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Debunking what you know about questionnaires
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 Asking the wrong question in a survey may not only 
lead to false results (and consequently poor decision 
making) but it may lead to opposite results

 Wrong wording, poor judgment of the respondents 
abilities, poor training of interviewers, ignoring 
circumstances influencing the way respondents 
answers are just a few ways where results may be 
altered in the process of conducting a survey

 This chapter will highlight most important 
considerations that are aught to be taken when 
performing a questionaire



Sources of Errors
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Overview of Questionnaire Design Process
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Outline
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 Introduction and motivation (previous 3 slides)

 Unit 1: Terminology, accuracy and reliability, discussion 
of standardized interviews and related techniques.

 Unit 2: Background on response process. Unit will be 
referred back to a lot. Theoretical underpinning for rest 
of the course.

 Unit 3: Specific types of questions particularly difficult to 
ask 

 Unit 4: Attitude questions and answer scales

 Unit 5: Testing questionnaires

 Unit 6: Putting it all together and in different modes



Unit 1: Outline
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 Examples of questions

 Variance and bias

 Standardized interviewing

 Conversational Interviewing

 Concept specification



Simple Question
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 Example (1):

 Have you ever tried using marijuana or hashish and found that 
you couldn’t stop?

 (1) Yes

 (2) No

 Example (2):

تسديد هل استلفت في السنة الماضية أي مبلغ من المال من أحد البنوك ل

ديون شخصية؟

نعم  1.

لا2.



Closed - One Choice
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 Example 1:

 Example 2:



Closed – ‘mark all that applies’ 
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 Example 1                                Example 2



Simple Classification
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Likert Scale
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 One of the mostly used scales

 5 points or 7 points are the most common

 Odd number of points to illustrate normality

 First speaker statement format (not a question)



Semantic Scale
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 Is a scale in which variables are assessed  by 
assigning an inclination to one of two opposite 
values of the variables



Filter Questions
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Variance and Bias
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Examples
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Sources of Variance and Bias
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Standardized Interview
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Assumption
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Guidelines
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Standardized Interviewing 
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Techniques
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What is Standardized Interview
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Pros and cons of standadized interview
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Proposal for conversational interview
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Procedure 
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Pros and cons
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View of Meaning
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Conversational Interview
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Comparison between two techniques 
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Complicated Situation 
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Frequency of Complicated Situations 
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Measuring Comprehension
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Study
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Study
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Study
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Clarifying Meaning of Opinion Question
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Example Definition of Concepts
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Study
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Standardized versus conversational interview 
(summary)
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 Standardized interview:
 Reduces the impact the (I) has on the (R)

 Same wording for all

 Neutral probing

 No grounding of concepts is possible

 Low cost and less time

 Conversational interview:
 Reach a common understanding

 If not done properly then high impact of (I) on (R)

 Higher cost and more time

 The researcher must decide which is more favored 
method



Sources of Variance and Bias
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Creating a questionnaire
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 What is the research question?

 Transforming research questions to concepts

 Alignment of the survey questions with the concepts

 Making sure that questions are error free



The research question
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 “The research objectives of many studies are 
surprisingly ill-defined. Asking a researcher what 
exactly should be measured by a question [… ] 
frequently elicits vague answers  if not different 
answers from different researchers involved in the 
same project” (Shwartz, 1997)



Research Question flaw example
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 لإعلام في دراسة في مرحلة الماجستير في الجامعة اللبنانية كلية ا: 1مثل

تبة على في المكمستوى العاملين و الإمكانياتأرادت طالبة أن تدرس تأثير 

ة تناول البحث عدد من الطلاب كعين. المكتبة من قبل الطلاباستخدام 

.للدراسة

كيف ممكن للمستجوبين أن يقيموا أداء العاملين؟

كيف ممكن للمستجوبين أن يحددوا الإمكانات الموجودة؟

 ة الهواتف الذكية بين طلاب الجامعاستخدام كيف تختلف انماط : 2مثل

اللبنانية و الجامعة الأمريكية؟



Research question and expected results

2020/1/7Questionnaire Design

49

 Thinking about the expected results influence the 
type of questions that are asked in the questionnaire

 Will the expected results answer the research 
question?

 In previous example a better alternative:

 استخدامهم لكفاءة العاملين و نسبة المستخدمينإدراكما هي العلاقة بين 

للمكتبة



Creating a questionnaire
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 What is the research question?

 Transforming research questions to concepts

 Alignment of the survey questions with the 
concepts

 Making sure that questions are error free



Concepts
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 Most concepts in social sciences and human sciences 
can not be measured directly: for example how to 
measure the concept of “social capital”

 Breakdown this concepts to more specific dimensions 

 The sub dimensions can then be formed into a question in  
questionnaire 



In class assignment
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 Try to come up with specific items for one of the 
following constructs:

 Job satisfaction

 Satisfaction with the government

 Class evaluation

 Healthy diet

 Household consumption

 Perceived quality of a partner



The transformation of the concepts to questions
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 What are the collection of variables that need to be 
asked in order to create an accurate representation of 
the phenomena?

 Which dimensions should be retained?

 What is the analytical plan?

 How much resources is at your disposal?

 What variables should be excluded?



Creating a questionnaire
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 What is the research question?

 Transforming research questions to concepts

 Alignment of the survey questions with the concepts

 Making sure that questions are error free
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 In order to phrase the questions in the right manner 
(wording of the questions) we must understand how the 
(R) answer

 The (R) goes through the following stages while he is 
answering
 Comprehension

 Retrieval of information

 Judgment and estimation

 Reporting an answer

 Even though these stages are represented sequentially, 
however the (R) can go back and fourth before giving an 
answer



Pitfalls in answering process
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 Misunderstanding
 The most common and most serious. (R) will give an answer that 

does not match the indented purpose of the question

 (R) did not record the information
 In this case there is no way to find out the true answer

 (R) forgot the information
 (R) recorded the info but he simply forgot it during the time of the 

interview

 (I) can attempt to help (R) remember

 May use acquiescence or satisficing in trying to answer
 Satisficing: giving an acceptable answer but not 100% convincing

 Acquiescence: the desire of the (R) to agree with the (I)



Answering Questions:
Comprehension 
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 Three sources of poor comprehension:

 Lexical process: wrong understanding of the word

 Semantic process: wrong understanding of the 
meaning of the question

 Pragmatic process: wrong understanding of the 
intended meaning by the (I)



Lexical Process
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 Sources of flaws in the lexical process

 (1) Complex words

 (2) A word with many definitions

 E.g: what is your income?

 (what does the word income mean?)

 (3) Misleading the (R) visually (next slide)

 (4) Order of the question (next slides)



Misunderstanding of the word
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 Reducing the error of misunderstanding words:

 Use simple language

 Clear grammar

 Use definitions:



The ordering of questions 
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 (R) are usually influenced by the context of the 
questionnaire 

 Using the right order of questions can have significant 
impact on the understanding of the question

 E.g. 
 To which extent are you satisfied with your partner?

 Wo which extent are you satisfied in your life? 

 When (R) first thought about their marriage life they 
then evaualated their life in the light of it and thus there 
was high correlation 0.67. When the questions were 
revered the connection between the two faded and the 
correlation reduced to 0.32. 



The influence of a visual stimuli
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The influence of a visual stimuli
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 What would happen if you include a photo within 
your survey?



Semantic Processes 
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 Key issue for R is determining how survey concepts 
correspond – or map – to his/her circumstances

 Have you purchased or had expenses for household furniture? 

 I purchased a floor lamp. Does that count as household 
furniture?

 R knows what words mean but not how they map to his/her 
situation 

 In standardized interviewing,

it would not be possible to

directly answer the

respondent’s question



Pragmatic Inferences

2020/1/8Questionnaire Design

64

 • Grice’s Cooperative Principle (CP) allows listeners 
(including Rs) to infer speakers’ intended meaning: –
Based on four sub-principles (called maxims):
 Quantity: say as much, but no more, than necessary

 Quality: do not say what you believe to be false 

 Relation: be relevant

 Manner: avoid obscurity and ambiguity 

 Assuming speaker is following CP, what could she have 
meant by her utterance
 e.g., “Can you pass the salt” is not about my ability to pass the salt –

she already knows that I can; must be request for salt

 Speaker would not say something if she did not intend to inform me, 
so I’ll include that information in my interpretation



Pragmatic Inference
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 34% of 0 to 10 group responded in lower half (0 to 5)

 13% of -5 to +5 group responded in lower half (-5 to 0) 

 zero scale anchor combined with label: �absence of 
success 

 negative scale values combined with label: �presence of 
failure



Implications for Questionnaire Design
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 Lexical issues:

 Try to use terms that most people interpret the same way; will 
require pretesting

 Semantic issues: 

 Provide (clickable) definitions or train interviewers to offer 
definitions as needed 

 Pragmatic issues:

 Try to block Rs’ unintended inferences, e.g., avoid gratuitous 
design features



Retrieval
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 After R understands question, and task being asked 
to perform, will need to recall relevant information

 This is true whether Q is factual or subjective

 If factual, generally needs to recall an event or >1 event – If 
subjective (opinion)

 Needs to recall already-formed opinion,

 Or, if R does not currently hold opinion, recall opinions on similar 
topics or relevant considerations



Different Kinds of Memory
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 Working (or Short Term) versus Long Term Memory 
(LTM)
 Working memory: temporary storage system of limited capacity

 Store words of a sentence (question) as they arrive

 Store partial results, e.g. when counting up recalled episodes

 Store spoken response options – LTM is relatively permanent 
(though forgetting occurs over time)

 Types of LTM
 Episodic memory: events in one’s life, e.g. I ate Ethiopian food on 

Saturday

 Semantic: knowledge about the world and oneself, e.g. Trees have 
leaves, I teach every Tuesday

 Procedural: doing things, e.g. riding a bike, navigating through a 
computerized survey questionnaire



Forgetting from Episodic
(Autobiographical) Memory
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 Interference –

 The longer the time period in question (e.g. 1 year vs. 1 month) 
the more likely other similar events will have occurred

 Hard to distinguish details of one event from others

 Tend to blend into single generic memory • 

 Decay –

 The more time that has passed since events occurred, the 
weaker the memory

 Forgetting most rapid in period immediately after event 
experienced

 Forgetting continues after as many as 50 years(!)



Forgetting
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Retrieval Cues
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 Cues can remind people of events:
 NCVS item on shopping lists: drug, clothing, grocery, hardware and 

convenience stores.
 Open question whether Rs search only for matches to cues or use 

cues to define broader conceptual space

 Cues can affect what events come to mind:
 Couper, Tourangeau & Kenyon (2004) asked questions like How 

many sporting events have you attended in the past year? and 
presented images (in web survey) 

 Images were either low frequency (major league ball park) or high 
frequency (little league game) 

 Low frequency images led to lower reports than high frequency 
images

 When context of exposure/encoding and retrieval match, memory 
better than when difer



Judgment and Estimation
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Estimation and Judgment 
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 • Compensating for imprecise or incomplete 
memory: two examples

 1. Availability Heuristic

 People can infer frequency or probability on basis of retrieval 
difficulty (Tverksy and Kahneman) 

 I cant recall many instances of the event so it must be rare

 2. Frequency estimation when recall is not possible 
or involves more effort that Rs willing to invest



Availability Heuristic
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 • Tversky & Kahneman, 1974:

 People sometimes use the ease with which examples come to 
mind as an indication of their frequency or probability of 
occurrence

 Easier to retrieve words starting with r than words whose 3rd 
letter is r; former judged more frequent even though latter 
actually is

 Easier to recall famous than less famous names; when list had 
more famous females than males, former judged more 
frequent even though equal numbers males and females



Availability in Survey Context
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 Schwarz, et al., 1991:

 Asked Rs to list either 6 or 12 situations in which were 
assertive 

 Then asked to rate own assertiveness

 Rs who listed 6, rated selves more assertive than Rs who listed 
12 instances

 Presumably, easier to bring few instances to mind so Rs
conclude more likely



Frequency Estimation
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 In the past 2 years, how many times did you donate blood?

 For someone who donates every 8 weeks in the same 
workplace location, there is little to distinguish one donation 
from the next so it’s hard to recall and count up each one

 To supplement memory, Rs may estimate on basis of a
 Rate

 I donate every time there is a blood drive which seems to be about every 8 
weeks which is two months so I will say 12 times in the last two years.

 Qualitative Impression and Convert to a Number
 I do this a lot so I’ll say 10 times in the last year.

 If one can recall and count the events, no need to estimate



Estimation Problems:
Behavioral Frequency Questions
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 At least three broad strategies, each leading to 
diferent type of error

 Recall and count: underestimation

 More likely to forget than invent an event

 Rate-based estimation: overestimation 

 For regularly occurring events, rates can be quite accurate except 
when Rs fail to take exceptions into account (e.g., not doing the 
behavior) –

 Impression-based estimation: overestimation 

 Translation of impression to number cannot be any lower than 0 
but is unbounded on the high end



Mapping and Reporting
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 Assigning a judgment into an answer category

 Result of judgment and estimation stage • 

 May not be expressed precisely

 May not match a response option (if closed question)

 requires judgment to be transformed into

 a number (if a vague quantity)

 one (or more) of the options provided

 Transformation can introduce error



Spacing of Response Options 
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 Conceptual vs. Visual Midpoint

 Rs’ mental representation of scale when presented visually 
involves underlying concept and visual appearance

 Tourangeau, Couper & Conrad (2004) compared 
endorsement of middle option when scale spaced 
evenly vs. unevenly

 Uneven spacing made scale points on right side (conceptually) 
look more central



Spacing of Response Options
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Primacy Effects with Visual Presentation
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Primacy Effects with Visual Presentation
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Rounding
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 Questions requiring (open) numerical responses may 
exhibit distortion in mapping stage 

 Visible example is prototypical or rounded reports

 may indicate imprecision in underlying representation 

 may simplify mapping task by creating categories

 may signal uncertainty

 may signal embarrassment 



M E M O R Y  A N D  R E C A L L

S E N S I T I V E  Q U E S T I O N S
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Miscellaneous Topics



Memory and Recall
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 Specific events

 Did it occur?

 When did it occur?

 Counts of activities

 How many?

 Frequency.



Memory and Recall
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 Specific events

 Did it occur?

 When did it occur?

 Counts of activities

 How many?

 Frequency.



What is Related to Recall Error? 
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 Encoding, storage and retrieval.

 Length of reference period.

 Estimation or reconstruction

 Comprehension retrieval



Encoding Information 
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 Information has to be considered “salient” or 
“distinctive” to enter long term memory.

 Salience is individually defined.

 How important is it to the respondent?

 Does it stand out from other activities?

 Deeper encoding affects accessibility.

 Not encoded=>not in memory at all

 Impact: Underreporting

 Implications for Questionnaire Design:

 Using alternative data sources instead • Shot card, bills, receipts



What Affects Retrieval? Forgetting 
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 What affects forgetting
 The older the event, the more likely to forget

 The less salient or the more mundane the event, the more likely to 
forgot

 The more repetitive/routine, the more likely to forget individual 
event 

 Implications for Questionnaire Design: 
 Give more time on task

 Use examples or cues

 Use shorter reference period 

 Use event history calendar 

 Takes advantage of structure of autobiographic structure


