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Bringing Research to =Life

“ hile visiting my hometown,” shared
Jason, ‘| was invited to a dinner
meeting—at the country club, no

less —to plan our Palm Grove High School reunion.”

“So, you overcame your deeply ingrained reverse
snobbery, and went?" asked Myra.

“Let's say that | was curious. It started poorly. |
amived during cocktail hour, feeiing affogether out of
place among the crowd. The old resentments
retumed. Then Stanton shambles over to me. 'd been
the outcast with no leadership skills, no musical skills,
no sports skills, no car. Stanton was the class
scoundrel, whose dad owned the bank. As repulsive
as he was, he had the right car, the right clothes, and
the right address. He's become fleshy and dissipated,
but he still dresses beautifully. When he clapped his
meaty paw heartily on my shoulder, | felt an electrical
thril of . . . acceotance. Nina, the beautiful Nina, who
after 10 years is still ensconced on a pedestal, whose
father had been mayor for as long as anyone remem-
bers and publisher of the newspaper, smiled at me,
the whole bunch of them tumed ever so slightly

toward me, and suddenly—I belonged.”

‘Remarkable, Jason,” said Myra. “You are SO
gulible!”

“Stanton—Stan to his friends—is a vice presi-
dent, Nina is an associate publisher, and the others
own auto dealerships, radio stations, majority shares
in afines, sports franchises. Stanton said he had
been following my career closely, and that by all
accounts | was doing briiantly in eccnomics
research for major corperations and federal agencies,
even consuling with CEOs  person-to-person on
matters of top policy.”

“Stanton was buttering you up.”

“And | believed every hyperbole as if they were
describing my aciual fife. Stanton wanted to, know if |
collected information about people's incomes, their
banking, their ‘love lives' . . . Nina, too, asked about

that topic, though also about whether | polled peo-
ple's reading habits and TV watching.

“Ag to the reunion, the fundamentals were easy
enough to plan. But we came inevitably to the question
of publicity: What, who, and how? And that was when
Stanton said, 'We all know that Jason here is & hotshot
polister with a gold-plated reputation, and | am sure we
can count on him to do something special.’

"Before | knew it, Stanton and Nina had maneu-

wvered me into taking a mail poll of our entire class,

which would become the basis of a citywide barrage
of newspaper publicity. We would ask in my mait poll
about graduates’ lives and livelihcods to place a story
on the business page and ask about their families
and avocations for the lifestyle section, and we would
no doupt find some angle by which to grub for space
in other sections. | was to draft 2 dozen questions
and forward them to Stanton for duplication and mail-
ing. The surveys would be mailed back to Stanton
and coded by his secretary. Then a data file would be
e-mailed to me for analysis.”

“Well " said Myra, “it was simple and straightfor-
ward, and you have done this several times for
church groups and nonprofits, though | recollect that
in each instance you grumbled about entrusting such
sensitive work to ‘amateurs.” What did Stan do to tum
this into a disaster?”

“On the Monday following our dinner, the pro-
gram committee wrote a letter to all our graduates. in
which they laid out their plans in a general sort of way
and also trumpeted that one of their own alumni—
who was an important consultant to the nation's 50
top companies—would be conducting a scientific
and authoritative mail survey, toward having ready for
the reunion a picture of where the class jhad traveled
and how high it had risen since graduation. Again
they flattered me, and they urged every member of
the class to respond fully and openly. The hoopla
must have been extensive, because my mother
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called to tell me that she had encountered some of
my classmates and their parents in the supermarket,
and all had expressed considerable excitement. Pve
got to admit that | began to believe my own press
clippings. | was the scientific wunderkind of our grad-
uating class. As to the questions, when | wrote them
they tumed out to be fairly innocuous items from the
University of Michigan's general social survey from
the previous year, not onginal with me, but used by
penmission. | sent the survey to Stanton.

“Four weeks passed. | chafed with eagemess to
receive the data diskettes but did not even receive
my own questionnaire to fill out and retumn. This was
strange, | thought; | had heard nothing. Stanton and
Nina failed 1o return my calls.

“Then my mother phoned and said she'd seen
Lucia in the supermarket, and Lucia said she thought
I 'was a pig. Now Lucia's brother was my best pal,
and I'd taken Lucia to the senior dance and hiad been
a parfect gentleman. She teaches kindergarten now,
and she called me a pig. And later another fellow—a
semithug who had played football—told Mother | had
better not come back to town, because there was a
bunch whe planned to 'set me straight’ if they saw
me. And one day the principal saw Mom coming
down the street and ran into the men’s room of a ser-
vice station—to avoid her."

“What was going on?”

“After asking a few of the rignt people, Mom
extracled a copy of the survey Stanton mailed.”

He reached into his desk and passed Myra a
sheet that had been angrily tom, then taped together.

It appears that, without asking me, Stanton and Nina
added a few questions to satisfy their own prurient
curiosities.” !

The type was very small for a mail survey. She’
ran her finger down the sheet, at first reading each
itern approvingly. Suddenly her finger paused over
one question, then advanced slowly over several oth-
ers. Her mouth opened in astonishment, and she
slowly blushed, tuming pregressively more florid,
from brow to shoulders. She dropped the survey
sheel and covered her mouth, but was unable to sti-.
fle first a gasp, then a guffaw.

“Why they most certainly were naughty, Jason,
weren't they? | would never ask anyone such
guestions —| would not even adrmit hat people in a
small town had even heard of these things.” She
removed ner eyeglasses and studied his unhappy
face. "And you say this went out over your name?"

"Yes. I've made a mess of things, Myra. To save
the cost of printing and malling the survey and coding
the data, | allowed Stanton to take control and insert
his creepy questions. My reputation is ruined in the
town where | grew up, people wil be looking
strangely at Mom for years, and we have lost the
opportunity fo learmn about the fortunes of my class-
mates. The worst part is, of course, that | let my emo-
tions cloud my good scientific judgment. | am going
to write a letter of apoiogy and hope that Nina allows
it to run in her father's newspaper. I'l make up a cock-
and-bull story about a mistake at the printer's.”

"Tfoo bad nobody will ever believe that story,”
commiserated Myra,

Developing the Instrument Design Strategy

New researchers often want to draft questions immediately. They are reluctant to go
through the preliminaries that make for successful surveys. Exhibit 12-1 is a suggested
flowchart for instrument design. The procedures followed in developing an instrument
vary from study to study, but the flowchart suggests three phases. Each phase is dis-
cussed in this chapter, starting with a review of the management-research question hier-
archy and its application to the MindWriter customer satisfaction study. We conclude
the chapter with a discussion of procedures for pretesting the completed instrument.
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EXHIBIT 12-1  Flowchart for Instrument Design
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Management-Research Question Hierarchy Revisited: Phase 1

We discussed how to The management-research question hierarchy is the foundation of successful instru-
refine a management ment development (see Exhibit 12-2). The process of moving from the general man-
dilemma and take it agement dilemma to specific measurement questions goes through four question levels:
through the research 1. Management question—The dilemma, stated in question form, that the manager
process in Chapter 3 and needs resolved.

depicted the process in

2. Research question(s)—The fact-based translation of the question the researcher

Exhibit 3-1. : ;
must answer to contribute to the solution of the management question.

3. Investigative questions—Specific questions the researcher must answer to pro-
vide sufficient detail and coverage of the research question. Within this level, there
may be several questions as the researcher moves from the general to the specific.

4. Measurement questions—Questions participants must answer if the researcher is
to gather the needed information and resolve the management question.

Addressing the management-research question hierarchy is the first step in planning for
the collection of data. Investigative questions are the core of the researcher’s informa-
tion needs. In many studies, an exploratory investigation helps the researcher under-
stand all dimensions of the subject. In the Prince Corporation image study (see Chapter
8), many exploratory interviews were needed to ensure all investigative topics were
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EXHIBIT 12-2 Flowchart for Instrument Design: Phase 1
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covered. In the Al D iy Outpatient Laser Clinic study (see Chapter 11), the eye surgeon
would know from experience the types of medical complications that could result in
peor recovery. Thus, the list of information needs (investigative questions) would be
specific and easily developed without extensive exploration studies. The cochairs of
Jason’s high schooel reunion planning committee obviously had a hidden agenda. Jason
had one list of investigative questions, and they had a distinctly different list. In the
MindWriter project, exploration was limited to several interviews and an in-depth study
of company service records because the concepts were not complicated and the
researchers had experience in the industry.

The MindWriter “Close-Up” in this section reveals the thinking that leads to the
final questionnaire and shows you the direction of this chapter. Normally, once the
researcher understands the connection between the investigative questions and the
potential measurement questions, a strategy for the survey is the next logical step. This
proceeds to getting down to the particulars of instrument design. The following are
prominent among the strategic concerns.

1. What typé of data is needed to answer the management question?
2. What communication approach will be used? ‘
3. Should the questions be structured, unstructured, or some combination?

4. Should the questioning be undisguised or disguised? If the latter, to what degree?
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EXHIBIT 12-3  Measurement Questions for the MindWriter Study ¢

MindWriter personal Met few cxpeciations Met some expectations Met most expectations  Met all expectations  Exceeded expectations
1 2 3 4 5
computers offer you

! Telephone assistance with sblem:
ease of use and Telephone assistance with your preblem

a. Responsiveness i 2 3 4 s
maintenance. When b. Technical compeience P 2 3 4 3
- il g BT & 5o [ ‘oo -
vou nead service, we 2. The cournter servicr s effectivencss . )
a. Amingements 1 3 4 s
want vou to rely on h. Pickup speed 1 .2 3 % 5
» ivery s ) 2 5
(,ompeh:Care, ¢ Delives \Pced 1 2 4 :
3. Specd of the overal! repair process. i 2 i 4 s
wherever you may 4. Resolution of the problem that prompied service/repair. t 2 3 4 =5 :
be. That's why we're 5 Conditien of vour MindWriter on arrival i 2 3 4 5 2
Ny & Overall impression of CompleteCare's effectivencss, P2 3 4 5 3
asking you 1o take 7. Likelihood of using CompleteCare on another occasion

a moment <o tell us (1 = very untikely 3 = urither likely nor unlikely very likely) ! 2 3 4 3
8. Likeithood of repurchasing a Mind Writer based on:

how well we've 1 = very unlikely = neither Yikely nor unlikely 5 = very likely)
served you. a. Service/ repiir expenence ) 1
A, Product performance i

'
SO
2 kh

(SN

Comments/Suggestions:

How may we contact you 10 foilow itp on any probiens you have experienced?

i S S T o
| Figst Naine Phone:
i l_i';¥ N State Zip :
! Serviee Cods’
e e
©Cooper Rescarch Group, Iuc., 1993, Used by permission. See reference note 1.
Tvpe of Data Data type determines the analytical procedures that are possible during data analysis.

Chapter 8 discussed nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio data and how the characteris-
tics of each type influence the analysis (statistical choices and hypothesis testing). We
demonsirate how to code and extract the data from the instrument, select appropriate
descriptive measures or tests, and analyze the results in Chapters 15-19.

4
Communication As discussed in Chapter 17, cammunication-based research may be conducted by per-
Approach sonal interview, telephene, mail, comgputer, or some combination of these. Decisions

regarding which method to use as well as where to interact with the participant (ar
home, at a neurtral site. at the sponsor’s place of business, etc.) will affect the design of
the instrument. In personal interviewing and computet questioning, it is possible to use
graphics and other questioning tools more easily than when questioning is done by mail
or phone. The differing delivery mechanisms result in differem introductions. instruc-
tions, instrument layout, and conclusions.

In the MindWriter example, these decisions were easy. The dispersion of partici-
pants, the necessity of a service experience, and budget limitations all dictated a mal
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survey where the participant reccived the instrument either at home or at work. The
dunger in using a telephone survey as a follow-up w nonparucipants is that memory
decay might alter participants” answers due to the passage of time between retarn of the

laptop and MindWniter contac

t with the participant by telephune.

Some of the same issues dictated a mail survey in Jason’s reunion study; we coul
add to the previous hst the sensitivity of the prunient questions added by Stantou and
Nina and the desire of most participants to maintain anonymity in the face of such ques-

tions. In rhe Prince Corporation study.
cost savings. However, the study objectives called for data that could not be

becausce of
collcered casily by 'Lck:i hone.

to the sclf-admins

Question
Structure

there was a desire 10 use telepbone interviews

e, Edna probably would have preferved a perconal intervie

ered study prov Ld"d by the Atbany cinnt

The degree of guestion and response structure also must be decided upon. Ru.spon,
strategy decisions {the type of question used) depend on the content and objectives of

specific questions. Question wording 1» aftected largely by the communication mode
chosen and attempts to control bias. Questionnaires and interview schedules (inzervien
schedule is an alternative term for the questionnaire used in an interview) can range from

those that have

a great deal of structure to those that are essenually unstructured. Botl

questionnaires and interview schedules contain three types of measurement guestions

5T s Administrative questions.

» Classitication gquestions.

s urget questions (structured or unstructured).

Administrative questions identity the participant, interviewer. interview location, ai

condittons. These questions are rarely asked of the participant but are necessary to stud
patterns within the data and identify possible error sources. Classification questions o



362

Wany of the Snapshot
catures developed for
Ay fext invalved in-depth
sterviews with
(nstructured questions.

Jisguising
Objectives
and Sponsors

PART Il The Sources and Collection of Data

usually sociological-dencgraphic variables that allow participants’ answers to be grouped
so patterns are revealed sud can be stidied. Target questions address the investigative
questions of a specific study. Target questions may be structured (they present the par-
ticipants with a fixed set of choices, often called closed questions) or unstructured
(they do not limit responses but do provide a frame of reference for participants’
answers, sometimes referred to as open-ended questions).

In the MindWriter self-administered mail questionnaire, it was necessary o use
structured questions to get the most information possible from the limited space on the
form. In the exploratory stages of the Prince Corporation study. both questions and
responses were unstructured. but in the final project both were largely structured. At the
Albany clinic, Edna faced a series of open-ended questions, because anticipating med-
ications and health history for a wide variety of individuals would be a gargantuan task
for a researcher and would take up far too much space. Jason's reunion study was lim-
ited to 12 questions from the University of Michigan’s lifestyle index, ali of which are
structured questions to facilitate analysis of daia from large numbers of participants on
a repeat basis.

The type of interview also affects question structure. In extremely unstructured
interviews, the interviewer’s task is to encourage the participant to taik in-depth about a
set of topics. The in-depth interview cncourages participants to share as much 1iior-
mation as possible in an unconstrained environment. The wmterviewer uses o minimum
of prompts and gniding questions.

With more tocused in-depth interviews, the rescarcher provides addinenal guid-
ance by using a set of questions to promote discussion and elaboration by the partici-
pant. In these mterviews, the researcher guides the topical direction and coverage.
Whether the interview is focused or mose in-depth. the aim is io provide a relased envi-
ronment in which the participant will be open to fully discuss topies. This kind of ques-
tioning is often used in exploratory research or where the investigator is dealing wiih
complex topics thar do not lend themselves to structured inlerviewing. f we were doing
case research among various participants in z major event. a substantial portion’of the
questioning would be unique to each participant and would benefit from an unstruc-
tured approach.

Interviews with participants in focus groups are widely used in exploratory
research. As we noted in Chapter 6. the interviewer-moderaior generally has a list of
specific poinis he or she would like to see discussed. and these are used to prompt the
group members. When the discussion stays within these bounds, the interviewer lets
group members continue their interaction.

Another consideration in communication instrument design is whether the purpose of
the study should be disguised. Some degree of disguise is often preseat in survey ques-
tions, especially to shield the study’s sponsor A disgunised question is designed to con-
ceal the question’s true purpose. We disguise the sponsor and the objective of a study if
the rescarcher believes thm participants will responu differently than they would if both
or either were known.

The accepted wisdom is that often we must disguise the study’s objective or spon-
sor or abandon the research. The decision about' when to use disguised questioning may
be made ¢asier by 1dernn‘wng four situations where disguising the study objective is or
1S not an issue:

. W’illingijr shared, conscious-level information.

+ Reluctantly shared. conscious-level information.
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s Knowable, limitedly-conscious-level tnformation.

o Subconscious-level information

Willingly Shared, Conscious-Level Information  When requesting this type of

information, either disglised or undisguised questions may be used. but the situation

rarely requires disguiseéd techniques. Example: “Have you attended the showing of a

foreign language film in the last six months?” In the MindWriter study, the questions
A

revealed in Exhibit '12-3 ask for information that the participant should know and be
willing to provide.

Reluctantly Shared, Conscious-Level Information  When we ask for an opin-
ion on some fopic on which participants may hold a socially unacceptable view, we
often use projective techniques (a disguised questioning method) because participants
may not give their true feelings or may give stercotyped answers. The researcher can
encourage more accurate answers by phrasing the questions in a hypothetical way or by
asking how “people around here feel about this topic.” The assumption is that responses
to these questions will indirectly reveal the participant’s opinions. In Jason’s high
school reunion study, the ohjective for collecting information on classmates’ love lives
was not disclosed—in part that is why most peopie did net return the study. As the
researcher, Jason surely wishes that his identity were not disclosed.

Knowable, Limitedly-Conscious-Level information Asking about individual
attitudes when participanis know they hold the attitude but have not explored why they
hold the attutude may encourage the use of disguised questions. A classic example is a
study of government bond buying during World War [1.7 A survey sought reasons why,
among people with equal ability to buy, some bought more war bonds than others. Fre-
quent buyers had been personally solicited io buy bonds while most infrequent buyers
had not received personal solicitation. No direct w/y question to participants could have
provided the answer to this guesuion because participants did not know they were
receiving differing solicitation approaches. Exampie: “What is it about air travel during
stormy weather that attracts you?”

Subconscious-Level Information Seeking insight into the basic motivations
underlying attitudes or consumption practices may or may not require disguised tech-
niques. Projective techniques (such as sentence completion tests, cartoon or balloon
tests, and word association tests) thoroughly disguise the study objective. but they are
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often difficult to interpret. Example: Interview probes—“Would you say, then, that the
attitude you just expressed indicates you oppose or favor requiring adult drivers to
declare their position on being an organ donor at the time of license renewal?”

In the MindWriter study, the questions were direct, and the specific information
sought was undisguised. Customers knew they were evaluating their experience with
the service and repair program at MindWriter; thus the purpose of the study and its
sponsorship were also undisguised. While the sponsorship of the study that Burbidge
conducted for CityBus was revealed, the objective of the study (where and when adver-
tising should be run to announce changes in the bus route and schedule) was not
revealed. In the Prince Corporation study, the questions concerned only a few compa-
nies, giving the sponsor only a limited disguise. Many questions sought direct answers,
but sometimes indirect questioning was used to seek answers on sensitive topics or to
reduce stereotypical answers. While the sponsor of the Albany clinic study was obvi-
ous, multiple interpretations from several questions suggest that the study’s objective
was not apparent.

Researchers are concerned with adequate coverage of the topic and with securing the
information in its most usable form. A good way to test how well the study plan meets
those needs is to develop “dummy” tables that display the data one expects to secure.
This serves as a check on whether the planned measurement questions meet the data
needs of the research question. It also helps the researcher determine the type of data
needed for each question—a preliminary step to developing measurement questions for
investigative questions.

Constructing and Refining the Measurement Questions: Phase 2

Question Content

Drafting the questions begins once you develop a complete list of investigative ques-
tions and decide on the collection processes to be used. In Phase 2 (see Exhibit 12-4)
you draft specific measurement questions considering subject content, the wording of
each question (influenced by the degree of disguise and the need to provide operational
definitions for constructs and concepts), and response strategy (each producing a differ-
ent level of data as needed for your preliminary analysis plan). In Phase 3 you must
address topic and question sequencing. We discuss these topics sequentially, although
in practice the process is not orderly. For this discussion, we assume the questions are
structured. The order, type, and wording of the measurement questions, the introduc-
tion, the instructions, the transitions, and the closure in a quality communication instru-
ment should accomplish the following:

» Encourage each participant to provide accurate responses.

« Encourage each participant to provide an adequate amount of information.
» Discourage each participant fmmy,mﬁxsing to answer specific questions.

« Discourage each participant from early discontinuation of participation.
 Leave the participant with a positive attitude about survey participation.

Four questions, covering numerous issues, guide the instrument designer in selecting
appropriate question content:
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EXHIBIT 124 Flowchart for Instrument Design: Phase 2
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» Should this question be asked?
¢ Is the question of proper scope and coverage?
» Can the participant adequately answer this question, as asked?

* Will the participant willingly answer this question, as asked?

Should This Question Be Asked?

Issue 1: Purposeful versus Interesting. Questions that merely produce “inter-
esting information™ cannot be justified on either economic or research grounds. Chal-
lenge each question’s function. Does it contribute significant information toward
answering the research question? Will its omission limit or prevent the thorough analy-
sis of other data? Can we infer the answer from another question? A good question
designer knows the value of learning more from fewer questions.

Is the Question of Proper Scope and Coverage?

Issue 2: Incomplete or Unfocused. We can test this content issue by asking,
“Will this question reveal all we need to know?” We sometimes ask participants to
reveal their motivations for particular behaviors or attitudes by asking them, “Why?”
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This simple question is inadequate to probe the range of most causal relationships.
When studying product use behavior, for example, direct two or three questions on
product use to the heavy-use consumer and only one question to the light user.

Questions are also inadequate if they do not provide the information you need to
interpret responses fully. If you ask about the: Prince Corporation’s image as an
employer, have you recognized that different groups of employees may have different
reactions? Do you need to ask the same question about other companies so you can
evaluate relative attitudes?

In the Albany clinic study, Edna was asked, “Have you ever had or been treated for
a recent cold or flu?” If Edna answers yes, what exactly has she told the researcher that
would be of use to her eye surgeon? Wouldn't it be likely that the surgeon is interested
in medication taken to treat colds or flu within, say, the prior 10 days? This question
also points to two other problems of scope and coverage: the multiple question and the
imprecise question.

Issue 3: Multiple Questions. Does the question request so much content that it
should be broken into two or more questions? While reducing the overall number of ques-
tions in a study is highly desirable, don’t try to ask double-barreled questions: two or
more questions in one that the participant might need to answer differently to preserve the
accuracy of the data. The question posed to Edna (“Have you ever had or been treated fora
recent cold or flu?”) fires more than two barrels. It asks four questions in all. Here’s another
common example posed to menswear retailers: “Are this year’s shoe sales and gross prof-
its higher than last year’s”” Couldn’t sales be higher with stagnant profits, or profits higher
with level or lower sales? This second example is more typical of the problem of multiple
questions. A less obvious multiple question is the question we ask to identify a family’s
TV station preference. A better question would ask the station preference of each family
member separately or, alternatively, screen for the member who most often controls chan-
nel selection on Monday evenings during prime time. Also, it’s highly probable that no one
station would serve as an individual’s preferred station when we cover a wide range of time
(811 pM.). This teveals another problem, the imprecise question.

Issue 4: Precision. To test a question for precision ask. “Does the question ask pre-
cisely what we want and need to know?” We sometimes ask for a participant’s income
when we really want to know the family’s total annual income before taxes in the past
calendar year. We ask what a participant purchascd “last week™ when we really want to
know what he or she purchascd in a “typical 7-day period during the past 90 days.”
Edna was asked her cold and flu history during the time frame “ever.” It is hard to imag-
ine an 80-ycar-old woman who has never cxperienced a cold or flu and equally hard to
assume Edna hasn’t been trcated for one or both at some time in her life.

A second precision issue deals with common vocabulary between researcher and
participant. To test your question for this problem, ask. “Do I need to offer operational
definitions of concepts and constructs used in the question?”

Can the Participant Answer Adequately?

Issue 5: Time for Thought. Although the question may address the topic, is it
asked in such a way that the participant will be able to frame an answer, or 1s it reason-
able to assume that the participant can determine the answer? This is also a question
that drives sample design. but once the idcal sample unit is determined, researchers
often assume that participants who fit the sample profile have all the answers, prefer-
ably on the tips of their tongues. To frame a response to some questions takes time and
thought; such questions are best left to self-administered questionnaires.
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Issue 6: Participation at the Expense of Accuracy. Participanis typically
want to cooperate in interviews; thus they assume giving any answer 15 more helpful
than denying knowledge of a topic. Their desire to impress the interviewer may en¢our-
age them to give answers based on no information. A classic illustration of this problem
occurred with the following question:* “Which of the following statements most closely
coincides with your opinion of the Metallic Metals Act?” The response patiern shows
that 70 percent of those interviewed had a fairly clear opinion of the Metallic Metals
Act; however, there is no such aci. The participants apparently assumed that if a ques-
tion was asked, they should provide an answer. Given reasonable-sounding choices.
they selected one even though they knew nothing about the topic.

To counteract this tendency to respond at any cost, filter questions are used to
qualify a participant’s knowledge. If the MindWriter service questionnaire is distributed
via mail to all recent purchasers of MindWriter products, we might ask. “Have you
required service for your machine since its purchase?” Only those for whom service
was provided could provide the detail and scope of the responses indicated in the inves-
iigative question list. If such a question is asked in a phone interview, we would call the
question a screen, because it is being used to deterrnine whether the person on the other
end of the phone line is a quaiified sainple unit.

Assuming that participants have prior knowledge or understanding may be risky.
The risk is getting many answers that have little basis in fact. The Metallic Metals Act
illustration may be chailenged as unusual. but in another case, a Gallup report revealed
that 45 percent of the persons surveyed did not know what a “'iobbyist in Washington”
was. and 88 percent couid not give a correct description of “jurisdictional strike.”" This
points to the need for operational definitions as part of question wording.

Issue 7: Presumed Knowledge. The question designer should consider the par-
ticipants’ information level when determining the content and appropriateness of a
question. In some studies, the degree of participant expertise can be substantial, and
simplified explanations are inappropriate and discourage participation. In asking the
public about gross margins in menswear stores, we would want to be sure the “general
public” participant understands the nature of “eross margin.” If our sample unit were a
merchant, explanations might not be needed. A high level of knowledge among our
sample units, however, may not eliminate the need for operaticnal definitions. Among
merchants, gross margin per unit in dollars is commonly accepted as the difference
between cost and seiling price: but when offered as a percentage rather than a dollar fig-
ure, it can be calculated as a percentage of unit seiling price or as a percentage of unit
cost. A participant answering from the “cost” frame of reference would calculate gross
margin at 100 percent; another participant, using ‘the same dollars and the “selling
price” frame of reference, would calculate gross margin at 50 percent. If a construct is
involved and differing interpretations of a concept are feasible. operational definitions
may still be needed.

Issue 8: Recall and Memory Decay. The adequacy problem also occurs when
you ask questions that overtax participants’ recall ability. People cannot recall much
that has happened in their past, unless it was dramatic. Your mother may remember
everything about your arrival if vou were her first child: the weather. time of day, even
what she ate prior to your birth. If you have several siblings. her memory of subsequent
births may be less complete. If the events surveyed are of incidental interest to partici-
pants, they will probably be unable to recall them correctly even a short time later. An
unaided recall question, “What radio programs did you listen to last night”” might iden-
tify as few as 10 percent of those individuals who actually listened to a program.”
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Issue 9: Balance (General versus Specificj. Answering adequacy also depends
on the proper balance between generality and specificity. We often ask questions in
terms too general and detached from participants’ experiences. Asking for average
annual consumption of a product may make an unrealistic demand for generalization on
people who do not think in these terms. Why not ask how often the product was used
Jast week or last month? Too often participants are asked to recall individual use expe-
riences over an extended tirme and to average them for us. This is asking participants (o
do the researcher’s work and encourages substantial response errors. It may also con-
tribute to a higher refusal rate and higher discontinuation rate.

There is a danger in being too narrow in the time frame applied to behavior ques-
tions, We may ask about movie attendance for the last seven days, although this is wo
short a time span on which to base attendance estimates. It may be better to ask about
attendance, say. for the last 30 days. There are no firm rules about this generality-
specificity problem. Developing the right level of generality depends on the subject,
industry, setitng, and expenence of the question designer.

issue 10: Objectivity. The ability of participants to answer adequately is also often
distorted by questions whose content is biased by what is included or omitted. The
guestion may explicitly mention only the positive or negative uspects of the topic or
make unwarranied assumptions about the participant’s position. Consider an experi-
ment in which the following two forms of a question were asked:

A What is your favorite brand of icc cream?

B. Some people have a faverite brand of ice cream while others do not have a favorite
trand. In which group are vou? (please check)

73 | have a favorite brand of ice cream.
1 1 do not have a favortie brand of ice cream.

What is your favorite (if vou have a favorite)?

Fifty-seven randomly chosen graduate business students answered version A, and 56
answered version B. Their responses are shown in the accompanying table.

Response Version A Version B

Named 4 favorite brand 77%" 39%"

Named a favorite flavor rather than a brand 19 18

Had no favonte brand 4 43

Total 10909 100%
n=257 n=>56

"Szaiticant difference at the 0.001 level.

The probablc cause of the difference in brand prefercnce is that A i+ a leading
question. It assumes and suggests that everyone has a favorite brand of ice cream and
will report it. Version B indicates the participant need not have a favorite,
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A deficiency in both versions is that about one participant m e misinierpreted the
meaning of the term brand. This misinicrpretation cannot be ati ributed to low educa-
tion, fow intelligence, lack of exposure 1o the topic, or guick or fuzy reading of the ques-
tion. The subjects were students who had taken at least one course in marketing in
which branding was prominently treated. (Word confusion ditticulties are discussed in
greater detail later in this chapter.

Will the Participants Answer Willingly?

Issue 11: Sensitive Information. Even il puticipants have the information. they
may be unwilling to give it. Some topics are considerad 1o <ensitive to discuss with
strangers. These vary from person to person. but one study suzgests the most sensitive
topics concern money matters and family life.” More than oue-fourth of those inter-
viewed mentioned these as the topics about which they would be “least willing to
answer questions.” Participants of lower socioeconomic statug also included political
matters i this “least willing list.

Participants also may be unwilling to give corect answers tor ego reasons. Many
cxaggerate their incomes, the number of cars they owi, their social status, and the
amount of high-prestige literature they read. They alsu mmimize their wges and the
amount of fow-prestige literature they read. Many partictpants are reluctant w try to
give an adequate response. Often this will occur when they see the topic as irrelevant to .
their own interests or to their perception of the survey's purpose. They participate half-
heartedly, often answer with “don’t know.” give negative teplies. refuse to be inter-
viewed, or give stereoty pical responses. The fack of tesponse 1o Jason’s high school
reunion survey was attributed to the inclusion of yuestions about classmates” lascivious
activities. This information was far too sensitive to risk being mentioned in a potentially
embarrassing article in the hometown paper.

Tt is frustrating when people misunderstand a question that has been painstakingly wnit-
ten. This problem is partially due to the lack of a shared vocabulary, The difficuity of
understanding long and complex sentences or involved phraseology aggravates the
problem further. Qur dilemma arises from the requirements of question design (the need
10 be explicit. to present aliernatives, and to explain meanings). Ali contribute o longer
and more involved sentences.’

The difficulties caused by question wording exceed most other sources of distor-
tion in surveys. They have led one social scientist to conclude:

To many who worked in the Research Branch it soon became ¢vident that error or bias
antributable to sampling and 1o methods of questionnaire adrainistration were relatively
small as compared with other types of variations——especially variation aftributable to
different ways of wording ques{inns.‘q

While 1t is impossible to say which wording of & question is best. we can pornt out sev-
eral areas that cause participant confusion and measurement crror. The diligent Gues-
tion designer will put a given question through many revisions before it satishes these
. Sy
criteria.
o [s the question stated in terms of & shared vocabulary?
« Does the question contain vocabulary with a single meaning”’
« Does the question contain unsupported or misleading assumptions?

* Does the question contain biased wording?
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In the Marriott concierge
study introduced in
Chapter 2, researchers
anticipated a potential
problem by arranging for
bilingual interviewers.
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¢ Is the question correctly personalized?

* Are adequaie alternatives presented within the question?

The Albany clinic study illustrated several of these problems. The multiple ques-
tion about Edna’s “referring physician” and “physician most knowledgeable about her
health™ was further distorted by a request for a phone number. Edna didn’t know which
doctor’s phone number was being requesied. By offering space for only one number,
the data collection instrument implied that both parts of the question might refer to the
same doctor. The questions about past medical history did not offer clear directions.
Questions (about having the flu) either did not include time frames or had unrealistic
time frames (the term “ever”). The question about “intact teeth” generated several plau-
sible interpretations. Another guestion about neck movement assumed every participant
had the same operational definition for “limited motion of your neck.” A talented
researcher did not design the clinic’s study questionnaire.

The MindWriter study (see Exhibit 12-3) simplified the process by using the same
response strategy for each factor the participant was asked to evaluate. The study basi-
cally asks, “How did our CompleteCare service program work for you when you con-
sider each of the following factors?” It accomplishes this as it sets up the questioning
with, “Take a moment to tell us how well we’ve served vou.” Because the sample
includes CompleteCare users only, the underlying assumption that participants have
used the service is acceptable. The language is appropriate for the participant’s likely
level of education. And the open-ended question used for “comments’ adds Hexibility
to capture any unusual circumstances not covered by the structured factor lst.

Issue 12: Shared Vocabulary. Because surveying is an exchange of ideas
between interviewer and participant, each must understand what the other says, and this
is possible oaly if the vocabulary used is common to both parties.'” Two problems arise.
First, the words must be simple enough to allow adequate communication with persons
of limited education. This 1s dealt with by reducing the leve! of word difficulty to sim-
ple English words and phrases (more is said about this in the section on word clarity).

Technical language is the second issue. Even highly educated participants cannot
answer questions stated in unfamiliar technical terms. Technical language also poses
difficulties for interviewers. In one study of how corporation executives handled vari-
ous financial problems, interviewers had to be conversant with technical financial
terms. This necessity presented the researcher with two alternatives—hiring people
knowledgeable in finance and teachmg them interviewing skills or teaching financial
concepts to experienced interviewers.'' This vocabulary problem also exists where sim-
ilar or identical studies are conducted in different countries and multiple languages.

A great obstacle to effective question wording is the choice of words. Questions to
be asked of me pubhc shouid be restricted to the 2,000 most common words in the Eng-
lish language.'* Even the use of simple words is not enough. Many words have vague
references or meanings that must be gleaned from their context. In a repair study, tech-
nicians were asked, “How many radio sets did you repair last month?” This question
may seem unambiguous, but participants interpreted it in two ways. Some viewed it as
a question of them alone: others interpreted “you” more inclusively. as referring (o the
total output of the shop. There is also the possibility of misinterpreting “last month.”
depending on the timing of the guestioning. Using “during the last 30 days” would be
much more precise and unambiguous. Typical of the many problem words are any,
could, would, should, fair. near, often, average, and reguiar. One author recommends
that after stating a question as precisely as possible, we shopld test each word against
this checklist:
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» Does the word chosen mean what we intend?

« Does the word have multiple meanings? If so. does the context make the intended
meaning clear?

o Does the word chosen have more than one pronunciation? Is there any word with
similar pronunciation with which the chosen word might be confused?

o Is a simpler word or phrase suggested or possible?"?

In the Prince Corporation study, what percentage of the population would under-
stand the terms conglomerare or multinational company? We cause other problems
when we use abstract concepts that have many overtones or emotional qualiﬁcations.“
Without concrete referents, meanings are too vague for the researcher’s needs. Exam-
ples of such words are business, government, and society. Suppose that in the Prince
Corporation study we asked the question, “How involved is business in the affairs of
our society?” What is meant by “involved”? What parts of “society”? Is there such a
thing as “business” per se?

Shared vocabulary issues are addressed by using the following:

« Simple rather than complex words.
« Interviewers with content knowledge.
o Commonly known, unambiguous words.

o Precise words.

Issue 13: Unsupported Assumptions. Unwarranted assumptions contribute to
many problems of question wording. A metropolitan newspaper, Midwest Daily, con-
ducted a study in an attempt to discover what readers would like in its redesigned
lifestyle section. One notable question asked readers: “Who selects your clothes? You
or the man in your life?” In this age of educated, working, independent women, the
question managed to offend a significant portion of the female readership. In addition,
Midwest Daily discovered that many of its female readers were younger than
researchers originally assumed and the only man in their lives was their father, not the
spousal or romantic relationship alluded to by the questions that followed. Once men
reached this question, they assumed that the paper was interested in serving only the
needs of female readers. The unwarranted assumptions built into the questionnaire
caused a significantly smaller response rate than expected and caused several of the
answers to be uninterpretable.

Issue 14: Frame of Reference. Inherent in word meaning problems is also the
matter of a frame of reference. Each of us understands concepts, words, and expressions
in light of our own experience. The U.S. Bureau of the Census wanted to know how
many people were in the labor market. To learn whether a person was employed, it
asked, “Did you do any work for pay or profit last week?” The researchers erroneously
assumed there would be a common frame of reference between the interviewer and par-
ticipants on the meaning of work. Unfortunately, many persons viewed themselves pri-
marily or foremost as homemakers or students. They failed to report that they also
worked at a job during the week. This difference in frame of reference resulted in a con-
sistent underestimation of the number of people working in the United States.

In a subsequent version of the study. this question was replaced by two questions,
the first of which sought a statement on the participant’s major activity during the week.
If the participant gave a nonwork classification, a second question was asked to deter-
mine if he or she had done any work for pay besides this major activity. This revision
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increased the estimate of total cmplnymcnl by more Illdl) I million people. hajf of them
working 35 hours or more per week.

The frame of reference can be controlled in two wuys:. First, the interviewer may
seek to learn the trame of reference used by the participant. When asking partici-
pants to evaluate their reasons for judging a tabor contract ofter. the interviewer
must learn the frames of reference they use. Is the contract offer being evaluated 1n
terms of the specitic offer. the failure of management to respond to other demands,
the personalities involved. or the personal economic pressures that have resulted
from a long strike?

Second. it is useful to specify the frame of reference for the parncipant. In asking

* for an opirion sbout the new labor contract otfer, the interviewer might specity that the

question should be answered based on the participant’s opinion of the size of the offer.
the sincerity of management, or another frame of reference of interest.

issue 15: Biased Wording.  Bias is the distortion of i<sponses o one direction. It
can result from many of the problems already discussed. but word choice s often the
major source. Obviously such words or phrases as politically correct or fundamentalist
must be used wrth great care. Strong adjectives can be puwrucularly distorting. One
alicged opinion survey concerned with the subject of preparution for deaih included the
following question: “Do you think that decent. low-cost funerals are sensible?” Who
could be against anything that is decent or sensible? There is a question about whether
this was a Jegitimate survey or 4 bunal service sales campaign, but it shows how sug-
gestive an adjective can be.

Congressional representatives have been known to use survevs as 1 means of com-
municating with their constituencies. "Would you have me vote {or o balanced budget if
it means higher costs for sunplemental Social Security benefits whiclh vou have already
carned?” Questions are oftenworded, however, to imply the 1ssue steance that the repre-
sentative favors.

We can also strongly bias-the participant by using prestigious unames in i question.
In & historic survey on whether the war and navy depariments should be combined into
a single defense department, one survey said, “General Eisenhower says the army and
navy should be combined.” while the other version omitied his name. Given the first
version (name included). 49 percent of the participants approved of bmms: one depart-
ment; given the second version. only 29 percent favored one department. '

We also can bias response through the use of superlatives. slang expressions, and
fad words. These are best excluded unless they are critical to the objective of the ques-
tion. Ethnic references should also be stated with care.

Issue 16: Personalization. How personalized should a question be” Should we
ask, “What would vou do about . . .7” Or should we ask, “What would peopie wirh
whom vou work do about . . .7 The Lff&.,CY of personalization s shown in i classic exam-
ple reported by Cantril.'” A sphut test was made of a question concerning attitudes about

‘the expansion of U.S. armed forces in 1940;

Should the United States do any of the following at this time?
A Increase our armed forces further. even if it means more taxes.
B. Increase our armed forces further. even if you have to pay a special tax.
Eighty-eight percent of those answering question A thought the armed forces should be

increased, while only 79 percent of these answering question B favored increasing the
armed forces.
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These and other examples show that personalizing questions changes responses.
but it is not clear whether this change is for better or for worse. We often cann'otétcll
which method is superior. Perhaps the best that can be said is that when either form is
acceptable, we should choose that which appears to present the issues more realisti-
cally. If there are doubts, then split survey versions should be used. :

Issue 17: Adequate Alternatives. Have we adequately expressed the alternatives
with respect to the point of the question? It is usually wise to express each alternativce
explicitly to avoid bias. This is illustrated well with a pair of questions that were asked
of matched samples of partici pants.'® These forms were used:

A. Do you think most manufacturing companies that lay off workers during slack pcnods ;
could arrange things to avoid layoffs and give steady work right through the year? .
B. Do you think most manufacturing companies that lay off workers in slack periods -
could avoid layoffs and provide steady work right through the year, or do you thmk
layoffs are unavoidable? '

A B
Company could avoid layoffs 63% 35%
Could not avoid layoffs 22 41
No opinion 15 24

Often the above issues are simultaneously present in a single question. Exhibit 12-5
reveals several questions drawn from actual mail surveys. We've identified.the problem
issues and suggest one solution for improvement. While the suggested improvement
might not be the only possible solution, it does correct the issues identified. What other
solutions could be applied to correct the problems identified?

E

A third major decision area in question design is the degree and form of structure
imposed on the participant.}'he various response strategies offer options that include
unstructured response (or apen-ended response, the free choice of words) and struc-
tured response (or closed response, specified alternatives provided). Free responses, in
turn, range from those in which the participants express themselves extensively to those
in which participants’ latitude is restricted by space, layout, or instructions to choose
one word or phrase, as in a “fill-in” question. Closed responses typically are categorized
as dichotomous, multiple-choice, checklist, rating, or ranking response strategies.

Situational Determinants of Response Strategy Choice Several situationa’
factors affect the decision of whether to use open-ended or closed questions.'’ The deci-
sion is also affected by the dggree to which these factors are known to the interviewer.

The factors are: .
* Objectives of the study. ‘
« Participant’s level of information about the topic.
« Degree to which participant has thought through the topic. z
» Ease with which participant communicates.

* Participant’s motivation level to share information.
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Issue 18: Objective of the Study. If the objective of the question is only to ¢las-
sify the participant on some stated point of view, then the closed question will serve
well. Assume you are interested only in whether a participant approves or disapproves
of a certain corporate policy. A closed question will provide this answer. This response
strategy ignores the full scope of the participant’s opinion and its antecedents. If the
objective is to explore a wider territory, then an open-ended question (free-response
strategy) is preferable.

Open-ended questions are appropriate when the objective is to discover opinions
and degrees of knowledge. They are also appropriate when the interviewer seeks
sources of information, dates of events, and suggestions, or when probes are used to
secure more information. When the topic of a question is outside the participant’s expe-
rience, the open-ended guestion may offer the better way to learn.his or her level of
information. Open-ended questions also help to uncover certainty of feelings and
expressions of intensity, although well-designed closed questions can do the same.

Finally, it may be better to use open-ended questions when the interviewer does
not have a clear idea of the participant’s frame of reference or level of information.
Such conditions are likely to occur in exploratory research or in pilot testing. Closed
questions are better when there is a clear frame of reference, the participant’s level of
information is predictable, and the researcher believes the participant understands the
topic.

Issue 19: Thoroughness of Prior Thought. If a participant has developed a
clear opinion on the topic, a closed question does well. If an answer has not been
thought out, an open-ended question may give the participant a chance to ponder a
reply, then elaborate on and revise it.

Issue 20: Communication Skill. Open-ended questions require a stronger grasp
of vocabulary and a greater ability to frame responses than do closed questions.

Issue 21: Participant Motivation. Experience has shown that closed questions
typically require less motivation and answering them is less threatening to participants.
But the response alternatives sometimes snggest which answer is appropriate; for this
reason, closed questions may be biased.

While the open-ended question offers many advantages, closed questions are gen-
erally preferable in large surveys. They reduce the variability of response, make fewer
demands on interviewer skills, are less costly to administer, and are much easier to code
and analyze. After adequate exploration and testing, we can often develop closed ques-
tions that will perform as effectively as open-ended questions in many situations.
Experimental studies suggest that closed questions are equal or superior to open-ended
questions in many more applications than is commonly believed.” &

The characteristics of participants, the nature of the topic(s) being studied, the type of
data needed, and your analysis plan dictate the response strategy. Examples of the
strategies described in this section are found in Exhibit 12-6.

- Free-Response Strategy Free-response questions, also known as open-ended

questions, ask the participant a question while the interviewer pauses for the answer
(which is unaided), or the participant records his or her ideas in his or her own words in
the space provided on a questionnaire.
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What factors influenced your enroliment in Metro U?

Did you attend either of the “A Day at Collegc programs at Metro U?
Q YES QO NO

In your decision to attend Metro U, which was more mﬁucnnal the semester calendar or the
many friends attending from your hometown? 2 :
O Semestercalendar. :
" @ Many friends attending from hometown. -

Which one of the following factors was mosi mﬁuenﬂal m your decision to attend Metm u?

O Good academic reputation. s

Q Specific program of study desired. -

Q Enjoyable campus life. ol e e
Q Many friends from home attend. T e

O High quality of the faculty.

Which of the following factors cncom'a.ged you to apply to Metro u? (Check all that apply Yo
0 Tuition cost. s
Q Specific program of smdy desucd
O Parents’ preferences. :

Q Opinion of brother or sister... .
O Many friends from home attend. . -

" [ High school counselot’s reconnncndatwn
O High quality of the faculty.

0 Good academic reputation.
O Enjoyable catnpus life.
Q@ Closeness to home. -,
Each of the following fuctors has beem shown to have some influence on a student’s choice:

in applying to Metro U. Using your own cxpcnencc for each factor please tell us whether
the factor was “stmngly influential,” "somewhat influential,” or “not at all influential.”

Strongly Somewhat Not at A]l
. Influential influential Influential ;

Good academic reputation e ¥ | Q Q
Enjoyable campus life a~ Q Q
Many friends from home attend - Q Q Qs
High quality of the faculty Q v} 0

: Semester calendar = Q Q

Please rmk-order your top d:ree factors from the followmg list based on their influence in
enccumgmgyoumapplytoMetroU Use ltomdxcatethe mostenccmagmg factor, 2 the
next most encouraging factor, etc.
Closcness 0 home.
Enjoyable campus life.
Good academic reputation.
High-quality of the faculty. : = SIGTY
High school counselor’s recommendation. ; e
‘Many friends from home attend.
e sl Opinion of brother or snstet e
! .. Parents” preferences. SIS
i Speciﬁc program of smdy dam:d 5

Tu:tmu cost. -

PRGNSR
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Dichotomous Response Strategy A topic may present clearly dichotomous
choices: Something is a fact or it is not; a participant can either recall or not recall infor-
mation; a participant attended or didn’t attend an event. Dichotomous questions sug-
gest opposing responses, but this is not always the case. One response may be so
unlikely that it would be better to adopt the middle-ground alternative as one of the two
choices. For example, if we ask participants whether they are underpaid or overpaid, we
are not likely to get many selections of the latter choice. The betier alternatives to pre-
sent to the participant might be “‘underpaid” and ““fairly paid.”

In many two-way questions, there are potential alternatives beyond the stated two
alternatives. If the participant cannot accept either alternative in a dichatomous ques-
tion, he or she may convert the question t a multiple-cheice or rating question by
writing in his or her desired alternative. For example. the participant may prefer an
alternative such as “don’t know” to a yes-no question, or *‘no opinion” when faced
with a favor-oppose option. In other cases, when there are two opposing or comple-
mentary choices, the participant may prefer a qualified choice (“yes, if X doesn’t
occur,” or “sometimes yes and sometimes no,” or “about the same”). Thus, two-way
questions may become multiple-choice or rating questions and these additional
responses should be reflected in your revised analysis plan. Dichotomous questions
generate nominal data.

- Multiple-Choice Response Strategy Multiple-choice questions are appropri-
ate where there are more than two alternatives or where we seek gradations of prefer-
ence. interest, or agreement; the latter situation also calls for rating questions. While
such questions offer more than one alternative answer, they request the participant to
make a single choice. Multiple-choice questions can be efficient, but they also present
unique design problems.

Assume we ask whether mine safety rules should be determined by the (1) mine
companies, (2) miners, (3) federal government, or (4) state government. One type of
problem occurs when one or more responses have not been anticipated. For example,
the union has not been mentioned in the alternatives on mine safety rules. Many partic-
ipants might combine this alternative with “miners,” but others will view “unions” as a
distinct alternative. Exploration prior to drafting the measurement question attempts to
identify the most likely choices.

A second problem occurs when the list of choices is not exhaustive. Participants
may want to give an answer that is not offered as an alternative. This may occur when
the desired response is one that combines two or more of the listed individual alterna-
tives. Many people may believe the federal government and the miners acting jointly
should set mine safety rules, but the question does not include this response. When
the researcher tries to provide for all possible options, the list of alternatives can
become exhausting. We guard against this by discovering the major choices through
exploration and pretesting (discussed in detail below). We may also add the category
“other (please specify)” as a safeguard to provide the participant an acceptable alter-
native for all other options. In our analysis of a self-administered questionnaire we
may create a combination alternative.

Yet another problem occurs when the participant divides the question of mine
safety into several questions, each with different alternatives. Some participants may
believe rules dealing with air quality should be set by a federal agency, while those’
dealing with length of workday or number of workers per square foot should be set by
mine company and union representatives. Still others want local management-worker
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committees to make rules. To address this problem, the instrument designer would
need to divide the question. Pretesting should reveal if a multiple-choice question is

‘» '_Areally a multiple question.

Another challenge in aiternauve selection occurs when the choices are not mutu-
ally exclusive (the participant thinks two or more responses overlap). In a multiple-
choice question that asks students, “Which one of the following factors was most
influential in your decision to attend Metro U?” these response alternatives might be
listed:

1. Good academic reputation.

2. Specific program of study desired.
3. Enjoyable campus life.

4. Many friends from home attend.
5. High quality of the faculty.

Some participants might view items 1 and 5 as overlapping, and some may see items 3
and 4 in the same way.

It is also important to seek a fair balance in choices. One study showed that an off-
balance presentation of alternatives biases the results in favor of the more heavily
offered side.*' If four gradations of alternatives are on one side of an issue and two are
offered reflecting the other side, responses will tend to be biased toward the better-
represented side.

It is necessary in multiple-choice questions to present reasonable alternatives—
particularly when the choices are numbers or identifications. If we ask, “Which of the
following numbers is closest to the number of students enrolled in American colleges
and universities today?” the following choices might be presented:

1. 75,000

2. 750,000

3. 7,500,000
4. 25,000,000
5. 75,000,000

It should be obvious to most participants that at least three of these choices are not rea-
sonable. given general knowledge about the population of the United States.

The order in whxch chonccs are given can also be a problem. Numbers are normally
presented in order of magmtudc This practice introduces a bias. The participant
assumes that if there 1s a list of five numbers, the correct answer will lie somewhere in
the middle of the group. Researchers are assumed to add a couple of incorrect numbers
on each side of the correct one. To counteract this tendency to choose the central posi-
tion, put the correct number at an extreme position more often when you design a
multiple-choice question.

Order bias with non-numeric alternatives often leads the participant to choose the
first alternative (primacy effect) or the last alternative (recency effect) over the middle
ones. Using the split-ballot technique can counteract this bias. To implement this strat-
egy in face-to-face interviews, list the alternatives on a card to be handed to the partici-
pant when the question is asked, Cards with different choice orders can be alternated to

3
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ensure positional balance. Leave the choices unnumbered on the card so participants
reply by giving the choice itself rather than its identifying number. It is a good practice
to usc cards like this any time there are four or more choice alternatives. This saves the
interviewer’s reading time and ensures a more valid answer by keeping the full range of
choices in front of the participant,

In most multiple-choice questions, there is also a problem of ensuring that the
choices represent a unidimensional scale—that is, the alternatives to a given question
should represent different aspects of the same conceptual dimension. In the college
selection cxample, the list included features associated with a college that might be
attractive to a student. This list, while not exhaustive, illustrated aspects of the concept
“college attractiveness factors within the control of the college.” The list did not men-
tion other factors that might affect a school attendance decision. Parents and peer
advice, local alumni efforts, and one’s high school adviser may influence the decision,
but these represent a different conceptual dimension of “college attractiveness
factors”—those not within the control of the college.

Multiple-choice questions usually generate nominal data. When the choices are
numbers, this response structure will produce at Jeast interval and sometimes ratio data.
When the choices represent ordered numerical ranges (for example, a question on fam-
ily income) or a verbal rating scale (for example, a question on how you prefer your
steak prepared: well done, medium well, medium rare, or rare), the multiple-choice
question generates ordinal data.

Checklist Response Strategy When you want a participant to give multiple
responses to a single question, you will ask the question in one of three ways. If relative
order is not important, the checklist is the logical choice. Questions like “Which of the
following factors encouraged you to apply to Metro U? (Check all that apply)” force the
participant to exercise a dichotomous response (yes, encouraged; no, didn’t encourage)
to each factor presented. Of course you could have asked for the same information as a
series of dichotomous selection questions, one for each individual factor, but that would
have been time- and space-consuming. Checklists are more efficient. Checklists gener-
ate nominal data.

Rating Response Strategy Rating questions ask the participant to position each
factor on a companion scale, either verbal, numeric, or graphic. “Each of the following
factors has been shown to have some influence on a student’s choice to apply to Metro
U. Using your own experignce, for ea%!if_factor pleasg tell us W’ﬁ‘é“&jéjf‘the‘ifactor was
‘strongly influential,” ‘soméwhat infiuéntial,’ or ‘not 4t all influential’ " Generally,
rating-scale structures generate ordinal data; some carefully crafted scales generate
interval data.

Ranking Strategy When relative order of the alternatives is important, the ranking
question is ideal. “Please rank-order your top three factors from the following list
based on their influence in encouraging you to apply to Metro U. Use 1 to indicate the
most encouraging factor, 2 the next most encouraging factor, etc.” The checklist strat-
egy would provide the three factors of influence, but we would have no way of knowing
the importance the participant places on each factor. Even in a personal interview, the
order in which the factors are mentioned is not a guarantee of influence. Ranking as a
response strategy solves this problem.
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One concern surfaces with ranking activities. How many presented factors should
be ranked? If you listed the 15 brands of potato chips sold in a given market, would you
have the participant rank all 15 in order of preference? In most instances it is helpful to
remind yourself that while participants may have been selected for a given study due to
their experience or likelihood of having desired information, this does not mean that
they have knowledge of all conceivable aspects of an issue, only with some. Itis always
better to have participants rank only those elements with which they are familiar. If you
want motivation to remain strong, avoid asking a participant to rank more than seven

All types of response strategies have their advantages and disadvantages. Several
different strategies are often found in the same questionnaire, and the situational factors
mentioned earlier are the major guides in this matter. There is a tendency, however, 10
use closed questions instead of the more flexible open-ended type. Exhibit 12-7 summa-
rizes some important considerations in choosing between the various response strategies.

The tools of data collection should be adapted to the problem, not the reverse. Thus, the
focus of this chapter has been on crafting an instrument to answer specific investigative
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items even if your list is longer. Ranking generates ordinal data.
Sources
of Existing
Questions

questions. But inventing and refining questions demands considerable time and effort.
For some topics, a careful review of the related literature and an examination of exist-
ing instrument sourcebooks can shorten this process.

A review of literature will reveal instruments used in similar studics that may be
obtained by writing the researchers or, if copyrighted, purchased through a clearing-
house. Many instruments are available through compilations and sourcebooks. While
these tend to be oriented to social science applications, they are a rich source of ideas
for tailoring questions to meet a manager’s needs. Several compilations are recom-
mended; we have suggested them in Exhibit 1282

Borrowing items from existing sources is not without risk. It is quite difficult to gener-
alize the reliability and validity of selected items or portions of a questionnaire that have
been taken out of the original context. Pretesting is also warranted if it is necessary to
report the reliability and validity of the instrument being constructed. Time and situation-
specific fluctuations should be scrutinized. Remember that the original estimates are only
as good as the sampling and testing procedures, and many researchers you borrow from
may not have reported that information.

fsNAPSHOT

Telévision advertisers have struggled since the 1950s to
reach their ideal customers with publicly available media.
KNSD, -although affiliated with NBC since 1977, was pur-
chassd in 1997:by NBG, considered by many to be the
~ordd leader in news, entertainment, and sports program-
ming. Starting In"1990 and every year thereafter, tis televi-
sion- station has: won the. Emmyfor. Outstanding News
Station in'San Diego.-So to. retain its titie of superiority, it
contracted with ‘SRl (Stanford Research Institute) to do
research 1o achieve a better understanding of who actually
watches KNSD. SRI created the VALS system for seg-
menting customer groups by values and lifestyles, not just
demoegraphics. The VALS approach requires a compre-

KNowSanDiego

fensive strvey of viewers..Participants were asked numer-

ous questions about their TV viewing, entertainment, shop-
ping, and other behaviors, as well as about their attitudes,
kes, and disiikes. Dozens of measurement questions were
included in this massive-study-of San Diego, just so adver- -
tisers could choose appropriate -programs -on- which 1o
advertise, and. so - that KNSD could - claim to - really
KNowSanDiego! You can take a sampie VALS survey by
vistting the SRl website, . e

www.sri.com

www.nbc739.com



XHIBIT 12-7 Characteristics of Response Strategies

Multiple Rank Free
Characteristics Dichotomous  Choice ~ Checklist Ordering  Response
Type of' data Nominal Nominal, Nominal Ordinal © | Ordinal Nominal
i ordinal, or merval or ratio
or ratio ;
Usual number of 2 31010 10 or 307 Hor None
answer alternatives fewer : . fewer
provided Mok
Desired number of | 1 i 10or ¢ For L lTor 1
participant answers ‘ fewer fewer fewer
Used to provide . Classification *“Classification, Classification | Ordéror | Order Classification
order. or specific distance (of idea),
numerical i order, or
estitnate specific
numerical
estimate
:XHIBIT 12-8 Sources of Questious
Author(s) Title Source

American Social Artitudes Data
Sourcebook, 1947-1978

Philip E. Converse, Jean D, Dotson,
Wendy J. Hoag, and William H.
McGee IH, eds.

Alec Gallup and George H. Gallup, The Gallup Poll Cumudative Index:
ed, Public Opinion, 1935-1997

The Gallup Ppll: Public Opinion
221998

George H. Gallup. jr. ed. ~

Elizabeth H. Hastings and Philip K.
Hastings, eds. :

Philip K. Hastings and Jessie C.
Southwick, eds.

Index 1o International Pubhc
Opinion 19861987 :

index io Repeated Questionsin the
U.S. National Surveys Held by the
Ropér-Public Opinion Research
Center

Elizabeth Martin, Diana McDuffec,
and Stanley Presser

Saurcebook of Harris National
Survevs: Repe:}/‘ed Questions
19631976

National Opinion Research Center

Cumiulative Code Book

John P Robinson, Robert
Athanasiou, and Kendra B. Head

John P. Robinson, Philip R: Shaver.

and Lawrence S. Wrightsman Psychological Atritudes

Survey Data for Trend Analysis: An

Generai Secial Survevs 1972-1985:

Measures af Personality and Social-

Cambridge. MA: Harvard
" University Press, 1980

Wilmington, DE: Scholarly
Resources, Inc.. 1999
Wilmington, DE: Scholarly
Resources, Tne., 1999

- Westport, CT: Greenwood Press,
1988 - il :
Storrs, CT: Roper Center for Public
Opinion Research; Inc . i974 s

Chapel Hill: Institute for Research
in Social Science, University of
North Carolina Press, 1981 i
Chicago: NORC, 1985 b e

Ann Arbor: Tustitiie for Social
Research, University of Michigan.
1968 : & Y

San Diego, CA: Academichwess.
1991
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 Language, phrasing, and idioms can also poséjtablems. Questions tend to age and
may not appear (or sound) as relevant to the partigipant as freshly worded ones would.
Integrating existing and' newly <constructed questions is problematic. When adjacent
questions are relied on to carry context in one questionnaire and then are not selected
for the customized appiication, the newly selected question is left without necessary
meaning.” Whether an instrument is constructed from scratch or adapted from the ideas
of others, pretesting is recommended.

Drafting and Refining the Instrument: Phase 3

MANAGEMENT

As depicted in Exhibit 12-9, Phase 3 of instrument design—drafting and refinement—
is a multistep process. '

1. Develop the participant-screening process (personal or phone interview), along
with the introduction.

2. Arrange the measurement question sequence:
a. Identify topic groups.
b. Establish a logical sequence for the question groups and questions within groups.
¢. Develop transitions between these groups.

EXHIBIT 12-9 - Flowchart for Instrument Design: Phase 3

Administrative Questions




Introduction
and Participant
Screening
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3. Prepare and insert instructions—for the interviewer or participant—including ter- -

.mnation. skip directions, and probes.
4. Create and insert a conclusion, including a survey disposition statement.

5. Pretest specific questions and the instrument as a whole.

T'he introduction must supply the sample unit with the motivation to participate in the
study. It must reveal enough about the forthcoming questions, usually by revealing
some or all of the topics to be covered, for participants to judge their interest level
and their ability 10 provide the desired information. In any communication study, the
introduction also reveals the amount of time participation is likely to take. In a per-
sonzl or phone interview, the introduction usually contains 2 filter or screen question
to determine if the potential participant has the knowledge or experience necessary to
participate in the study. The introduction also reveals the research organization or
sponsor (unless the study is disguised) and possibly the objective of the study. At a
minimum, a phone or personal interviewer will introduce himself or herself to help
establish critical rapport with the potential participant. Exhibit 12-10 provides a sam-
ple introduction and other components of a telephone study of nonparticipants to a
self-administered mail survey

EXHIBIT 12-10  Sample Components of Communication Instruments

_-,I‘m sorTy, today we are é’nly mifing Wwith individuals who eat cereal at least three days per
i week, but thank you for speaking with me. (Pause for participant reply. ) Good-bye.

Good evening. May | please speak with (name of participant)?

Mr. (participant’s last name), I'm (your name), calling on behalf of Mind Writer Corporatiop, .
You recently had your MindWriter laptop serviced at our CompleteCare Cénter. Could you.
take five minutes to tell us what vou thought of the service provided by the center?

The next set of questions asks about your family and how you enjoy spending your
nonworking or personal fime.

Would there be a time T could cali back to complete the interview? (Pause: record time.)
We'll call you back then at(repeat-day. time}. Thank vou for talking with me this evening.
Or: b

[ appreciate your spending some time 1alki ng with me. Thank you.

3. Did you purchase boxed cereal in the last 7 days?
Q Yes
1 No (skip to question 7)

F

a2 «

A postage-paid envelope was included with your <urvey. Please refold yourcomffleted . |, .
survey and mail it to us in the postage-paid envelope. ., =

Thar's my last question. Your msights and the ideas of other valuable customers will hclpus
t¢ make the CompleteCare program the best it can be. Thank you for talking with us this -
evening. (Pause for participant reply). Good ev ening.

Thank you for sharing your ideas about the CompleteCare program. Your msights will help
us serve you better,

A e




384 PART il The Sources and Collection of Data

Measurement Often the content of one question (called a branched question) assumes other ques-
Question tions have been asked and answered. The psychological order of the questions is also
Sequencing important; question sequence can encourage or discourage commitment and promote or

hinder the development of researcher-participant rapport.

The design of survey questions is influenced by the need to relate each question to
the others in the instrument. The basic principle used to guide sequence decisions is:
The nature and needs of the participant must determine the sequence of questions and
the organization of the interview schedule. Four guidelines are suggested to implement
this principle:

1. The question process must quickly awaken interest and motivate the panicii)ant to
participate in the interview. Put the more interesting topical target questions early.

2. The participant should not be confronted by early requests for information that
might be considered personal or ego threatening. Put questions that might influence
the participant to discontinue or terminate the questioning process near the end.

3. The questioning process should begin with simple items and move to the more
complex, and move from general items to the more specific. Put taxing and chal-
lenging questions later in the questioning process.

4. Changes in the frame of reference should be small and should be clearly pointed
out. Use transition statements between different topics of the target question set.

Mwmmﬁh-nhghﬂmbwum.mhp‘wpl long way in helping ve
make decisions 10 hutter serve you snd it is impertant that you provide s much informatien s possible.

1. On average, how often do you cumently wisit norteinetworks. com?

© Aimost every day NERTEL
A fow times a week NETWORKS
T Once 2 week
€ A few times a month
€ Once a month
© Infrequently or Never

2. Piease 1elt us how satishiad you are with the onfine experience an nodeinetworks com.

E Very Very lun
Overatl Experience | r r e - '3 c
(Home Page Lock and Feel I £ < «
Finding Desiced Content on - N N PR P
:p;y of information/Cantent - c c - - -
Sits Navigation {rd c - c c &
[ABifity 1¢ Fing information o & s = -~ ~
\using Search Box
awﬂﬂh Look and Feel [ o3 ! oo c - c «c
|Site Performance snd Spesd c c L e c «

Online surveys are becoming increasingly common, due in largs part to their speed in data collection, flexibility in containing nct only
verbal but graphical elements, access to difficult-to-contact or inaccessibie participants, and their iower Cost of large-sample completion.
Each maouse click by a participant on one of the response buttons generates an ertry ina detailed statistical database. Designers often
put only one or twe questions to a screen so that the participant must submit data frequently—thus eliminating total data loss caused by
early participant discontinuation. Many Web surveys comprise an invitation (o participate followed by a detalled survey incorporating a
vanety of response strategies. This onkne survey conducted by informative, Inc.. is designed to evaluate Nortel Networks' website. The
image shbws the original invitation plus the first screen of the survey containing two fesponse strategies, a multiple- choice/single
response, and a multi-item rating scale.
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Awaken Interest and Motivation We awaken interest and stimulate motivation
to participate by choosing or designing questions that are attention getting and not con-
troversial. If the questions have human-interest value, so much the better. It is possible
that the early questions will contribute hard data to the major study objective, but their
major task is to overcome the motivational barrier.

Sensitive and Ego-Involving Information Regarding the introduction of sensi-
tive information too early in the process, two forms of this error are common. Most
studies need to ask for personal classification information about participants. Partici-
pants normally will provide these data, but the request should be made toward the end.
If made immediately, it often causes participants to feel threatened, dampening their
interest and motivation to continue. It is also dangerous to ask any’question at the start
that is too personal. For example, participants in one survey were asked whether they
suffered from insomnia. When the question was asked immediately after the inter-
viewer’s introductory remarks, about 12 percent of those interviewed admitted to hav-
ing insomnia. When a matched sample was asked the same question after two buffer
questions (neutral questions designed chiefly to establish rapport with the participant),
23 percent admitted suffering from insomnia.

Complex to Simplistic Deferring complex questions or simple questions that
require much thought can help reduce the number of “don’t know” responses that are so
prevalent early in interviews.

General to Specific The procedure of moving from general to more specific ques-
tions is sometimes called the funnel approach. The objectives of this procedure are to
learn the participant’s frame of reference and to extract the full range of desired infor-
mation while limiting the distortion effect of earlier questions on later ones. This
process may be illustrated with the following series of questions:

" 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 Iran?
3. Do you think we ought to be dealing with Iran differently than we are now?
4. (If yes) What should we be doing differently?

5. Some people say we should get tougher with Iran and others think we are too tough
as it is; how do you feel about it?"* :

The first question introduces the general subject and provides some insight into the par-
ticipant’s frame of reference. The second question narrows the concern o a single coun-
try, while the third and fourth seek views on how the United States should deal with
Iran. The fifth question illustrates a specific opinion area and would be asked only if this
point of toughness had not been covered in earlier responses. Question 4 is an example
of a branched question; the response to the previous question determines whether or not
question 4 is asked of the participant.

There is also a risk of interaction whenever two or more questions are related.
Question-order influence is. especially problematic with self-administered question-
naires, because the participant is at liberty to refer back to questions previously
answered. In an attempt to “correctly align” two responses, accurate opinions and atti-
tudes may be sacrificed. The two questions shown in the following table were asked in
a national survey at the start of World War II:**
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Percent Answering Yes

Question : A. Asked First B. Asked First

 A. Should the United States permitits 45% 40%
" citizens to join the French and British g
' B. Stiould the United States permiit its * 3 22

~ citizens to join the German army?
; P 3 ;

Apparently, some participants who first endorsed enlistment with the Allies felt obliged
to extend this privilege to joining the German army. Where the decision was first made
against joining the German army, a percentage of the participants felt constrained from
approving the option to join the Allies.

Question Groups and Transitions The last question-sequencing guideline sug-
gests arranging questions to minimize shifting in subject matter and frame of reference.
Participants often interpret questions in the light of earlier questions and miss shifts of
perspective or subject unless they are clearly stated. Participants fail to listen carefully
and frequently jump to conclusions about the import of a given question before it is
completely stated. Their answers are strongly influenced by their frame of reference.
Any change in subject by the interviewer may not register with them uniess it is made
strong and obvious. Most questionnaires that cover a range of topics are divided into
sections with clearly defined transitions between sections to alert the participant to the
change in frame of reference. Exhibit 12-10 provides a sample of a transition in the
CompleteCare study when measurement questions changed from service-related ques-
tions to personal and family-related questions.

Instructions to the interviewer or participant attempt to ensure that all participants are
treated equally, thus avoiding building error into the results. Two principles form the
foundation for good instructions: clarity and courtesy. Instruction language needs to be
unfailingly simple and polite.

Instruction topics include:

« Termination of an unqualified participant—How to terminate an interview
when the participant does not correctly answer the screen or filter questions.

» Termination of a discontinued interview—How to conclude an interview when
the participant decides to discontinue,

« Skip directions—Instructions for moving between topic sections of an instrument
when movement is* dependent on the answer to specific questions or when
branched questions are used.

« Disposition instructions—Telling the respondent to a self-administered instru-
ment.about the disposition of the completed questionnaire.

In a self-administered questionnaire, instructions must be contained within the survey
instrument. Personal interviewer instructions sometimes are in a document separate
from the questionnaire (a document thoroughly discussed during interviewer training)
or are distinctly and clearly marked (highlighted, printed in colored ink, or boxed on the
computer screen) on the data collection instrument itself. Sample instructions are pre-
sented in Exhibit 12-10.
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The role of the conclusion is to leave the participant with the impression that his or her
involvement has been valuable. Subsequent researchers may need this individual to par-
ticipate in new studies. If every interviewer or instrument expresses appreciation for
participation, cooperation in subsequent studies is more likely. A sample conclusion is

There is no substitute for a thorough understanding of question wording, question con-
tent, and sequencing issues. However, the researcher can do several things to help

Conclusion
shown in Exhibit 12-10.
Overcoming
Instrument
Problems improve survey results, among them:
* Build rapport with the participant.
AGEMENT * Redesign the questioning process.

MAN

* Explore alternative response strategies.
* Use methods other than surveying to secure the data.

¢ Pretest all the survey elements.

Build Rapport with the Participant Most information can be secured by direct
undisguised questioning if rapport has been developed. Rapport is particularly useful in
building participant interest in the project, and the more interest participants have, the
more cooperation they will give. One can also overcome participant unwillingness by
providing some material compensation for cooperation. This approach has been espe-
cially successful in mail surveys.

The assurance of confidentiality also can increase participants’ motivation. One
approach is to give discrete assurances, both by question wording and interviewer com-
ments and actions, that all types of behavior, attitudes, and positions on controversial or
sensitive subjects are acceptable and normal. Where you can say so truthfully, guaran-
tee that participants’ answers will be used only in combined statistical totals. If partici-
pants are convinced that their replies contribute to some important purpose, they are
more likely to be candid, even about taboo topics.

Redesign the Questioning Process You can fedesign the questioning process to
improve the quality of answers by modifying the administrative process and the response
strategy. We might show that confidentiality is indispensable to the administration of the

Managers may sometimes need information qu iCKly to resolve a
probilem or take agvantage of a brief window of ogportunity. RTI
Intemationai, an industry leader in the development and use of
state-of-the-art software systems 1o improve the qualty of survey
data, formed a strategic alliance with Knowiedge Networks to use
its probability-based panel of U.S, households to conduct fast
tumaround studies. The Web-enabled panel offers clients access

} whe particpate in studies via the net from their
oved a great way for researchers to get very quick

Gabe!. RTI's director of research computing.
www.rti.org
waww knowiedgenetworks.com
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.survey by using a group administration of questionnaires, accompanied by a ballot-box

collection procedure. Even in face-to-face interviews, the participant may fill in the part
of the questionnaire containing sensitive information and then seal the entire instrument
in an envelope. While this does not guarantee confidentiality, it docs suggest it.

We can also develop appropriate questioning sequences that will gradually lead a
participant from *safe” questions to those that are more sensitive. As already noted in
our discussion of disguised questions, indircct questioning (using projective tech-
niques) is a widely used approach for securing opinions on sensitive topics. The partic-
ipants are asked how “cther people™ or “people around here” feel about a topic. It is
assumed the participants will reply in terms of their own attitudes and experiences, but
this outcome is hardly certain. Indirect questioning may give a good measure of the
majority opinion on a topic but fail to reflect the views either of the participant or of
minority segments. '

With certain topics, it is possibie to secure answers by using a proxy code. When
we seek family income classes, we can hand the participant a card with income brack-
ets like these:

A. Under $25,000 per year. C. $50.000 10 §74.999 per vear.
B. $25,000 to $49,999 per year. D. $75,000 and over per year.

The participant is then asked to report the appropriate bracket as either A, B, C, or D.
For some reason, participants are more willing to provide such an obvious proxy mea-
sure than to verbalize actual doliar values.

Explore Alternative Response Strategies At the original question drafting, try
developing positive, negative, and neutral versions of each type of question. This prac-
tice dramatizes the problems of bias, helping you to select question wording that mini-
mizes such problems. Sometimes use an extreme version of a question rather than the
expected one. ;

Minimize nonresponses to particular questions by recognizing the sensitivity of
certain topics. In a self-administered instrument, for example, asking a multiple-choice
question about income or age, where incomes and ages are offered in ranges, is usually
more successful than using a free-response question (such as. What is your age, please?

e )

Use Methods Other Than Surveying Sometimes surveying will not secure the
information needed. A classic example concerns a survey conducted to discover maga-
zines read by participants. An unusually high rate was reported for prestigious maga-
zines, and an unusually low rate was reported for tabloid magazines. The study was

- revised so that the subjects, instead of being interviewed, were asked to contribute their
~ old magazines to a charity drive. The collection gave a more realistic estimate of read-
. . PO 9 . . .
“ership of both types of magazines.”” Another study on the use of similar unobtrusive

measures cites many other types of research situations where unique techniques have

~ been used to secure more valid information than was possible from a survey,™

£

The final S;GP toward imp:ré’_ying survey results is pretesting (see Exhibits 12-4 and

12-10). There are abundant réasons for pretesting individual questions, questionnaires,
and interview schedules. In this section we discuss several and raise questions to help
you plan an effective test of your instrument. Most of what we know about pretesting is
prescriptive. According to contemporary authors,
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There are nc general principles of good pretesting, no systematization of practice, no
consensus about expectations, and we rarely leave records for each other. How a pretest
was conducted. what invesugators leamed from it, how they redesigned their question-
naire on the basis of it-~these matters are reported only sketchily in research reports, if
atall.?

Nevertheless, conventional wisdom suggests that pretesting not only is an established
practice for discovering errors but also is useful for training the research team. Ironi-
cally, professionals who have participated in scores of studies are more likely to pretest
an instrument than is a beginning researcher hurrying to complete a project. Revising
questions five or more times is not unusual. Yet inexpericnced researchers often under-
estimate the need to follow the design-test-revise process.

Participant Interest An important purpose of pretesting is to discover partici-
pants’ reactions to the questions. If participants do not find the experience stimulating
when an interviewer is physically present, how will they react on the phone or in the
self-administered mode? Pretesting should help to discover where repetitiveness or
redundancy is bothersome or what topics were not covered that the participant
expected. An alert interviewer will look for questions or even sections that the partici-
pant perceives to be sensitive or threatening or topics about which the participant
knows nothing.

Meaning Questions that we borrow or adapt from the work of others carry an
authoritativeness that may prompt us to avoid pretesting them, but they are often most
in need of examination. Are they still timely? Is the language relevant? Do they need
context from adjacent questions? Newly constructed questions should be similarly
checked for meaningfulness to the participant. Does the question evoke the same mean-
ing as that intended by the researcher? How different is the rescarcher’s frame of refer-
ence from that of the average participant? Words and phrases that trigger a “what do
you mean?” response from the participant need to be singled out for further refinement.

Question Transformation Participants do not necessarily process every word in
the question. They also may not share the same definitions for the terms they hear.
When this happens, participants modify the question to make it fit their own frame of
reference or simply change it so it makes sense to them. Probing is necessary to dis-
cover how participants have transformed the question when this is suspected.*’

Continuity and Flow In self-administered questionnaires, questions should read
effortlessly and flow from one to another and from one section to another. In personal
and telephone interviews, the sound of the question and its transition must be fluid as
well. A long set of questions with nine-point scales that worked well in a mail instru-
ment would not be effective on the telephone unless you were to ask participants to
visualize the scale as the touch keys on their phone. Moreover, transitions that may
appear redundant in a self-administered questionnaire may be exactly what needs to be
heard in personal or telephone interviewing.

Question Sequence Question arrangement can play a significant role in the suc-
cess of the instrument. Many authorities recommend starting with stimulating questions
and placing sensitive questions last. Since questions concerning income and family life
are most likely to be refused, this is often good advice for building trust before getting
into a refusal situation. However, interest-building questions need to be tested first to be
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sure they are stimulating. And when background questions are asked earlier in the inter-
view, some demographic information will be salvaged if the interview stops unexpect-
edly. Pretesting with a large enough group permits seme experimentation with question
sequence.

Skip Instructions In interviews and questionnaires, skip patterns and their contin-
gency sequences may not work as envisioned on paper. Skip patterns are designed o
route or sequence the response to another question contingent on the answer to the pre-
vious question (branched questions). Pretesting in the field helps to identify problems
with box-and-arrow schematics that the designers may not have thought of. By correct-
ing them in the revision stage, we also avoid problems with flow and contintity.

Variability With a small group of participants, pretesting cannot provide definitive
quantitative conclusions but will deliver an early warning about items that may not dis-
criminate among participants or places where meaningful subgrouping may occur in the
final sample. With 25 1o 100 participants in the pretest group, statistical data on the pro-
portion of participants answering yes or no or marking “strongly agree” to “strongly
disagree™ can supplement the qualitative information noted by the interviewers. This
information is useful for sample size calculations and for getting preliminary indica-
tions of reliability problems with scaled questions.

Length and Timing Most draft questionnaires or interview schedules suffer from
lengthiness. By timing each question and section, the researcher is in a better position to
make decisions about modifying or cutting material. In personal and telephone inter-
views, labor is a project expense. Thus, if the budget influences the final length of the
questionnaire, an accuraie estimate of elapsed time is essential. Videotaped or audio-
taped pretests may also be used for this purpose. Their function in reducing errors in
data recording is widely accepted.

There are various ways that pretesting can be used to refine an instrument. They range
from informal reviews by colleagues to creating conditions similar to those of the final
study.

Researcher Pretesting Designers typically test informally in the initial stages and
build more structure into the tests along the way. Fellow instrument designers can do
the first-level pretest. Their many differences of opinion are likely to create numerous
suggestions for improvement. Usually at least two or three drafts can be effectively
developed by bringing research colleagues into the process.

Participant Pretesting Participant pretests require that the questionnaire be field-
tested by sample participants or participant surrogates (individuals with characteristics
and backgrounds similar to the desired participants).

Field pretests also involve distributing the test instrument exactly as the actual
instrument will be distributed. Most studies use twb or more pretests. National projects
may use one trial to examine local reaction and another to check for regional differ-
ences. Although many researchers try to keep pretest conditions and times close to what
they expect for the actual study, personal interviéw and telephone limitations make it
desirable to test in the evenings or on weekends in order to interview people who are

" not available for contact at other times.
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Test mailings are useful, but it is often faster to use a substitute procedure. In the
MindWriter example, the managers who were interviewed in the exploratory study
were later asked to review the pilot questionnaire. The interviewers left them alone and
returned later. Upon their return, they went over the questions with each manager. They
explained that they wanted the manager’s reactions to question clarity and ease of
answering. After several such interviews, the instrument was revised and the testing
process was repeated with customers. With minor revision, the questionnaire was repro-
duced and prepared for inserting into the computer packing material.

Collaborative Pretests. Different approaches taken by interviewers and the par-
ticipants” awareness of those approaches affect the pretest. If the researcher alerts par-
ticipants to their involvement in a preliminary test of the questionnaire, the participants
are essentially being enlisted as collaborators in the refinement process, Under these
conditions, detailed probing of the parts of the question, including phrases and words, is
appropriate. Because of the time required for probing and discussion, it is likely that
only the most critical questions will be reviewed, The participant group may therefore
need to be conscripted from colleagues and friends to secure the additional time and
motivation needed to cover an entire questionnaire. If friends or associates are used,
experience suggests that they introduce more bias than strangers, argue more about

_ wording, and generally make it more difficult to accomplish other goals of pretesting
such as timing the length of questions or sections.’!

Occasionally, a highly experienced researcher may improvise questions during a
pretest. When this occurs, it is essential to record the interview or take detailed notes so
the questionnaire may be reconstructed later. Ultimately, a team of interviewers would
be required to follow the interview schedule’s prearranged sequence of questions. Only
experienced investigators should be free to depart from the interview schedule during a
pretest and explore participants’ answers by adding probes.

Noncollaborative Pretests. When the researcher does not inform the participant
that the activity is a pretest, it is still possible to probe for reactions but without the
cooperation and commitment of time provided by collaborators. The comprehensive-
ness of the effort also suffers because of flagging cooperation. The virtue of this
approach is that the questionnaire can be tested under conditions approaching those of
the final study. This realism is similarly useful for training interviewers.

SUMMARY

The instrument design process starts with a comprehensive list of investigative ques-
tions drawn from the management-research question hierarchy. Instrument design is a
three-phase process with numerous issues within each phase: (1) developing the
instrument design strategy, (2) constructing and refining the measurement questions,
and (3) drafting and refining the instrument.

Several choices must be made in designing a communication study instrument. Survey-
ing can be a face-to-face interview, or it can be much less personal, using indirect media
and self-administered questionnaires. The questioning process can be unstructured, as
in in-depth interviewing, or the questions can be clearly structured. Responses may be
unstructured and open-ended or structured with the participant choosing from a list of
possibilities. The degree to which the objectives and intent of the questions should be
disguised must also be decided.
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Instruments obtain three general classes of information. Target questions address the
investigative questions and are the most important. Classification questions concern
participant characteristics and allow participants’ answers to be grouped for analysis.
Administrative questions identify the participant, interviewer, and interview location
and conditions.

Question construction involves three critical decision areas. They are (1) question con-
tent, (2) question wording, and (3) response strategy. Question content should pass the
following tests: Should the question be asked? Is it of proper scope? Can and will the
participant answer ddequatelv" '

Question wording difficulties exceed most other sources of distortion in'surveys.
Retention of a question should be confirmed by answering: Is the question stated in
terms of a shared vocabulary? Does the vocabulary have a single meaning? Does the
question contain misleading assumptions? Is the wording biased? Is it correctly person-
alized? Are adequate alternatives presented?

The study’s objective and participant factors affect the decision of whether to use
open-ended or closed questions. Each response strategy generates a specific level of
data, with available statistical procedures for each data type influencing the desired
response strategy. Participant factors include level of information about the topic,
degree to which the topic has been thought through, ease of communication, and moti-
vation to share information. The decision is also affected by the interviewer’s percep-
tion of participant factors.

Both dichotomous response and multiple-choice questions are valuable, but on bal-
ance, the latter are preferred if only because few questions have only two possible
answers. Checklist, rating, and ranking strategies are also common.

Question sequence can drastically affect participant willingness to cooperate and the
quality of responses. Generally, the sequence should begin with efforts to awaken the
participant’s interest in continuing the interview. Early questions should be simple
rather than complex, easy rather than difficult, nonthreatening, and obviously germane
to the announced objective of the study. Frame-of-reference changes should be mini-
mal, and questions should be sequenced so early questions do not distort replies to later
ones.

Sources of tjuéétions for the construction of questionnaires include the literature on
related research and sourcebooks of scales and questionnaires. Borrowing items has
anendant nsk:.such as time and situation-specific problems, or rehabé@ty and validity.
AIncompahbﬂq%f language and idiom also needs to be considered.

Pretesting the instrument is recommended to identify problems before the actual collec-
tion of data begins, Insights and ideas for refining instruments result from thoroughness
in pretesting. Effective revision is the result of determining participant interest, discov-
ering if the questions have meaning for the participant, checking for participant modifi-
cation of a question’s intent, examining question continuity and flow, experimenting
with question-sequencing patterns, evaluating skip instructions for the interviewers,
collecting early warning data on item variability, and fixing the length and timing of the
mstrument.
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10. In a class project, students developed a brief self-administered questionnaire by which they
might quickly evaluate a professor. One student submitted the following instrument. Evalu-
ate the questions asked and the format of the instrument.

Professor Evaluation Form

1. Overall, how would you rate this professor? Good Fair Poor

2. Does this professor
a. Have good class delivery? _
b. Know the subject?
c. Have a positive attitude toward the subject?
d. Grade fairly?
e. Have a sense of humor?

£ Use audiovisuals, case examples, or other classroom aids?

2. Return exams promptly?
. What is the professor’s strongest poimt?

. What is the professor’s weakest point?

. Is this course required?

3

4

5. What kind of class does the professor teach?
B .

5

. Would you take another cquise fromi thig professor?

T

. Below is a copy ofia cover letter and mail questionnaire received by a professor who is a
member of the American Society of Training Directors. Please evaluate the usefulness and
tone of the letter and the questions and format of the instrument.

Dear ASTD Member:

In partial fulfillment of master’s degree work. I have chosen to do a descriptive study of the
industrial trainer in our area. Using the roster of the ASTD as a mailing list, vour name came
to me. I am enclosing a short questionnaire and & retum envelope. T hope you will take a few
minutes and fill out the questionnaire as soon as possible, as the sooner the information is
returned to me, the better.

Sincerely. »

Professor XYZ

Questionnaire
Directions: Please answer as briefly as possible.

1. With what company did you enter the field of training?

2. How long have you been in the field of training?

3. How long have you been in the training department of the company with which you arc
presently employed?

4. How long has the training department in your company been in existence?

5. Is the training department a subset of another department? If so, what department?

6. For what tunctions (other than training) is your department responsible?

7. How many people. including yourself. are in the training department of your company
(Local plant or establishment)

8. What degrees do you hold and from what institutions” _
Major _ Minor
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--9.. Why were you chosen for training? What qpecmi qualifications prompted your entry into

training?

10. What experience would you consider necessary for an individual to enter into the field
of training with your company? Include both educational requirements and actual

experience. —c

Bringing 12. Design the letter that might accompany Jason's high school reunion study to,encourage par-
Research to Life ticipant rapport and involvement. i

13. What questions should have been asked on Jason's high school reunion study  obtain the

necessary data to develop the ostensibly desired newspaper article?:

From-Cbncept 14. Using Exhibits 12-1. 12-2, 12-4; and 12-9, develop the flowchart for the high school
to Practice § wumon study in Question 13.
WWW Exercises Visit our websxlc for Internet exercises related 1o this uhapter at
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Bringing Research to Life

yra had just finished telling Jason about

a hair-raising few weeks in the Middle

East during her days as a foreign corre-
spondent when Dorrie arrived laden with mugs of
coffee and cookies. “| come bearing coffee and
other late-night stimuiants, against my own best
advice,” shared Dorrie. "But | see you're already on
a break.”

“Just sharing scary experiences,” smiled Myra.

“For scariness, nothing matches Jason's experi-
ence with Otto Damel!,” claimed Dorrie.

“You mean the Otto Damell, the infamous 'O
Dam." who dropped the winring cass in the Rose
Bowd?" asked Myra,

"That Ofto, yes,” said Jason. "He dropped the
pass with 20 seconds to go—and in the end zone—
and all he could say was, 'Oh, _darn,' hence nis nick-
name. On paper he looked like ar All-American wide
receiver. But he was aways dropping things, and if
he were here | would not offer him a cup of coffee
over Dome’s white carpet.

"Otte’s uncie owns an electronics assembly
plant (ProSec) that makes miniature TV cameras for
industrial and bank security and such. Right after
the Rose Bowl, he asked us up, & maybe take
Oito's mind off nis footbali foul-up and alsc to
brainstorm a production problem. Around 5 o'clock
every afternoon, the guality of assembled cameras
deteriorated. Uncle Fred had six women assem-
bling the cameras—good, loyal; -hard wérkers —
anc he could not pinpoint the guality pr“brerrr If #e
sat énd watched them, they were cn their be:n
behavior and followed standard operating proce—
dures, and their quality stayed up. Likewise, if they
knew he was spying cn them with one of hig'cam-

eras. But f they suspected thal he'd stopped
watching, bugs began tc creep into quality,-ang
always arounc 5 P.m <5l

i

“Otto and | questioned the women. They denied
deviating from the standards, and, of course, they
were not going 10 'rat out’ anybody in their group. But
Otto was watching carefully and told me fater that five
of the women took covert glances at a sixth, Bertha,
who looked fidgety. She was a huge, good-natured,
sericus woman, ferociously devoted to an honest
day’s work, to my uncle, and to the company; but
she iooked nervous. And she would not lock Otto in
the eyes.

“Otto gets the idea of filming the six women from
outside, without much likefihood that they would see
us, so long as we didn't attract their attention to the
WINAOwW.

“The problem was, this was a fifth-story window.
So we decided to lower a camera, attached by cable
to a TV-video monitor-recorder, by a pole from a
sixth-floor window. | was supposed to watch the
monitor and tell Ctto, ‘pan left,” ‘pan right,’ until we
had rolled enough tape to see where the problem
was.

“No sooner had Otto opened the window than |
neard, 'Oh, dam.” He had dropped the camera, and |
could see it swinging below the window by its thread
of optical cable. So | leaned way out the window to
snare it, knowing that if Otto were to set his hands on
it, he would surely make maiters worse, Not that they
weren't bad enough —as time was flying.

" felt Otto grab me by the ankles and amid my
frantic protests he lowered me out the window. In a
stage whisper he said. ‘Grab it, and ho'd it, and pan it
left and right, very slowly.’

“So there | was upside down and trying not to
ook down at the five-and-a-half-stery drop into a
snowbank.

‘1 couid see the six women at work, and every
now and then Bertha would dic ber hand into her ieft
smock pocket and bring her hand up to her mouth



