Sociology 202 (Martin)
Lecture Outline 20: November 10, 2005

· Questionnaire Construction I.

· guidelines for asking questions

· questionnaire construction

· For Class Discussion:  The Pew Global Attitudes Project

· (Read Questions 18 – 20, Administered May 2003 and February 2004.)

· What are some possible conclusions from the survey results?

· What are some possible problems with taking the results at face value?

· How might we fix some of those problems?

Topics appropriate for survey research

· Here are some increasingly common situations where survey research may be inappropriate.

· Cases where the social value of the information may be offset by more important considerations (example:  exit polls)

· Cases where the survey is designed to affect the respondent’s opinions rather than generate socially valuable information (example: push polls)

· Cases where the survey research design is so poor that any conclusions drawn from the survey are likely to be invalid (example:  Hite report on human sexuality) 

Guidelines for asking questions

· Variety is helpful, because respondents give more careful responses when they are kept interested.

· questions

· statements

· Closed-ended statements are generally better than open-ended statements

· closed-ended statements are less subject to interviewer bias in interpretation.

· closed-ended statements are easier to process and present.

· However, closed-ended statements might miss important responses.

· Babbie recommends that closed-ended statements be mutually exclusive in their domains.   (What do you think?) 

Guidelines for asking questions

· Make items clear.

· Possibilities for misunderstanding are endless.

· Time frame is a common problem.

· Avoid double-barreled questions and statements.

· Example in 1986 Harris Poll:  “If Libya now increases its terrorist attacks against the U.S. and we keep inflicting more damage on Libya, then inevitably it will all end in the U.S. going to war and invading that country which would be wrong.”

· Double-barreled questions and statements violate the principle of unidimensionality in social research.

Guidelines for asking questions

· Ask questions that the respondents will be willing to answer.  Avoid…

· unusual responses

· morally or ethically unacceptable responses

· responses related to illegal behavior

· obvious responses 

· repetitious responses

· Ask questions that are relevant or salient.  Irrelevant questions can lead to…

· made-up answers

· termination of interview

Guidelines for asking questions

· Be very careful with …

· long questionnaire items.

· “loaded” questionnaire items (“Do you agree with the President of the United States that …”)

· “loaded” terms (abortion vs ending a pregnancy, welfare vs government support for poor families)

· negative terms 

· “Does it seem possible or does it seem impossible to you that the Nazi extermination of the Jews never happened?”

· “Does it seem possible to you that the Nazi extermination of the Jews never happened, or do you feel certain that it happened?”

· Lopsided questions where you expect that one of the answers is very unlikely  (For example, questions about contraceptive failure rates.)

· Be very careful with …

· long questionnaire items.

· “loaded” questionnaire items (“Do you agree with the President of the United States that …”)

· “loaded” terms (abortion vs ending a pregnancy, welfare vs government support for poor families)

· negative terms 

· “Does it seem possible or does it seem impossible to you that the Nazi extermination of the Jews never happened?”

· “Does it seem possible to you that the Nazi extermination of the Jews never happened, or do you feel certain that it happened?”

· Lopsided questions where you expect that one of the answers is very unlikely  (For example, questions about contraceptive failure rates.)

Questionnaire Format

· Given a choice between a long, uncluttered questionnaire and a short, cluttered one, go with the long uncluttered one.

· Give respondents (or interviewers) boxes to check.  

· This is generally preferable to circling the answers.

· Contingency designs are often useful.

· Contingency tables

· Instructions to skip

· CADI designs

· However, the contingency design will fail some percentage of the time, so take that into account when you decide to use a contingency design.

Questionnaire Format

· Matrix questions are often useful.

· They use space efficiently

· Respondents can answer quickly

· Respondents can compare across questions for consistency.

· However, matrix questions have some problems.

· You might be tempted to put questions into a matrix when they belong in some other format.

· Respondents may pattern their answers inappropriately.

· Order effects may be quite pronounced, with strong potential for abuse of the survey.

Questionnaire Format

· Some special comments on order effects.

· Early answers tend to influence later answers.

· Some respondents (such as less educated respondents) are more subject to order effects than other respondents.

· Randomizing questions tends not to help - it just makes the survey more confusing.

· Fun or interesting questions in the early part of a questionnaire can maintain interest, but general, demographic sorts of questions can establish rapport.

· You might want to adjust the order of questions according to the type of survey – interview or questionnaire.

Overall advice about questionnaire construction

· Errors, confusion, and leading questions are unavoidable to some extent, so Babbie recommends the following.

· Always be alert to potential problems, even if you can’t fix them.

· Always pretest questionnaires.

· In addition, it is strongly recommended that questions be worded identically across interviews and across time periods.

Summary Questions for the Final.

· 1.)  Give an example of a situation where survey research might be inappropriate, and explain why.

· 2.)  Invent an example of a “double-barreled” survey question about attitudes toward tax increases.  Then, rewrite the survey question in an improved form that is not “double-barreled”.

· 3.)  Describe two ways that the order of questions in a questionnaire might affect the results of research based on that questionnaire.

· 4.)  Evaluate the following questionnaire item in terms of whether it is closed-ended, contains loaded terms, and contains negatives.
· “Do you think that the people of Iraq will be better off or worse off than they were, now that Saddam Hussein has been removed from power by the U.S. and its allies?”

Question for next time.

· Choose one of the questions from the previous slide.

· Answer it.



















































































































