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Guidelines for Expressing Questions 

· The questions should focus directly on the issue or topic specified in the statement of information needs.

· The best way to be sure that a question is focused directly on the issue at hand is to ask as precisely as pos​sible exactly what the sponsor needs to know.

· The questions should be as short or brief as possible while still conveying the meaning.

· The longer the questions, the more difficult the response task will be.

· Short questions are less subject to error on the part of both interviewers and respondents.

· Long questions are more likely to lack focus and clarity.

· The questions should be expressed as simply and clearly as they can be.

· The meaning of the question must be completely clear to all respondents.

· Clarity demands that virtually everyone interprets the question in exactly the same way.

· The researcher should use words that are in the core vocabulary of virtually all respondents.

· The researcher should use simple sentences where possible and complex sentences only when they are actu​ally required.

Types of Instrumentation Bias and Error

· Unstated Criteria–If an item might be judged by multiple standards and the criteria aren't explicitly stated, some respondents will use one set of criteria and others will use another. This can introduce bias and error.

· Inapplicable Questions–The questions must be applicable to all respondents in the sense that they can reply, based on their own experience or condition.

· Example Containment–It is important to identify the entire class of alternatives and avoid examples that are among the possible choices for the respondents.

· Over-Demanding Recall–The researcher must not assume that respondents will recall their behavior or feel​ings over an extended period. 

· Over-Generalizations–When a survey question seeks a generalization, it should represent a policy, strategy, or habitual pattern of the respondents, rather than specific behavior.

· Over-Specificity–A survey question is overly specific when it asks for an actual or precise response that the respondent is unlikely to know or unable to express.

· Over-Emphasis–If the wording of a question is over-emphatic, it's likely to introduce bias by calling for a particular type of response. It is advisable to use words that lean toward understanding, rather than overstating the condition.

· Ambiguity of Wording–Many words and phrases designate different things for different people. In order to avoid ambiguity, virtually every questionable word or phrase must be checked carefully to be sure that it has a common meaning for everyone in the survey sample.

· Doubled-Barreled Questions–If two questions are contained within one item, a double-barreled question, bias can be introduced if part of the item is true and the other part false.

· Leading Questions–When questions lead the respondent to a particular answer, they create a very strong bias and often result in data that are completely invalid.

· Loaded Questions–Include some wording or phrase that constitutes a more subtle form of influence.

Sources of Response Bias

· Response Bias–Bias that is introduced because of the mentality or predispositions of respondents.

· Response bias can be reduced or controlled in part by the wording and sequence of questions.

Social Desirability

· When personal preferences, opinions, or behavior deviate from what's socially prescribed, respondents are very prone to report what is socially acceptable, rather than their true answers.

· The wording and format of the question may increase or decrease the degree to which it will evoke a socially desirable response, rather than the true answer.

Acquiescence

· The response is based on the respondent's perception of what would be desirable to the sponsor.

· Two things researchers can do to reduce this form of bias:

· Assure respondents that candid, honest answers are much more helpful than purely favorable ones.

· Provide no indications of which answer is positive.

Yea- and Nay-Saying

· The response is influenced by the global tendency toward positive or negative answers.

· One method of controlling such bias is to avoid yes/no or positive/negative options.

· When many questions must be answered on a positive/negative basis, this form of bias can be partially con​trolled by "reflecting" roughly half of the items.

Prestige

· The response is intended to enhance the image of the respondent in the eyes of the others.

· If every aspect of the survey shows respect and admiration for people of all walks of life, the likelihood of this type of bias will be reduced.

· This form of bias can also be reduced by avoiding questions that invite respondents to seeks prestige.

· Assigning the lower numbers to self-reliance and the higher to dependency also helps to compensate for the bias from the pursuit of prestige.

Threat

· The response is influenced by anxiety or fear instilled by the nature of the question.

· Questions can constitute a psychological threat to respondents when they deal with issues and outcomes that have very negative consequences for them.

· Avoid the more graphic words and phrases, use euphemisms instead.

· "Depersonalize" the issue either by referring to it in the abstract or by "projection," referring to the experi​ence or condition of some other person.

Hostility

· The response arises from feelings of anger or resentment engendered by the response task.

· Once strong feelings have been evoked, they won't be concentrated exclusively on the thing that evoked them, or dissipate very quickly.

· Respondents who feel hostile may generalize these feelings to other questions that follow.

· One way to avoid this form of bias is to word questions in a manner that's less likely to create feelings of hostility in the first place.

· Two ways to keep hostile feelings from contaminating items that follow:

· Allow the respondents to dissipate these feelings as fully as possible, directly on the issues that created them.

· Provide some means of separating one section very distinctly from the next.

Auspices

· The response is dictated by the image or opinion of the sponsor, rather than the actual question.

· To avoid this form of bias, many surveys are conducted by an independent agency or research team.

· If information about the sponsoring organization must be obtained or when respondents might easily infer the identity of the sponsor from the questions, such questions should come as late in the questionnaire as possible.

· This form of bias can be avoided by "clouding" or "smoke screening" the identity of the sponsor.

Mental Set

· Cognitions or perceptions based on previous items influence response to later ones.

· When respondents are asked to perform some mental task, they develop a set of perceptions and assumptions that serves as a frame of reference for responding.

· Respondents will usually maintain the same frame of reference or mental set until they realize it no longer applies.

· This form of bias can be avoided or controlled by it perfectly clear to respondents when they are to shift their frame of reference or make a new set of assumptions to respond to the next item.

· Can be done by beginning a new section with new instructions or by stating the new assumptions or frame of reference as a preface to the next question.

Order

· The sequence in which a series is listed affects the responses to the items.

· Three things that might induce order bias:

· Initiation–Requires that respondents learn how to handle the response task. Samples or items of little importance should be listed first, so any bias from initiation won't affect the most important items.

· Routine–When several similar items appear in sequence, the routine nature of responding may lead to a response strategy or policy. Bias from routine response can be reduced by varying the list to make indi​vidual items distinct and to require separate consideration of each.

· Fatigue–When respondents must rate or respond to a long list of items, the rote nature of the task may cause fatigue. Respondents may respond carefully to the earlier items and carelessly to the later ones on the list, causing error, bias, or both. This form of bias can be controlled by keeping any one list or se​quence short enough so even the least motivated respondents won't be affected by fatigue.

· Two kinds of order bias apply when respondents are given a list of alternatives and asked to pick one from the list:

· Primacy Effect–Occurs when people remember the first item or so of the list. 

· Recency Effect–Occurs when people recall the last item or so more readily then others.

· Two methods for reducing or controlling order bias from primacy and/or recency effects:

· Make sure the lists are fairly short.

· Vary the order or sequence of items from one respondent or subsample to the next.

Extremity

· When scales are used, there's sometimes a tendency on the part of respondents to "dichotomize" the scale by picking only the extremes.

· The careful choice and composition of scales will help to reduce or control extremity bias.

· This form of bias may result because the scales have too many numbers or points.

· The number of scale points should be about the same as the number of categories in the respondents' mind.

· It is important to label the ends of the scales with the ultimate extremes.

Question Format

· Unstructured Questions

· Called "open-end" questions because only the question is expressed and no alternative answers are listed for the respondent.

· Don't clearly indicate the dimension along which respondents are supposed to respond. 

· Often produce data that isn't directly comparable from one respondent or group to the next.

· It is difficult and time-consuming for either the interviewer or the respondent to record verbatim re​sponses to questions.

· The response task is slow and difficult with unstructured items.

· It takes only a few minutes to write an unstructured question.

· Structured Questions

· Ask a question and they list the alternative answers the respondent might choose.

· Indicates the range along which respondents should answer.

· Data are comparable among respondents.

· Quick and easy to record responses because the respondent or field worker only has to check the appro​priate category.

· There is likely to be greater cooperation, a higher response rate, less missing data, and fewer "random" responses when structured items are used.

· It takes time and effort in the beginning to compose structured questions effectively.

· The use of structured items limit the "richness and variety" of people's answers.

Composing Categorical Items

· It takes considerable time and effort to compose a categorical question and select the proper categories.

· Three rules or principles to observe when choosing the categories for and item:

· The list must be all-inclusive. Every possible response must fit into a category and there must be no conceivable answer that doesn't fit into a category.

· It is advisable to include an open, "other" category in lists where there are likely to be a few excep​tional or unusual responses that won't fit into any category listed.

· The categories must be mutually exclusive. There must be a unique association between any given an​swer and one category or alternative. No response should fit into two or more categories.

· There should be more variance in the meaning between categories than within them.

· The alternatives should cluster together responses that are similar to one another.

· The simple, dichotomous question with only two categories is the lower limit on the number of categories.

· The upper limit is about six or eight categories.

· The general rule should be to have no more categories than are actually required.

· If there's doubt in the mind of the researcher composing the item, concerning how precise or fine-grained the data must be, the researcher should elect to use the larger number of more narrow categories--categories can easily be combined during processing, if necessary--there is no way to disaggregate the broad categories into smaller ones after the data have been collected.

Verbal and Numeric Scaling

· It's always advisable to use an ordinary numeric scale when it's feasible to do so.

· Numeric data can easily be grouped into categories if required by those who seek the information.
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