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BEFORE BEGINNING OUR DISCUSSION of questionnaire construction, a brief look at the survey
method in general (discussed in detail herein and in chapters 7 and 8) is in order. A survey
consists of asking questions of a (supposedly) representative cross-section of the population at
a single point in time. The persons of whom the questions are asked are called survey respon-
dents. The questions are often mailed to respondents (see chapter 7), asked by an interviewer
in the person’s home or elsewhere (chapter 8), asked over the telephone by an interviewer
(chapter 8), or handed out (as in a classroom setting) for the respondent to answer and return.
Surveys are usually conducted on samples (see chapter 5) simply because it is generally not
feasible to interview everyone in the population. Surveys that do interview everyone are called
censuses. Surveys that question respondents about some topic of public opinion (for example,
attitudes toward marijuana or war in the Middle East) are called public opinion polls.

When we say that surveys arc conducted at a single point in time we obviously do not mean
that every single respondent is interviewed at exactly the same instant. We simply mean that
data collection is completed in as short a time period as possible, usually in a single week or
month, but certainly in a single year. Some surveys are exceptions to the “single point in time”
rule. Surveys that are conducted over a Jonger period of time, with the same respondents being
reinterviewed, are called panel studies (see chapter 8). Studies in which the same topic (for
example, attitudes toward abortion) is studied by reinterviewing over a period of time, but with
no attempt to reinterview the same individual respondents each time, are called trend studies.
All studies conducted over time are called longitudinal studies.

If the researcher merely wishes to study general trends, this can be done with two or more
(repeated) surveys that ask the same questions of the same general type of sample (e.g., to all
registered voters), without any conscious attempt to reinterview in a subsequent survey the
same respondents that were interviewed earlier. Thus, we could interview a sample of all reg-
istered voters in the United States in 1940, 1950, 1960, 1970, 1980, and 1990 concerning their
attitudes toward women in the labor force and doubtless discern a trend, over the decades, of
increased acceptance of female employment. Notice that while it is conceivable that some
persons wouid be interviewed in every study, some of the persons interviewed in 1940 would
doubtless be deceased in 1990. Further, using a constant minimum voting age of 21, some of
the younger voters interviewed in 1990 would not have been born when the first three surveys
(1940, 1950, and 1960) were conducted.

In a panel study, however, one follows the same group of respondents and reinterviews
them at every phase (usually called a “wave”) of the study. This is not practical for a long-
" range study but can be very useful for such things as determining exactly the point at which
undecided voters make up their minds about whom to vote for or for determining the exact age
at which teenaged respondents develop certain attitudes about marriage and reproduction. The
most difficult thing about a panel study, particularly a large study conducted over a long pe-
riod, is “panel mortality.” Some members of the panel will actually die during the course of the
study, while others will move long distances away or otherwise be difficult to reinterview
without great cost.

In addition to being conducted at a single point in time, other characteristics of the survey
that distinguish it from methods such as document analysis and observation are that (1) there
is a fixed set of questions and (2) responses are systematically classified, so that quantitative
comparisons can be made. However, these are characteristics of the “pure” survey, and actual
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surveys vary both in the degree of structure in their questions (for example, from structured to
semistructured; see chapter 8) and in how their responses are coded (see this chapter and chap-
ter 14). A. good history of survey research, along with a clear discussion of some advantages
and disadvantages of surveys, is provided by Marsh (1982). Also see Converse (1987),
Bradburn and Sudman (1988), and Singer and Presser (1989).

Constructing Questionnaires

Once the concepts and hypotheses have been carefully formulated and a good sample drawn,
the next link in the research chain is the data-collection instrument (questionnaire or interview
schedule). A questionnaire is generally mailed or handed to the respondent and filled in by
him or her with no help from the interviewer. An instrument that is not given directly to the
respondent but is filled in by an interviewer who reads the questions to the respondent is gen-
erally called an interview schedule. We shall use the term “questionnaire” as the generic name
for both types.

A good way to begin writing the questionnaire, anticipating possible sources of error, is
first to list some of the reasons why a respondent might give erroneous information or might
even fail to answer a question altogether. Unfortunately, the reasons are numerous. Some of
the problems and their possible remedies are as follows:

1. Respondent feels the interview is not legitimate but is a subterfuge either to sell him or
her something (encyclopedia salespersons often gain entry by first conducting a brief
survey) or for some other commercial purpose such as conducting a credit check.
Remedy: A well-written cover letter or introductory statement legitimizing the study.
If the problem is really acute, more drastic measures such as a prior announcement in
a newspaper may be necessary.

2. Respondent feels that the information will be used against him or her or is an invasion
of privacy (e.g., he or she fears that income information will be released to IRS). Rem-
edy: Omit unnecessarily sensitive questions. Necessary sensitive questions can be
used in a subsample only, or put last on the questionnaire after other questions have
been answered. Assure the respondent of anonymity.

3. Respondent refuses to cooperate, saying that he or she has “done his or her share” by
being interviewed in a previous survey.

4. Respondent is an ethnic-minority member who says he or she is tired of “being a
guinea pig” and refuses to be interviewed, suggesting that the respondent study rich
people for a while.

5. Respondent is “sophisticated” (e.g., head of a county department), gets many question-
naires, and knows what the investigator wants to hear and where the reliability checks
are located in the questionnaire. Remedy for 3, 4, and 5: Survey saturation has become
a problem of major proportions with the proliferation of polling and survey organiza-
tions. Although sampling helps to ensure that the same person will not be interviewed
over and over again, some surveys such as panel studies require resampling, and other
respondents may have unique characteristics that make them in demand for surveys. In
such cases the investigator can try “sampling around” a particular respondent. For ex-
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ample, in a cluster sample he or she could simply not draw a cluster if it has been
studied previously. If the respondent must be interviewed, the researcher must make a
special appeal, assuring him or her that the interview is necessary and that no one else
can be substituted. The interviewer can say that his or her sample is a scientific one
ihat does not allow substitutions.

6. Respondent answers “normatively,” the way he or she thinks he or she should answer,
whether it is an honest answer Of not. Remedy: The same as 2.

7. Respondent is afraid that his or her responses will reveal lack of education or that he
or she will appear stupid. Remedy: Emphasize that there are no right and wrong an-
gwers, assure anonymity.

8. Respondent says that his or her time is too valuable to waste on the study, that the
study is not applicable to him or her. He or she argues that it is not important that he or
she be studied anyway and that a relative or neighbor who has more free time should
be substituted. Remedy: Same as 5.

9. Respondent says he or she cannot answer because the question is t00 general and
vague, or because he or she has never thought about the topic. Remedy: Use more
specific probing questions to guide the answer.

There are many other excuses that respondents give for refusing to answer, such as that the
answer categories are insufficient or inappropriate, ot that there are too many redundant ques-
tions, or that the researcher did not ask the correct questions. This list is obviously not exhaus-
tive, and the remedies are not presented in detail. These items, however, illustrate the threats
to reliability and validity that are present in the survey method. We are now ready to discuss
questionnaire design more specifically.

Questionnaire Relevance

The key word in questionnaire construction is “relevance.” Although relevance can sometimes
be an overworked catchword, the term has real meaning for questionnaire construction. Prior
to questionnaire construction the researcher has had to see that the operational definitions
matched the theoretical concepts (chapters 3 and 4) and that the sample matched the popula-
tion from which it was drawn (chapter 5). In questionnaire design he or she must combine both
spheres, making sure that the questions measure the theoretical concepts adequately and that
the sample of respondents answers the questions adequately. The word “relevance” has three
different facets here: (1) relevance of the study’s goals; (2) relevance of questions to the goals
of the study; and (3) relevance of the questions to the individual respondent.

Relevance of the ‘Study

First, the entire goal or raison d’étre of the study must seem relevant to the respondent. This is
sometimes a problem, for research goals are not always clear outside of their scientific context,
especially to a lay respondent. The obvious procedure is to clarify, explain, and justify the
goals of the study to the respondent, and this is one of the chief purposes of the cover letter
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accompanying the questionnaire. However, sometimes the nature of the study is too complex
to be explained in a cover letter or cannot be revealed without biasing the responses.

The importance of making the research project seem relevant, worthwhile, legitimate, or
whatever word one wishes to use cannot be overemphasized. The researcher must remember
that except in those rare cases in which respondents are paid for the interview, the respondent
is working for free. He or she is donating his or her time, which he or she considers very
valuable, as most people have more things to do than they have time for. (How can a college-
student respondent explain to her lonely aged mother that she had 20 minutes free to answer
your questionnaire but did not have 20 minutes to write her mother a letter?) A favorite pastime on
talk shows these days is to discuss the list of research topics for which U.S. government grants have
been given and which appear to the layperson to be a ludicrous and shocking waste of the
taxpayer’s money. Any researcher with such a project is going to be faced not only with numerous
refusals but with sabotaged data, and maybe even with lectures or threats of violence.

On the other hand, experienced researchers have found that most people are willing to aid
in projects they feel to be worthwhile and to have scientific value. Convincing the respondent
that the project is worthwhile can be more effective than paying him or her money in getting
him or her to respond. People who will not take money to answer a questionnaire they consider
to be a waste of their time and an insult to their intelligence will answer a lengthy and time-
consuming questionnaire that they feel serves a good purpose.

Relevance of Questions to the Study

After the respondents are convinced that the purpose of the study is relevant, they must be
convinced that all the questions (often called items) in the questionnaire are relevant to the
stated goals of the study. Again, to the inexperienced researcher this might not seem a serious
problem, but it is. Virtually all questionnaires contain wasted questions. Especially if more
- than one researcher is submitting questions, there is a tendency to include a number of items
- that sound important without thinking through how they will ultimately be used. A good tactic
" is to decide, before including an item in the questionnaire, exactly how the answers will be
‘analyzed (what statistical techniques will be used) and how the data will be published or oth-
erwise presented. If you cannot decide in advance how the data will be used, do not ask the
question. Also, since the process of sampling and interviewing is very expensive, there is a
endency for researchers to reason that since the survey is being conducted anyway, it will
‘involve little or no additional cost to let a few marginal questions or questions pertaining to a
different study “piggyback’” on the questionnaire.
The respondent, however, considers his or her time to be precious and does not want to
vaste it on needless questions. Further, he or she may, whether or not it is “realistic” to do so,
ook upon the questionnaire as a reflection upon himself or herself and his or her ego. Al-
though the researcher assures them that there are no right or wrong answers, only opinions, and
t the answers will remain anonymous, many respondents will regard the questionnaire as a
and of test and attempt to answer so that they do not appear to be stupid. At the same time they
> judging the questionnaire, just as many students judge their professor’s examinations and
I their peers whether they consider the exam fair, unfair, easy, and so on. Many a novice







