community?"

1. not a problem at all

2. a slight problem

3. a moderate problem

4. a serious problem

The answer may be based upon a belief about the number of abortions, or on an attitude about the morality of such abortions. Likewise, beliefs and behavior can become mixed together, as in any attempt at all by a respondent to answer a question about what they will do at some time in the future.

Behavior: These are questions about what a person did - though not why they did so.

e.g.: "Have you ever had an abortion?"

1. No

2. Yes

e.g.: "Are you currently taking birth control pills?" 

1. No

2. Yes

e.g.: "Do you think you will try to become pregnant again at some time in the future?"

Attributes: These include such factors as age, sex, income, ethnicity, occupation, marital status, family composition, home ownership, race, politics and religion.

e.g.: "Are you currently married?"

e.g.: "What is your present age?"

e.g.: "How many children have you had?"

It is important to distinguish between these different types of information, so that the questions can be framed so that they succeed in obtaining exactly the sort of information which is required.

A Clear Point of Reference

It is necessary that respondents know whether they are being asked about themselves or the community as a whole. Methods for emphasizing the distinction are set out further on.


It is usually important that respondents answer questions from the same frame of reference. To allow this respondents must be given standards of comparison and shown what factors should be borne in consideration.

e.g.: A pre-test of the open question " Do you find your job challenging?", produced many disparate and non-comparable responses as respondents answered their own interpretation of the question. 

Since the number of respondents was small and the study required statistical comparisons, a more structured question was asked.

How much does your job challenge you - in the sense of demanding your skills and abilities?"

1. Completely demands my abilities

2. Demands most of them

3. Demands about half

4. Demands some of my abilities

5. Demands very few of them

In this way the respondents were given a constant frame of reference with which to answer the questions.

e.g.: "Would you say it is better to regulate business pretty closely or would you say the less regulation of business the better?" This gives no standard of comparison and would tend to attract qualified answers. Better to establish a frame of reference comparing regulation to current national levels. Thus: "Would you say that there should be more regulation of business than there is today or that there should be less regulation of business?"

Asking about "You" versus the "community" or "most people"

"You" often suggests self, family or community to people. So to control the interpretation of such questions it is important to be specific.

e.g.: "What is your own view about X?" (You)

"What do you think most people in your town would think about X?"(Community)

e.g.: "What would you say is the ideal number of children for a family in Melbourne?" (Community)

"How about your own case? Suppose that you could choose just the number of children that you wanted to have. How many children would you want to have?"

For soliciting personal opinion a number of plain, personal phrases can be used:

e.g.: "Do you think.....?"

"What do you think....?"

"What is your own view....?"

"How do you feel....?

"What is your own feeling....?"

"What would you say is ....?"

"Which ...would you guess...?"

"What about yourself? What would you personally like........?"

"So far as you personally are concerned....?"

Specifying the Dimension of an Issue to be Addressed

One should specify exactly what sort of dimension that the respondent has to focus on, and the causal scheme to be adopted. For instance there are many different interpretations to the question "Why did you do X?".

-What caused you to do X?

-For what purpose did you do X?

-How were you able to do X?

-What happened after you did X?

-Why did you do X, when someone else expected you to do Y?


Thus a person mowing the lawn may be doing so because they had nothing to do, their partner told them to, to take exercise, to comply with community expectations, to improve property value, or some combination of these. So interviewer must specify what the answer should be about.


Also, since respondents often assume that the interviewer knows more than he does, the question should indicate exactly what information is required. To illustrate, answers in terms of specific dimensions will not always be consistent with global (overall) judgments. 

e.g.: asked whether they approved or disapproved of Roosevelt's "European policy" respondents gave 70% approval.

Asked about Roosevelt's "international policy" only 40% of respondents gave their approval.

e.g.: In a questionnaire on unions,

10% were 'not in favor of labor unions’
40% said the government should have more control of unions

55% said unions should be prohibited of they fell into radical hands

Each reply concerns a different aspect or dimension of an overall issue of approval of unions.

e.g.: "What type of city is this?"

Here the issue is unclear. Therefore, answers could concern size, shape, comfort, weather, cost of living, crime, racial tension, etc. There is no frame of reference to indicate what factors should be considered.

Specifying the Range of Factors to be Considered

It can be useful to provide cues, to help ensure that respondents all consider the same range of factors in answering a question.

e.g.: The question, "How many times did you see a doctor last month" can be misconstrued. It would be best to be specific so that people know whether this includes or does not include: hospitalization, immunization, chiropractor, telephone contact etc.

e.g.: A question which refers to "leafy green vegetables " should instead clarify and remind the respondent by adding "..such as celery, spinach and cabbage"

e.g.: Just inquiring about a respondent's illness may not be sufficient. It may be necessary to specifically ask questions about "hospitalization, visits to the GP, prescription medicines, disability, pain killers, time off work etc.

Seeking and Explanation of the Answer Given

The question "Why" can be asked as a follow-up answer and can be phrased variously.

-Why do you say that?

-Why would you say that?

-Why do you feel that way?

-Why do you think that is so?

-Why would you vote that way?

-Why do you pick that one?

-Why do you name that one?

-Why do you prefer that one?

-Why did you select that one instead of another?

-Why do you say the public benefits?

Since the answer can come from any of several different perspectives, the sort of information desired must be made clear.

OPEN AND CLOSED QUESTIONS

Two approaches to composing questions – each with their own strengths and limitations
Open Questions:

Advantages of Open Questions:

Open questions allow the respondent to relax and warm up at the beginning of an interview by 'having their own say' (especially if the respondent's opinion is sought), and to unwind after a long series of closed questions.


Open questions also have the benefit of supplying "quotable quotes" which lend color and a human dimension to the survey results.


Open questions may be used as an initial inquiry to assist in later preparing closed questions.

e.g.: "What should be done in order to improve this community?"(attitude)

e.g.: "In your opinion, what is the biggest barrier to getting young people to help improve this community?" (belief)


Open questions also enable the investigator to discover the various frames of reference used by respondents which can help in interpreting answers to the closed questions which may follow. The funnel sequence of questions opens with broad, unstructured questions and then proceeds to more specific points about the same topic.

e.g.: 1. "How do you think this country is getting along in its relations with other countries?"

2. "How do you think we are doing in our relations with Indonesia?"

3. Do you think we ought to be dealing with Indonesia differently from the way we are now?"

4. (If yes) "What should we be doing differently?"

5. "Some people say we should get tougher with Indonesia and others think we are too tough as it is. How do you feel about this?"


Finally, open questions are also useful in eliciting a precise piece of information that respondents can recall without difficulty when there are a very large number of possible answers and listing all of them would increase the difficulty of answering.

e.g.: "What community organizations have you joined since moving to this town?" (Behavior)

e.g.: "In what county is your residence located?" (attribute)

e.g.: "What make of car do you drive?" (behavior)

Disadvantages of Open Questions:

Open questions however, allow important points to be forgotten, and lack a frame of reference to aid respondents in orienting themselves to the question, thus often producing arbitrary, incomplete and not validly comparable answers. 

e.g.: On a closed question about magazine readership, the one magazine scored 5 times higher than in an open question, because people simply did not think of it when asked in the open format   
e.g.: When asked who they are going to vote for, people often cannot think of the name of their preference, but might have no difficulty selecting it from a list of alternatives.

Closed Questions:

Closed questions have the advantage of producing results which may be validly comparable, and which therefore lend themselves to quantitative analysis. But the questions must be understood and approached in the same frame of reference by the respondents, and the options must be clear, unbiased and comprehensive - most people will pick a substantive option even if the answer they would have given to an open question is not listed among those options.

e.g.: In a check-list that failed to include "Energy" as an option, only 1% rated it as a key issue; whereas in an open question 22% rated it as an issue of concern.

e.g.: "Suppose thy set up a plan to provide workers with health benefits. Who should manage the funds: the companies, the government or the unions?"

A few people (15%) volunteered other answers, consisting of combinations of the 3 alternatives. As a result a new version was formulated.

"....which of these should manage the fund?"

1. The government

2. Unions

3. Companies

4. Companies and unions

5. Companies and government

6. Unions and government

7. Government, unions and the company

Here more than half of respondents chose options 4 to 7.

e.g.: When respondents were asked what they preferred in a job, some selected the option "The Pay". In fact, some were referring to the level of pay while others meant steady pay.

(The meaning of the options available in closed questions must be very clear.)

To help ensure that respondents chose only one alternative in a multi-choice question you can stress that only one choice is required:

e.g.: "Which one of these..?"

"Which one idea comes closest.......?"

"Which one is the main reason.....?"

And the survey or card may be marked: "Chose One"

The Assertive and the Interrogative Formats

In the interrogation format, respondents are presented with a question and asked to give their opinion. All of the examples given so far are of the interrogation format.

e.g.: "President Obama has proposed developing a base on the moon.

Do you think such a system could work?" (Interrogation)


1. yes


2. No


3. No Opinion

I think this system could work (Assertion)

1. Agree

2. Disagree

3. No Opinion


First of all, the interrogation format, since it confronts the respondent with a question rather than an affirmative statement, reduces the acquiescence effect. By contrast, the assertion format encourages acquiescence.


Secondly, the interrogation format produces more thought about the question, and is especially useful if the respondents would not normally be inclined to think about the issue. It is most useful where thoughtful opinions supply a good basis for predicting behavior.


When, on the other hand there is a strong emotional basis for behavior, the thought-provoking effect of a question may not improve prediction of behavior. Instead, the assertion format is often useful for triggering and registering the emotional reaction, which is often the basis for much of human behavior.

RANGES OF CHOICE

Presenting answer choices which help respondents to more clearly express their views
Including the two logical choices

If a two-way question asks something, it should state the two possible alternatives explicitly rather than merely implying them. It is best to include both sides of the issue in the question so as to confront the respondents with the 2 logical choices and thereby force those who are undecided to say so by registering a 'don't know" or "no opinion" response.

e.g.: "Do you think Australia allow or forbid speeches against democracy?" 

Instead of "Should Australia allow public speeches against democracy?"

or "Should Australia forbid public speeches against democracy?"

e.g.: "Are you in favor, or opposed, to the 9 o'clock curfew?"

Instead of "Are you in favor of the 9 o'clock curfew?"

(Here, people who say "No" may not be opposed, merely not in favor.)

e.g.: "Do you think that advertising is less truthful, more truthful, or just the same as it was a year ago?"

Instead of "Do you think that advertising is less truthful today than it was a year ago?"

One way to present the respondent with both logical choices in a question is in the form of an introductory statement which sets the stage for the question and features both sides of the argument. This has the effect of placing the question in somebody else's mouth and reducing the tendency to give the most pleasing answer.

e.g.: "Some people say that at the rate we are using our oil it will all be used in about 15 years. Others say we will still have plenty of oil in 100 years from now. Which of these ideas would you guess is most nearly right?"

Middle Ground - How and when to cover it

Some questions concern an issue for which there is a middle ground.

e.g.: "Do you think that next year, the price of shoes will be higher or lower than now?"

Obviously some people may think the price will be the same and record such an answer. If the question is re-phrased to include this alternative explicitly, it will draw attention to the middle ground and more people are likely to select that option.

e.g.: "Do you think next year the price of shoes will be higher, lower or the same as now?"

Here those who suspect that the price will in fact be about the same are invited to register such an answer.

The issue is, if you want to know which way people are leaning, then it is best not to include a middle alternative in the question. If on the other hand, you want to identify people with solid convictions, then it is better to suggest the middle ground alternative in the question.

e.g.: "So far as you personally are concerned, do you think that the Australia has gone too far in helping refugees from Burma or not far enough?" (If the question had included a middle ground it would have attracted more responses to the 'about right' category.)

Having forced people to take sides, if you then want to find out how intensely people hold to the view they express, you can follow up with a question: "How strongly do you hold this view?"

Sometimes it is simply not realistic to present the two complimentary and opposite options, or with two options and the middle ground.

e.g.: "Do you think salaries for teachers are much too low, somewhat low, or about right?"

or "Do you think salaries for teachers are too low or about right?"

Instead of "Do you think salaries for teachers are too low or too high?"

(Which would attract almost no "too high" answers in a survey of teachers)

Directing Attention to Secondary Factors

On some occasions, one may wish to focus attention on factors which are secondary to one dominant factor. The factor should be omitted explicitly, showing the respondent that he is deliberately being asked to consider a limited range of options.
e.g.: "In your company, aside from other things, which would you say is the more important in deciding whether a worker is given a raise in pay - merit or seniority?" 

Instead of "In your company would you say that most rises in pay are based on merit or most rises are based on seniority?"

e.g.: "Aside from price, what would you say...?"

or "Which of these things would you say.......?" 

Ordered and Unordered Response Categories

Ordered Response Categories (Ordinal Variables)
Ordered answer choices vary over just a single dimension of some concept. Questions of this type are appropriate when the researchers have a well defined issue and knows precisely what dimension of thought they want the respondent to use in providing answer.
e.g.: "How do you feel about this statement? 'I wish this community had more tennis courts' " (attitude)

1. Strongly disagree

2. Mildly disagree

3. Neither agree nor disagree

4. Mildly agree

5. Strongly agree

e.g.: "In general, how well do you get along with your next-door neighbors?" (belief)

1. Not at all well

2. Not too well

3. About average

4. Fairly well

5. Very well

Un-ordered Response Categories (Nominal Variables)

Closed questions with unordered response categories do not limit respondents to choosing among gradations of a single concept.

Here are a couple of examples of closed questions with unordered response choices

e.g.: "Who should be the most, the second and the third influential in deciding whether this community obtains a downtown shopping mall?" 

(Put appropriate number in each box)

1. the mayor

2. the city manager

3. the city council

4. the chamber of commerce

5. the merchant's association

6. general public

e.g.: "Which one of the following do you think is most responsible for inflation?" 

1. Union demands for higher wages

2. Business demands for higher profits

3. The public's demands for more government services

4. Foreign demands for higher prices for oil and other exports

Comprehensive, Mutually Exclusive and Qualified Response Options

A number of factors bear upon the range of choices offered as response options in closed questions. 

Generally the options need to be comprehensive - encompassing all possibilities. It has been mentioned earlier, people will still select an option even if their preferred option was not included.

Choices should be mutually exclusive. 

e.g.: "From whom, or what did you first hear about the proposed freeway?"

1. From a friend or relative

2. From my spouse

3 Over television or radio

4. From the newspaper

     "Where were you when you first heard about it?"

1. At a meeting of an organization to which I belong 

2. At home 

3. At work

Instead of "How did you first hear about the proposed freeway?"

1. From a friend or relative

2. At a meeting of an organization to which I belong 

3. At work

4. From my spouse

5. Over television or radio

6. Newspaper

(Here the categories are not mutually exclusive)

An example of an answer option which is occasionally overlooked is the qualified answer.

e.g.: "Are you going to the game for sure or not?"


1. Yes, for sure


2. No, for sure


3. I am not sure (Qualified)


4. Don't Know

(This allows people who might go, depending upon the weather etc. to be taken into account)

Filter Answers

Generally speaking when a survey seeks to find out about what a person genuinely feels or is thinking about an issue, it is best to include not only a filter question, but also at least one "don't know" option, to allow those who do not have any knowledge or opinion to indicate as much in their answer.


Usually, about half of people selecting filters are ambivalent and half don't know. Not surprisingly, more people will tend to select a filter answer if "don't know" and "no opinion" are both available. 

One can even include a selection of filter answers 

E.g.: 1. I have never heard about it

2. I am not certain

3. I am neutral

4. I don't want to tell you about it

5. I would like more information before making up my mind

At all events, if only one filter option is made available more people will select "no opinion" or "neutral" than "don't know", perhaps because the latter appears to be an admission of ignorance. 

ORDER EFFECTS

How the order in which choices are presented may affect the response
Selection of First (written) or Last (oral) item

The order in which items (including filter options such as "don't know" or "no opinion") are presented in a question, or among the options, affects the likelihood of them being selected by respondents. 

*When a question is read out aloud to a respondent, there is a tendency to select the last or latter item. This is a kind of echo effect.

*When the question has to be read by the respondent, there is a tendency to select the first item in the question or on the list.

e.g.: readership levels registered for monthly publications were much higher in a question which listed the options in the order: 1/ monthlies, 2/ weeklies, 3/ Sundays, 4/dailies, as compared with: 1/dailies, 2/ Sundays, 3/ weeklies, 4/ monthlies.

*When just two options are presented orally or in writing, there is a tendency to choose the second one.

Such 'order effects' are an undesirable bias and are most often encountered when respondents are confused by the question, when the respondents are confronted with a long list of items, or when respondents do not have a strong view about the issue.


To detect the presence of an order effect and thereby amend the problem or control it, it is wise to print two versions of the questionnaire each featuring the options in opposite order. e.g.:

1.: "Do you think the price of shoes will be lower or higher than last year?"

2.: "Do you think the price of shoes will be higher or lower than last year?"
e.g.: "In which of these industries would you say there is the greatest competition among industries?"

Card 1
Card 2
Card 3

automobile
steel 
oil

oil 
automobile
steel

steel
coal
automobile

coal
oil
coal


In many cases however, no order effects occur. This is especially so if people understand the question and have a clear opinion about it.

e.g.: No order effect was evident in the following question:

"Do you think of the oil industry as being owned by a few large investors or by 1000's of small stockholders?" 

Here "a few large investors" was chosen by the same proportion of respondents whether presented first or presented second.

Selection Of Items In The Middle Of A Numerical Range

It has been noted that people tend to use answer categories as a reference and may give answers which tend toward the centre of the range. It is as if respondents are attempting to settle upon an average or normal-sounding answer.

e.g.: "How many products have you tried?" 1, 5, 10?    Average answer: 5.5

     "How many products have you tried?"  1, 2, 3?      Average answer: 3.3

e.g.: When a question about TV viewing habits provided alternatives in half hour intervals: 0, 0.5 hr, 1hr, 1.5 hr, 2 hr, 2.5 hr, 3 hr, etc, 85% answered within the range 0-2 hrs.

When the categories were set out like so: 0-2.5 hr, 2.5-3 hr, 3.5-4 hr etc, now only 40% chose the 0-2.5 hr range.

It is difficult to counteract this effect when there is no true answer (as with the questions above) However for questions that have a single true answer there is a simple solution. It is hard to distinguish those who guess, from those who really know the answer, if the correct answer appears in the middle of a range of numerical answers. But if the correct answer is included at an extreme position then one can be reasonably sure that those who chose it did so because they identified it as the correct answer.

e.g.: "Of all farm products, about what percent would you say leave the farm by truck?"


1. 30%...................(5% responses)


2. 50% ..................(12% responses)


3. 70%...................(24% responses)


4. 90%...................(55% responses) 

So these respondents probably knew what they were talking about.

INTENSITY OF THE ANSWER

Ways in which the strength of opinion or belief may affect the responses, 

and how to gauge strength of conviction to better interpret the response
Response to Questions with Intense Terms may Influence Strength of Commitment

With questions that pose 2-way alternatives such as "Do you favor or oppose further involvement of Australian troops in Iraq?", the choice of words denoting support or opposition can affect the number of respondents willing to make a commitment versus those who chose the 'no opinion' category. Those words which express a mild commitment will tend to attract the highest level of substantive answers, while those that reflect a more intense commitment will deter those who do not hold a strong view.

e.g.: Good Idea/ Bad Idea

Prefer/ or not

Approve/ Disapprove

For/ Against

Favor/ Oppose

Vote for/ Vote against

Demand/ Reject

e.g.:
"Federal parliament has been considering the Workplace Relations Bill - do you favor or oppose the passage of this Bill?"

Other questions present 2 or 3 alternatives without the use of terms which signify the intensity of endorsement.

e.g.: "Should Australia allow or forbid public speeches which might inspire racial tension?"

e.g.: "Do you think that advertising is less truthful, more truthful, or just the same as it was a year ago?"

Such questions as these, which present the respondent with options that have specific content, tend to reduce acquiescence.

Use Of A Question About Intensity Of Respondent's View On The Issue

After any of these types of question, a further question can be asked about the intensity of the view or opinion which has been expressed.

e.g.: "How strongly do you feel about this?"
Very strongly


Fairly strongly


Not at all strongly

e.g.: "How definitely do you feel about this?"
Very definitely


Somewhat definitely


Not at all definitely

e.g.: "How do you feel about your preference? Do you feel sure about it or would you like more facts before deciding definitely?"

ACQUIESCENCE

The tendency to agree with statements contained in questions, and how to minimize it
This refers to the tendency to agree with an item regardless of its content. Acquiescence is greatest with attitude questions and with questions in the assertion (versus interrogative) format.


It can sometimes be accentuated by consistent reinforcement of answers by the interviewer (by nodding etc),.and, being related to social acceptance, is more pronounced when the interviewer is of higher status than the respondent.

e.g.: In a study of anti-Semitism 15% agreed both with: 

"Jews are more willing than others to use shady practices to get ahead",

    and also with.....

"Jews are just as honest as other businessmen"

To avoid the potential effects of acquiescence, one may use the interrogative (rather than assertion) format, and include all response options in the question.

e.g.: "In your opinion, have prices gone up, gone down, or stayed about the same the past year, or don't you know?"

1. Up

2. Down

3. Same

4. Don't Know

Instead of "Do you agree or disagree that the cost of living has gone up in the last year?" 

e.g.: "Would you say that most public officials care quite a lot about what people like you think or don't they care very much at all?"

Instead of "I don't think public officials care much what people like me think"

1. Agree strongly

2. Agree

3. No opinion

4. Disagree

5. Disagree strongly 

THE 5-DIMENSIONAL SYSTEM

A sequence of questions, developed by Dr Gallup, which places survey responses in a clearer context 
It is designed to:
-determine whether respondent really knows any thing about the topic

-obtain a clearer understanding of how people are thinking about an issue overall
-obtain a clear answer to a specific question about the topic
-find out why the respondent gave their answer to the specific question

-gauge the intensity of the respondent's view

There are five categories of question which may include more than 1 question for each category. Those 5 categories are:

1/ Filter or information (To find out what respondent knows of the issue)

2/ Open answer (Helps reveal the respondent's thinking about the issue)

3/ Dichotomous or specific issue (A closed question about the issue)

4/ Reason why (Helps to describe the opinion qualitatively)

5/ Intensity (Asks how strongly they hold the view they expressed)

The filter and open questions that come before the specific question help to determine the meaning of the 'no opinion' answers to the specific questions as well as the meaning of more substantive answers; 
Here is the sequence of questions in which the 5-dimensional system was applied in 1947.
Filter Questions

Have you heard about President Obama’s plan to withdraw troops from Iraq?

What do you think are the main reasons for withdrawing troops from Iraq?

Open Question

What is your own feeling about what we should do about this?

Dichotomous Closed Choice Questions

Would you like to see your congressman vote for or against the proposal to withdraw troops from Iraq?

Reasons for Viewpoint
Why do you feel this way?

Intensity of Viewpoint
How strongly do you feel about this - very strongly, fairly strongly, or not very strongly? 

Filter Question

Will you tell me what ‘global warming’ means to you?

Open Question 

What, if anything, should the Federal Government do about ‘global warming’?

Dichotomous Question

It has been suggested that the Federal Government pass legislation restricting industry from producing gases which cause global warming. Do you approve or disapprove of this change?

Reason

Why do you feel this way?

Intensity

How strongly do you feel about this - very strongly, fairly strongly or not at all strongly?

So this 5-dimensional design allows one to distinguish between the answers of those who know about an issue and those who don't know what they are talking about, through the use of filter question and open questions.

The dichotomous question also forces the respondents to make a decision, and so helps indicate which way they are leaning on an issue. It also provides an opportunity to correlate opinions and the intensity of opinions with the extent and type of information possessed by respondents. This could allow a more insightful interpretation of opinions held by a population.

Analysis of Respondent Explanation of Answer to Closed Question

A different attempt to find out about the level of knowledge, understanding and thinking upon which an opinion is based involves the interviewer simply asking a randomly selected group of the respondents to explain their reasons for their answer to the main closed question/s.


The results of the random probe may be used either for a quantitative evaluation of the fit between the purpose of the question and the interpretation given by the respondents, or for a qualitative assessment of the data.


This is an evaluation code for quantitatively rating the answers:

Explanation is clear and leads to an accurate prediction of closed choice

Explanation vague but leads to an accurate prediction of closed choice

Explanation very unclear; cannot make predictions about choice

Explanation seems clear but leads to wrong prediction of closed choice 

Respondent was unable to give any explanation of his closed choice

Respondent in course of explanation shifted his explanation away from the original

Explanation is simply a literal repetition of the choice; cannot assess respondent's understanding of question

THE PROBLEM WITH ATTITUDES.

How attitudes may vary with time and context, making them hard to measure
Attitudes, and to a lesser extent beliefs, may be changeful, inconsistent, and easily affected by alterations in the wording of questionnaires. Therefore, attitudes do not always supply a useful indication of future behavior. There are several reasons for this.

Attitudes May be Cognitive Rather than Emotional

Attitudes expressed in surveys are often based mainly on thinking, rather than upon the emotional processes which often actually underlie behavior. People are often unaware of these emotional factors. Thus behavior with a strong emotional component will be less well predicted by the responses to questions about attitudes, than behavior that is based upon thought.

Attitudes are Unstable

Attitudes often change over time due perhaps to true changes in attitude, changes in the way an issue or event is depicted in the memory, or due to the impact of subsequent events etc.

Attitudes Depend on the Stimulus (e.g.: the question) which elicits them

Attitudes are not necessarily stable or consistent. A person's attitude toward an issue may change according to the stimulus presented. The question itself may constitute such a stimulus. As a result respondents may endorse two mutually exclusive attitudes on an issue, depending upon how the question was phrased - in other words, depending on the particular stimulus. Small changes in wording of questions can prompt different responses, especially when opinions are not very strongly held, or where people are confused. The use of loaded words in questions (referred to earlier), such as "fair profit", "radical", and "bosses", can strongly affect the results obtained in questionnaires.

e.g.: Australian troops should stay in Iraq, versus Australia should come out of Iraq
e.g.: "Do you think the PM is doing a V. good/ Good job?", versus

      "Do you approve of the way the PM is going?"

e.g.: "Do you think Australia should allow public speeches against democracy?"

vs. "Do you think Australia should forbid public speeches against democracy?"

e.g.: "Would you favor adding a law to the constitution to prevent any Prime Minister from serving a more than ten years?" versus

"Would you favor changing the constitution to prevent any Prime Minister from serving a more than ten years?"
e.g.: "Do you approve or disapprove of daylight saving?" versus

"Do you like or dislike daylight saving?"

e.g.: "Prime Minister Rudd has ordered the withdrawal of troops from Iraq in the next two years. How do you feel about this - do you think troops should be withdrawn at a faster rate or slower rate?", versus

"In general do you feel the pace at which the Prime Minister is withdrawing troops is too fast, too slow, or about right?"

However not just any change in wording will produce different results. It appears to be impossible to predict in advance which changes will have effects and which will not. Moreover, some attitudes appear to be quite stable in any case, being little effected by changes in question wording, and enduring over time.

e.g.: A question on abortion that was changed by the replacement of the word "abortion " with the words "end pregnancy," produced no significant difference in response results.

The issue is probably best resolved by deciding what kind of attitude one is attempting to measure. 

Stable Attitudes

If it is premised that the attitude one is measuring is a fairly durable feature of the respondents' temperament or value system, then several versions of the question could be drafted and presented to separate equivalent groups of respondents. If indeed the attitudes were well entrenched, the overall results obtained with each version of the questionnaire should not be very different.


Another way of accomplishing this is to draft (or plagiarize), a set of questions which all purport to measure the same underlying variable. Such attitude scales are first tested by face validity, then those items which yield outstandingly discrepant results in a trial are excluded from the final questionnaire, on the presumption that they subject to the predominant influence of a different factor.

Unstable Attitudes

If on the other hand, one is measuring an attitude presumed to be changeable, then in any question about that attitude one can only really measure the response elicited by a particular stimulus - namely, the question itself.

e.g.: On the issue of prison reform and the rehabilitation public attitudes may be quite erratic, with the same respondents supporting rehabilitation when they are asked about "giving people who have broken the law a second chance", but opposing "moves toward early release" when the same question refers to "..so and so, a criminal who raped and murdered a woman after being released on bail.." Here then it is an attitude that is being measured, but it is clearly one which is inseparable from the particular question or discussion which brings it forth.

e.g.: Likewise, in any questionnaire which is designed to measure the electoral support for a candidate, the question should refer to the party to which the candidate belongs and to the other candidates since this is printed on the ballot paper. In this way the content and presentation of the question would most closely reflect the information (and stimulus) which voters would be presented with on election day, and so would be of maximum predictive value.
e.g.: Public policies or items of legislation often contain several features. If one is concerned only about the overall electoral support for a complex initiative then it may not be of use to ask questions about each of its components since in real life the public is only exposed to overall accounts of the initiative. If the purpose of the questionnaire is to measure prevailing electoral sentiment, then the task is to replicate this stimulus in the relevant question and find out how the respondents react to it.

SOCIAL SCALES AND INDICES

Sequences of questions which are designed to measure an underlying characteristic
Scales are formulated with the purpose of measuring a single common variable. Their formulation commences with a creative effort based upon the conjecture that a range of disparate phenomena have a particular underlying characteristic in common. 


The scale is usually appraised by others in the social research field for its validity as a test of the construct it purports to measure, then tested on a large number of people in order to identify those questions which produce the most closely correlated results. These are deemed the most useful, since their correlation suggests that they do indeed measure the same underlying variable.


The validity of the scale can also be tested empirically by comparing the results obtained with behavioral and other indicators of the construct being measured. (Obviously those indicators would need to be appraised by someone without prior knowledge of the results of the test results, else their observations may be biased.)
e.g.: "The Index of Political Efficacy" is a four item "agree-disagree" assertional attitudinal scale designed to measure sense of political powerlessness. It consists of 4 questions:

1. "Would you say that people like you have a lot of say about what the Government does, or that you don't have much to say at all?"

2. "Would you say that voting is the only way that people like you can have a say about the way the government runs things, or that there are lots of ways you can have a say?"

3. "Would you say that politics and government are so complicated that people like you can’t really understand what's going on, or that you understand what's going on pretty well?"

4. "Would you say that most public officials care a lot about what people like you think, or that they don't care very much at all?"

ACCURACY OF INFORMATION

Being aware of the limits to the accuracy of responses, and ways to improve recall of past events
False Information

Respondents often lie in order to avoid embarrassment or to oblige the interviewer.

e.g.: In one study-

-30% said they voted in a particular election, when they did not

-10% said they had a local library card, when they did not 

-10% said they had a driver’s license ,when they did not

-5% understated their age by a year or more

-3% said they owned their home, when they did not 

-1% said they had a telephone, when they did not

Sleeper questions, featuring say, a false alternative, can be inserted to test how many people are guessing 

e.g.: "Which of these brands of mattresses do you like the best?"


1. Beauty rest

2. Sealy


3. Sleephappy (a fictitious alternative)


4. Springair

In a political questionnaire, one might inquire about a fictitious piece of legislation. etc.
In a survey on drug use, one could add a fictitious drug.
Failure of Memory

Another reason for inaccuracy in the findings of questionnaires is failure of accurate recall. Here are a few simple examples.

e.g.: For visits to the doctor:


"last week" – an average of 0.25 visits per person was reported by respondents


"the week before last" – an average of 0.11 visits per person was reported

e.g.: Under-reporting of hospital visits was low at 4% for a time lapse of 1-8 months; but 50% for the last 12 months.

e.g.: For chronic illnesses, if one week had passed since the onset of the condition, 10% failed to report it. But if a year or more had passed since onset, 60% failed to report it (Presumably then, the need could arise for memory cues to be added to the question: e.g.: "any trouble walking ?, seeing?" etc)

e.g.: After an auto accident, if it was less than 3 months since the accident, 4% did not report it, but if it was 6-12 months since the accident, 30% failed to report it.

Recall appears to be greater for:
highly unusual events (such as an operation or a murder), 


events which have a high cost or reward value (such as buying a house) 

incidents which have lasting consequences (such as a chronic illness)

pleasant than unpleasant events.


Perception of events can change over time Thus recalling why one made a big decision years ago may lead to different answers at different times in one's life, depending upon what's important in life etc.

Select a Time Frame Appropriate to the Salience of the Event

Recall of high salience events tends to be good for a year or so; and recall of low salience events is good for a few weeks. Accordingly, it is best to provide a time frame equivalent to the recall span of the event, giving a long time span for high salience events and a short time span for low salience events (perhaps 2 weeks or so).


For high salience events, overstatements tend to occur if the time frame is too short, while for low salience events there is a tendency to forget quickly and to under-report these events if the time frame is too long.

Specify the Time Frame Clearly

To establish the time frame, it is best to formulate the question in terms of a land-mark that defines some time period for all respondents 

e.g.: 
"Since Christmas, how many times...?"


"Since New Years Day how often...?"

As recall can be poor when attempting to remember one of several similar events it is best to ask about its most recent occurrence 

Avoid Questions with Bias

Recall is often a reconstructive event, so that it is an interpretation rather than a literal recollection that is produced. It is therefore vital to avoid leading questions

e.g.: When asked "How fast was the red car going when it passed the blue car?", 20% gave a speed though in fact the red car never passed the blue car.

Provide Appropriate Cues for Memory

A question may not elicit recall if it is phrased in terms very different from those used to encode the memory. Thus it is wise for researchers to become as familiar as possible with the events which they are recalling so they can refer to key events in the terms respondents would have used when the memory was encoded. A broad question like: "Tell me about your illness", may need to be supplemented with questions about disability, hospitalizations, pain, drugs, accidents, time off work etc.



