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FOKEWORD

- -

Policy, purchase, and other management decisions are often made

using information from consumers, studants, workers, teachers, or other-

groups with experimental tryout or other, longer-term relevant experience.
Usually such information comes from a written questionnaire directed to a
sample of the group.

Questionnaires are prepared by many people who have not had
specialized training and experience in survey techniques. This booklet was
prepared to assist such nonspecialists in the preparation of efficient and
useful questionnaires by providing a brief, readable guide for the develop-
ment of questions for management decisions (questions for achievement or
other tests for individual assessment are not considered in this booklet).

This material is based upon work done at HumRRO Division No. 4,
Columbus, Georgia, as part of a research program performed under
contract to the Department of the Army. That work was presented in a
booklet specifically prepared for Army use, and issued as a HumRRO
Research Product, A Guide for Developing Questionnaire Items,
Ja..uary 1970. - :

Meredith P. Crawford
President
~ Human Resources Research Organization

"
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o ‘ ._ INTRODUCTION

J

- The purpose of this booklet is to talk about how to ask questions.
. This is not as casy as it sounds. The object is to ask the right question,
and to ask it in such a way that you will find out what you need
to know, . :

There are a great many pitfalls in asking questions. Not all of them
will be considered here. Further, this discussion ‘will deal mainly with the
kinds of questions that try to get information from a person or try to
find out how he or she feels about something—for example, what was
learned in a trial of new office equipment, or how a person feels about
volunteering for military service. There are rules for how hest to ask
this kind of question. Many of these rules will also apply to the kind of
test that is given after a course of instruction—that 1s, an achievement
test—hut no attempt will be made to cover all the problems and
techniques that are important in developing that kind of test. :

Péyne‘ asked aWsample of researchers what they saw as the principal
- problems with research methods. He reported the following results:

Improperly worded questionnaires 4%
Faulty interpretation 58%
Inadequacy of samples 52%
Improper statistical methods : 44%

Presentation of results without supporting data 41%

So, this booklet will concentrate cn what seems t be the largest part
of the problem—writing good questions. This is not the total solution to
all research criticisms mentioned, but, as three experts in every four would
indicate, it is a good start in the right direction.

'Stanley L. Payne. The Act of Asking Questions Princeton University Press,
Princeton, N.J., 1951, ‘ .
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Four Sections, including a final statement summanz'ug thé main
*working sugges'ions,” will follow this mtroductmn‘

® Section I: Certain kinds of questions
you would ask yourself when formu-
lating a questionnaire. This is to
. make sure that you know what you
S are asking about.

e Section 1I: A dncussm" of t5 pes nf
questions, together wi 2ir relative
advantages and disad .ages. Some
types of questions can do certain
kinds of things well but do other
things fairly poorly.

" ® Section H!I: A discussion of the

actual steps in building a question-

: naire, including some reasonably well

. tested do's and don'ts,

e Section IV: A check list that will
help avoid many of the problems
involved in writing good questions.




o ' Secticn |
Y -  ASK VOURSELF

. Tha phrase “‘systems cpproach™ is almost a sacred cow these days—if
. anything is done using a *‘systems approach,” it can’t be all bad. There is
some merit to taking a systems approach to asking questions. Asking
yourself the following five questions will lay the foundation for a far mol2
. vialuable questionnaire than you could otherwise produce.

" 1. Whn needs the information?

The reason for asking this question is so straightforward  that it may
seem trivial. However, it is a factor that can be overlooked, and a lot
depends on it. Organizations have a machinery for transmitting communi-
cations within their own structure. The term usually applied in the
military, for example, is ‘‘chain of command.” The requirement for the
‘ information you are gding to collect may have come from two or three
s levels above your own, @and something may have been lost in the com-
munication process. Voo

At any rate, there are certain things you must be sure about, and
knowing who needs the information will pravide you a source in the event
vou find you cannot answer the remaining four questions. This leads- to
the next question.

2. What decision will be made based on your information?

The answer to this question will tell you in part why the information
is needed and will lay the foundation for the answers to the next
question, This is where the systems approach really starts to make a
difference.’Depending on what decision is going to be made, some kinds
of information will make a differ>nce, and other kinds will not.

Suppose, for example, you are preparing to collect information as a
part of a test comparing a new item of equipment with an old standard
item. The nature of the docision to be made is cleat enough. It will be
either selection of the new equipment or retention of the old. Also, the
test of the new equipment will probably be based on an analysis of the
requirements or a statement of needs. Exaniination of such existing

Q p? 5
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_ docum;ntatxon-why the new equipment is being considered—will usually ’
’ give you a good start for developing your questions.

__Of course, there are other reasons in which an explicit statement -of
the impending decision may not lead as easily to a good siatement of
your information needs. However, even in these areas, knowledge of the

needs—the next step,

What facts will affect the decision? P

- As you can see, the art of asking good questions may be closely
related to designing good tests. .In order to test new equipment well, it is
necessary to expose that equipment to the kind of environment and use
for which it has been designed. This includes use—and sometimes
abuse—by the type of individual who will use it operationaily. '

When you need the information for something less straightfcrward
than an equipment test, the task of finding out what facts will have'a
significant bearing on the probiem is not always easy and will sometimes
be downright difficult. Sometimes the decision maker himself may be
unsure of the fu.l range of information that will be needed to make a
good decision. in this case, learning what kind of facts will help is. part of
the problen:. If- this’ happens, you will find it useful to consult with
.colleagues, asking, in essence, “What kinds of things would you want to

. knnw if you had this decision to make?™ It will help to make a list of
elements of information .hat you feel will be needed as you go. If you
have time, you may want to have this list reviewed before you start
developing questions.

Clearly, the real question is, “What information will m a
significant difference to the decision maker?" If you collect. unnec:by
information, or fail to get the needed information, your time will have

»  been put to no good use, at the very least. A considerably more serious
possibility is that the decision may get made on the basis of irrelevant

+information. This leads to our fourth question,

4. Whom are you asking?

To get good information, not only must you ask a good question,
but you also must ask it of someone who has the answer, This ties in

: | 13

decision untler consideration is an essential key to defining information . .
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. with the design of tests, which exposes proper test ssubjects to the -
proper conditions so- that they will then be able’ to tell you the kind of
information you want to know. In facl, one basic objective of a good
equipment test is to qualify the peaple. who will take the test to be
able to answer the questions that need to be asked. It is also important
tebe sure that the appropriate kind of test subject is used.

Sometimes it is necessary to get information without the benefit of a
carefully designed test. When this is so, it is especially iniportant tp be
sure you are asking the right person for the information, in terms of
whether he is qualified to answer and whether he has the information you
need, if quanfied. This may even requife you, in some cases, actually to
seek out an expert to be certain of getting good answers. ' :

Jt does not require much knowledge of how to ask questions to
know that a question about diiiling tor oil should not be asked of a
hookkeeper for the oil company. However, sometimes the problem is
more subtle, Consider the“following question: ‘

Example 1 .

-

Was the TOE of your unit suitable for the

missions assigned? )

Yes &
No

. This question was asked of noncommissioned officers in Vietnam. While it -

< appeared to be a perfectly reasonable question to the officer who wrote it,
he had not stopped to think that NCOs generally have not been txained to
think in ferms of how, Tables of Crganization and Equipment.are designed
to profluce mission effectiveness. It is quite possible that many noncom-
missioned officers answered this question on' the basis of whether they
thought the missions assigned to them were reasonable missions, which is
quite a different emphasis than that requested in the question.

‘A very important consideration is' the frame o1 reference the test
subject will be using in- answering the question. Frame of reference was
the stumbling block in the exarople just given, in which the NCOs® frame
of reference is simply different from that of the officer who worded the
question. Frame of reference will be discussed in greater length later,

B o 12
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Another topic that wm be ¢ouneidere! is whether the test subject can
understand What you want in a question, The Army has an expressxon that

is time-worn but to the point: KISS. This stands for “Keep it sxmple’

stupid!* We will return to this topic later, too,
S
- .

5. What are the consequences of G ron§ answer? e

While this basically is an administrative question, it has an important
bearinz on questionnaire and test design. Clearly, if it makes little differ-
ence whicli one of two alternatives is chosen, it makes little difference
whether the information is collected. On the other hand, if there is a
ckance that an organization could save millions of dollars through the use
of a more effective block of training, or might spend millions of dollars
for & rew piece of equipment that is no better than the old, it is necessary

" _ to design tests very well, and ask the right questions with great care.

Also, in general, the more important the décision or the more
precise the needed information, the, greater, the number of test subjects
needed in order ‘to provide information of sufficjently high reliability.
Again, this pertains more to test design and the statistical analysis of
the data collected. The important point for the present discussion is
simply that, when you ask questions, you must have a feel for how
important it is that the answers are right.



Section 1l
QUESTION TYPES

Only three major types of ‘questions will be considered here. There
are many variants in handling questions, and it will almost always be
possible for you te get the information you need with one or more of
. these three types. The types are: )

e Open-ended
e Two-way
e Multiple-choice

In deciding which type you ought to use, you will need‘ to consider
_ the following factors: '

(1) How much you know about the rahge of possible answers.

(2) How. much time your respondents have, or are willing to
give you.

(3) The number of subjects needed to get satisfactory reliability,
and the resulting requirements for data analysis.

14

Open-Ended Questions

An example of an open-ended question is shown below.

Example 2

What do you think of the short income
tax form?

One advantage "of the open-enced question is immediately apparent.
It is very easy to.ask. This is useful when the question writer does not
know or is not certain about the entire range of possible alternative
answers. By using this type of question and by asking enough respondents,
you can usually discover most of the possibilities.

/ 1.1. | | 9
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However, open-ended questions have some disadvantages:

¢ It usually will take a good deal more
N time for you to get answers, if y .u
- expect the answers to be written. In
fact, depending on the motivation of
your respondent, he or.she may not
give a full answer, or any answer at
all, after seeing how much work it is
going to be.

® Open-ended questions demand a lot
of analysis time. For a question askcr
on a crash project, the onlv thing -
that could be worse thapn failing to
get enough’ informatica would be
getting so murh that he is buried by
it. Open-ended cuestions, answered
by motivated respondents, can over-
whelm data analysts. They usually
cannot be handled by machine
analysis imethods (e.g., computer data
processing methods) without lengthy
preliminary steps. If your test,
requires a fairly large number of sub-
jects, or a fairly large number of
questions, the data analysis problem
can grew into a major project unless
some other form of question is used.

e Responses to an cpen-ended question
usually must be analyzed by some- ..
one who has subctantial knowledge & .
about the question’s content, as
opposed to a statistical clerk, for o
example. This n:ay result in imposing
another work load on someone who
is already hard pressed for time.

® Open-ended questions may be easier
to misinterpret, because the respond-
ent does not have a set of choices

Q ‘ 10 15




. i
available which might in themselves |
guide him toward the proper frame i
of reference. For instance, the ques- |
tion in Example 3 is given by Payne: ,."

-

Example 3

Why do you buy the 50-cent motor oil |
instead of the 70-cent oil? :

A fairly obvious reason for buying
50-cent oil instead of 70-cent oil is
that it is cheaper. However, many
respondents may feel this is so
obvious that the person asking the
question wants a different kind of
answar. Thus, the question may fail
to produce valid responses.

In summary, the open-ended question is easy to ask but it has
several disadvantages; in particular, it produces data that are time-
consuming to analyze. Sometimes, & good procedure is to use an
open-ended question with a small number of respondents in order fo
find out what the range of alternatives is. Armed with this knowledge,
you may then be able to construct good muitiple-choice questions that
will be faster to administer and easier to analyze.

Two-Way Questions

The two-way question is just what it says—a question that permits
2 choosing one of two alternatives. Example 4 is a two-way guestion.

Exampla 4
\.':)1' .
Which do yqu prefer, the ABC typewriter or
the XYZ typewriter? (Check one)

ABC typewriter
XYZ typewriter

11
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An advantage is immediately apparent. Your respondent can merely
check one answer and go on to the next question. It is a relatively easy
type of question to develop and permits rapid analysis.

However, it also has disadvantages. First, two altegnatives might not
be enough for some types of questions..Second, there may be a tendency
for your respondents to choose an answer based on what is known as a
respcnse sef. That is, some people tend to choose the first answer they
see, while others may choose the last answer they see. A way of avoiding
this problem with the two-way question is to print half the questionnaires
with the question in the form shown in Examplé 4, and the other half
with the order of mention of the two typewriters reversed. Sometimes this
will make a difference and sometimes not, depending to a substantial
extent on the number of words in the alternatibes. However, it is a good -
precaution to take even with short alternatives like those used in
Example 4 on the preceding page.

Another common fault of the two-way question is the presentation
of altermatives that overlap (not mutually exclusive). Example 5 has
overlapping alternatives. -

Example 5 .
is the ABC tvpgéwriter a gobd typewriter, or
couid it be improved?

Good typewriter
Could be improved

While this question has more than one problem, it is apparent that it
is quite possible that the ABC typewriter is both a good typewriter and
could be improved. Almost anything can be improved. Thus, the second
choice ought to be extremely popular if your respondents think carefully
about it, without regard to the merits of the typewriter as such.

In summary, for some purposes the two-way question may be an
improvement over the open-ended question, in that it provides for faster
and more economical analysis of data, which means that data can be

~_ obtained from more respondents. However, it does require a bit more care

in its development. Further, it is also subject to some of the faults of
multiple-choice questions, as well as some peculiar ones of its own.

12
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Multiple-Choice Questions

This type of question has the vdvantage of being easily scored, which
means that data analysis is a relatively inexpensive process Jequiring no
special content expertise. It also requires considerably less time per
respondent answer than the open-ended question. Further, it does not
require respondents to work so hard to give you the information you
need, which means they are more likely to try to do what you want,

Perhaps an even more significant advantage is that it puts all persons
on the same footing when answering. That is, each person will be able to
consider the same range of alternatives when choosing his answer. On the
other hand, ' this may be a major disadvantage for the question maker,
because it requires him to know all the significant possible alternatives at
the time he formulates the question. '

One of the big problems with multiplechoice questions is being
certain that the answer you receive to your question is a real answer. This
statement may sound ridiculous, but the fact of the matter is that a very
deliberate and well thought-out respoise on a paper-and-pencil multiple-
choice test looks very similar to one that has received no thought at all.
That is, both have check marks, circles, blacked-out spaces, etc. How-

‘ever, there are a few things thay you can do to make it more likely

that the answers you get are well thought out.

As was noted in discussing the two-way question, people "have a
tendency when choosing answers to be influenced by “response set.”
With multiple-choice questions, for example, they tend to choose
answers from the middle of the list if the list consists of numbers, and
from either the top or the bottom of the list if the alternatives are
fairly lengthy expressions of ideas. A way to combat this for numbers is
to use different forms .of the ouestion with the alternatives in a
different order, for different paris of your sample.! ' For alternatives
presenting ideas rather than numbers, this same approach can be used,

in addition to keeping the number of words in each alternative small.

Another kind of error i ihe inclusion of an alternative that is
obviously very desirable. Example 6 contains an example of a socially
undesirable response.

! Where the number of respondents and/or questiuns is large, the added burden
during data reduction can often be handied by computer file editing routines which
“rearrange” the altematives for analysis. ’

13
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‘Example 6

What perc/:et’itage of the time were the
enemy targets:

\ .
\\ ~a. Exactly located and

fired at %
\\ b. Closely located and
‘\1 fired at %N
\ €. Location unknown but
fired at hoping to suppress

" the enemy

\

Alternative c, if the soldier respondent thinks carefully about it,
might be seen as implying a lower degree of skill in locating the enemy
than might be desirable. In thinking about the item, he might see that
he could check b instead, and still live with his conscience. Admittedly,
he did not see the enemy but he can be fairly well convinced that the
enemy was “closely located”—that is, he was not firing purely random
shots as alternative ¢ might imply. Thus, the pure social desirability of
the altematives ought to result in higher percentages reported for b, and
lower percentages for c.

. " Example 7 shows another form of this same problem. If a motor-
cyclist is asked this question, he almost certairly will choose protection as
a helmet’s most important characteristic.

Example 7

What do you consider the most important
characteristic of a good motorcycle helmet?

a. Comfort

b. Stability

¢. Attractive appearance
d. Protection

e. Weight

1]

However, if the test helmet must meet the same safety require-
- ments as.the standard helmet, the fact that protection is desired by the

14
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cyclist is irrelevant. The test helmet would be failed anyway in other

‘testing if its protection capabilities were not adequate. Asking the cyclist

this question, then, adds no new information, Indeed, it obscures

_pessibly important additionat factors that~would have —appeared as

second «hoices.

This gets back to the requirement for a-systems approach to the
asking of questions, and t6 the “‘So what?” you muist ask about your own
questions. In this particular case, the answer to “So what?” would be
“Nothing.” Either this question should not be asked, or it should be asked
in a way that will give information about what the motorcyclist considers
of next importance after protection. This can be done either by leaving
out “protection,” or by asking respondents to renk the alternatives.

 In summary, multiple-choice tests are easy to administer and fast to
score. They are especially useful for dealing with a large number of test
subjects. However, the questions and their alternatives must be worded
with very great care, or the information obtained from them may not be
valid. A particular requirement for multiple-choice items is that the ques-
tion writer must know the full range of significant alternatives. However,
he can help himself in that respect by asking a few subjects to respond to
open-ended questions in advance, and can give himself some insurance by
providing an open-ended altemative which can be handled in the data
analysis through special processing, as is shown in Example 8.

Example 8

How much education have you had?

a. Did not finish high school.
b. Finis:ed high school, but
no college.” ——

c. Some college, but did not
graduate.

d. Graduated from college,
but nothing beyond,

e. Some graduate work.
f. Other (please list)

15
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/Secﬂéiv ]
 FRAMING THE QUESTIONS

The general consid%ons discussed in the preceding two sections
should help in giving you an initial idea about the extent of the questions
you want to ask and the way you want to ask them. The question of
what information is needed should have been answered by the systems
examination of the requirement. This should have provided a compre-

‘hensive list of all the points on which information is required for the

decision that is going to be made. The brief consideration of question
types should have given you an idea of how you want to ask
your questions. . :

From this point on, the development of the questionnaire consists of
initial framing and review of questions, and pretesting.

The Initial Development of the Question

let us assume that you have selected a part.lcular isgue or element of .
information about which you now are going to frame a guestinn. Here are ‘
some cautions that can help you in writing questions.

1. Don't assume your respondent will know what you are talking about,

just because you do.
[ 4

Example 9, tak;en from Payne, illustrates this point.:;;
Example 9

Which do you prefer, dichotomous ot |
open questions? -

<
¢

The odds are that a fairly substantial number of people would not

be able to define these two question types for you. Nevertheless, if you

ask them the question in Example 9, they will be happy to choose. The
point 1s that people will not voluntzer their 1gnorance of something,
though they may admit it if you ask them.

16 | ) 21



However, this caution goes beyond ignorance of an issue. Another
problem is that the specialist wording the question may simply have an
unusual command of his own language. Scientific and bureaucratic jargon
has often been criticized. There are other kinds of jargon, too The
question asker has a responsibility to make himself understood. )

In  case you need to screen out individuals who do not have an
adequate basis for providing the information you need, one way to do
this is to include one or two pure information questions; then discard
guestionnaire retums frc.a respondents who cannot answer the informa-
tion questions correctly.

9. Don't leave yourself wondering: What did he mean by that answer?

Sometimes, a question can be worded so that it is impossible to
know what was meant by a given answer. Example 10 illustrates this. -

»

Example 10

in an automatic shift car, should you brake
w.th the left foor or the right foot?

Yes

No

If the student answers Yes, what would you say he meant? It is
unlikely that you would write a question with such obviously ambiguous
response alternative, but it does illustrate the problem.

3

3. Don't ask people to go against their basic inclinations.

This is a very vague statement and it applies to many things. An
example is that people generally are reluctant to criticize, though they
enjoy giving praise. (There are some exceptions to this rule, but it is
generally true.) Thus, a question that allows a respondent to avoid being
critical will bias answers. '

Similarly, a question that leads him to criticize, especially on funda-
mental issues, will bias responses because he will not wish to do so. _
Example 11 illustrates this.

17




Example 11

Were the actions of your group generally
correct and in accordance with the accepted
beliefs of your church?

Yes
No

it No, why not?

This question asks the respondent either to criticize the action of his
own group or to avoid being critical. Some hardy souls might answer No,
if they have an important point to make, feeling that the explanation can
put them back on good footing. However, a substantial number of others
will wash their hands of the whole affair and answer Yes, no matter how
they feel on the subject. .

4. Don't “‘lead.”

You have probably heard, several times, the expression, “People are
no d... good!"” The problem with this is that it simply is not true.
People generally are reasonably cooperative and like to help. If they can
figure out what you want, they will try to give it to-you. Example 12
contains two illustrations of leading.

Exampie 12

Do you think students are pretty highly
motivated in this class?

Yes
No

Do they take pretty good notes during
the instructor’s lectures?
Yes _
No

e ——

18 - 23



The impression one would be likely to receive from analysis of the
answers is that students are gererally highly motivated and appear to
take pretty good notes during the instructor’s lectures. (These questions

also suffer from aliowing respondents to avoid criticizing the situation,.

and of allowing them to make socially: desirable answers as well. This is
~ a problem that will be discussed later.) ’

[

5. Don't confuse ar lose the respondent.

The language you use in framing your question will have a lot to do
not only with the quality of the information your respondent gives you,
but also with how he feels about giving it. One of the easiest ways to
create a problem is to use a confusing question such as that given in
'xample 13 (taken from Payne). X

Example 13

Are you against not having prohibition on
. nonweek days, including Sunday and holidays?
Yes
No

This illustration might mean anything. However, it is not necessary
to use double negatives to confuse someone. It can be done more
simply, merely by using words he cannot understand, as shown in
Example 14.

Example 14

What countermeéswes should you take to*
preclude having an automobile accideat -
from a blowout? '

a. Witha heavy sedan

b. With a lighter compact
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Of course, this question has additional problems other than the fact
that “countermeasures” and “preclude™ are words that might not be

‘understood by everyone, One such problem is that a respondent who

knows all the words still may not know whether your emphasis is on
preventmg blowouts or preventing accidents after experiencing blowouts.
There is  a difference, and your data will be a mixture of both
interpretations if the question is not clear.

Example 15 shows how a respondent canbe asked for information he
may not be able to give. ;

e

Example 15

What special techniques did your supervisor
teach you to use with the following types
of office equipment? (List only actions not
now éovered by our company operating
manuals.)

a. Flexowriters
b. Duplicating machines
¢. Electrostatic cppiers

This particular source of trouble, as far as this point is concemed,
comes from the section in parentheses. While the intention of the question
writer is fairly strilightforward, he has virtually eliminated most respondents
because most, unlike the author of the question, are probably not familiar
enough with company operating manuals to know what is not included.

Of course, two other problems should be mentioned about this
particular item. First, the word ‘“actions™ is ambiguous. It has two
meanings, and it is difficult to know which one is correct in relation to
the sentence preceding it. Second, this is an open-ended question with a
vengeance. Given a motivated respondent in a highly innovative organiza-
tion, it is possible that an answer to this single question could take hours.
It clearly is a question that is more convenient for the writer—at the
expense of the respondent.

Finally, Example 16 shows that several different methods of con-
fusing the respondent can be combined in the same questicn. The first
problem is in the wording of the initial question.

20
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" on that line when this question w.

Example 16

- \
When engaging enemy targets, seen &' suspected, at ranges
from 0 to 50 meters and under extreme time pressure, wiiat
type of fire would you use?

{203} a. Semiautomatic . ___; automatic
(205) b. Carefully aimed ; quickly aimed using the
sights ; pointing type not using sights fired _
from the shoulder : pointing type underarm____ .
(200) c. Single rounds : 2.3 round bursts : 35 round "
bursts ____.; 5-10 round bursts : 20 round burst

‘hose effect : . i
(178) d. Fire at single targets : fire at groups of
personnel ; fire at the area

(186) e. Shoot first then take cover _. take cover then
shoot : wait for orders .

o

It is doubtfui th&t th~ average infantry soldier, when reading this,
would really have grasped al the conditions stated. |

This confusion might be reduced by rewording, perhaps in this way:

What type of fire would you use when engaging very close targets under
great time pressure?

-

The plan here is to make the question more understandable, and aiso to
break the very complex initial question into parts that can be handled
more easily. T

A second fault with_ Exampte. 16 is that it is not really clear that the
soldier is to respond to each line, In this example, the numbers at the left

of each line show how many answers were givén to all the possible choices
ds actually used. It is clear that while
almost everyone grasped the idea that he should answer more than one
time, not everyone answered the same number of times. However, it is not
certain whether some answered too many or some too few, or both.
Difficulties like this can be avoided by giving the respordent explicit

directions, and by making his job more simple than this question did.

2
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)
6 /Qcm 't make wmr quesuon.s tov long . .~
: v
This, and the preceding point, are-similar considerations when writing
questions. The more words a ‘question has and the bigger the:words are, -
the more’ confusing the question is likely to be. Example 17 mustrates .
this problem. . :
' i Example 17 _ i
s‘ i .
In the highly specializéd counterinsurgency
* environment represented by the basically
internecine affair in Vietnam, what would you
' say should represent the basic essence of our
ratjonale for continuation of our invoivement?
¢ ¢ a. Prolongation of attrition
of enemy forces, in order
to reduce the level of threat
to South Vietnam. —r. 8
b. Orderly transfer of military b
responsibility to the host
country, in order to pro- . . .
duce stabilized competency )
to deal with any future
internal disturbances.
¢ 4

Several things are wrong with this question. However, it is unlikely that
the average respondent would he bothgred by them, Thg massive words by
themselves very probably would convince a subject to stop readmgmt an early .
pomt He gr she might then choose an alternative by flipping an unbiased
coin. An even more attracfive choice might be just to go to the next item.

e . .

Worst of all, the respondent.probably will choose one alternative, but . -
not in an unbiased manner, so that your item not only will fail to obtain
valid information, but will obtain invalid information.

The following four “word” rules, adopted from Payne, provide a very
useful guidance:

® Does the word mean what you
intended?

<



e Does the word have any other
meanings?

e If so, does the context make the
intended meaning clear?

» Is a simpler word or phrase suggested
in the dictionary?

Perhaps a fifth word rule might be:

e Can you get along without it?

The point of this caution about choosing words is that it is ver;'; e;sy
to get incorrect information on a multiple-choice test by giving your
respondent a choice he cannot understand, Most people will cooperate.
They will choose anyway. o

When actually writing questions, you" should carefully screen each
question for words that might be unfamiliar to  ne respondents you intend
to use. Pretesting, which -will be discussed later, can also provide an
opportunity to look for difficult words. A good technique for pretesting is
to have the respondent read the question aloud to you and then tell you
what it means.' Any difficulties at all in the pretest should cause danger
signals to fly. : '

7. Don't use “All.American*’ or ‘giveaway " worrls.

This caution is related to the one just discussed. Example 18 shows
the use of two “dead giveaway" word: which would lead the careful
thinker to respond in the negative, and others, thinking less carefully, to
respond in the positive.

Example 18 ' ' .

Do you feel that your department did its
best in all aspacts of its work over the past
six months?

Yes ___ _#___,'
9 L No '

-
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One wonders if any group of employees can do their actual best, except
very rarely. The word all makes this an even more difficult question to
ar wer positivély. You probably have heard the expression: All statements
containing “all™ are false, including this one. ) "o

The effect of a question like that shown in Example 18 is that it ’
may separate one kind of thinker from another, without regard to the
kind of information you are trying to get.

-

- 8. Don't load your questions.

.Loading questions is a good deal like loading dice. Either way, you
can be pretty sure in advance what kind of result you are going to get.

'There are many different ways of loading questions. Of those given by

Payne, the following appear to be the most likely pitfalls for pres-
ent purposes.

a. -The ure of ste
most people would vo
shows a motherhood type ¢

reotypes. If motherhood and sin were on a ballut,
fe for

foulperovd, and against sin. Example 19

g 7§omme 19

Did you clean your weapon regularly in
Vietnam?

Yes
No

As you can see, this kind of question is not only loaded; it's very
much like leading, as illistrated in Example 12,

b. Recourse to the status quo. People have a substantial tendency to
keep things the way they  are, unless something is really wrong.
Example 20 shows a question that should have been worded in‘a different
way to avoid this problem.
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Example 20
Do you feel that the end-of-course test is
satisfactory as it is, or should it be changed?

a. Satisfactory as is
b. Should be changed

Answers to this question should be suspect merely on the basis of the
tendency people have to keep things the way: they are,

c. Unbala/nced alternatives. Example 215\shows loading of a different
type. In the/'first, part of this example, analysis of the available alternatives
leaves the impression that the writer of the question thinks that not all
libraries sW6uld have a complete reference room. Analysis of the alterna-
tives in the second part of the example leads to the certain conclusion
tnat the writer of the question believes there should be a copying machine
in the main library.

P

Example 21 :
/

Should every branch of the city public library
have a reference room with a stotk identical
- .10 the. main library? :

Yes
No
if No, tist those

branches that should

\
\

How many of the city’s tibraries should have
some kind of copying machine?

a. Main library only, —_—

b. Main library plus bianches
serving the central city.

¢. Main library and several

branches serving the suburbs.

. Main tibrary plus all branches.

25



This leads to the observation that any bias on the part of the
question writer himself just might be one source of loading. It turns out
that this is very often true, and most of the time is not recognized by the
writer at all. So a good check here is to ask yourself what you think, what
someone who disagrees with you would think, and whether your alterna-
tives would give him a good chance to present his views.

Pretestiny the Questionnaire
Even the most careful screening will not find every problem with all

questions. Pretesting thus is very important, to find those overlooked
problems that would reduce the validity of the information you will get.

‘However, iust qny pretest will not do. You must know how to pretesi

the items, and what to look for.

Perhaps of first importance, the pretest respondents sho'uld be
representative of your eventual target audience. That is, if a test is going
to be run using high school freshmen, you would not want to pretest

. Yyour questionnaire with a sample of universif¥f graduate students. Their

ability levels would be grossly different. Similarly, if your eventual
sample is to be apprentices in one of the trades, you would not want
to pretest with experienced journeymen whose experience levels would
be grossly differe)nt.

A second point is that the pretest—is more useful if it is conducted by

scmeone who knows the subject area. If the question writer himself, for -

example, conducts the pretest, using pretest respondents one at a time, he
can often obtain useful information by asking for the question to be read
and then explaineg. Misunderstandings become very apparent through
this process. . R

Another useful technique is to ask the respondent to explain what he
means by 2 choice, or to give his reason for the choice, even though these
questions will be not asked in the main administration of the question-
naire. These questions will frequently reveal incorrect assumptions and
possible rationales that the question writer never dreamed possible.

During pretesting cof the questionnaire, a high proportion of

respondents giving no answer or a ‘“‘don’t know” response should raise
danger flags. However, especially for a multiplecchoice question, a low

26
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rumber of “don’t know™ responses does not guarantee that the questions
are good, By recourse {o the methods mentioned in the preceding para-
graph, the pretester can come closer to guaranteeing that the questions
are good.

Pretesting may seem a waste of time, especially when the author may
have asked several people in his own office to critique the questions, or
perhaps even has asked a questionnaire specialist to critique it. However, it
will usually be an investment that is well worthwhile. It is crucial if the
decision that will result from the information is important.
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Section IV
A CHECK LIST

In the preceding Sections, we have talked first about the kind of
information you need to establish as a foundation before you start writing
questions, about the types ° questions among which you may choose,
and abcut the kinds of problems that may confront you as you develop
the questions for your questionnaire. The following check list may be of
use to you both as a review and as a way of refreshing your memory as
you actually work through the steps of developing a questionnaire
instrument.

The Foundation

1.

2,

Find out who needs the information.

Learn in specific terms what decisions are going to be made on

_ the basis of your information.

QOutline the facts that will be needed to make those decisions.
Identify respondents who have the information you need f

Use a procedure that will provide information of sufficient
reliability.

The Question Type

1.

Open-ended questions

a. Before using an open-ended question, see whether it can be
replaced with a multiple-choice question. (Sometimes it
cannot.) '

b. Before using an open-ended question, be certain that you
will have enough time to analyze the data.

-
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e}

Make a particularly strong effort to avoid open-ended ques-
tions when the respondent does not have education beyond
the eighth-grade level. (Some would have said high school

level.)

Two-way questions

Be certa;n that two alternatives are enough.

Try to use two forms of the question, in two different
questionnaires, with the order of appearance of the alterna-
tives reversed from one to the other. (This will counter any
tendency people may have to choose the first or last
answer they see.)

Be certain that the alternatives do not overlap.

Be certain that you will know what “was really meant” by
each answer.

Multipte-choice questions

a.

Check to be certain that you have thought of all reasonable
alternatives. (Cross check this during pretesting.)

If you are asking people to choose from a list of numbers,
be certain that “response set” tendencies to choose from
the middle of the list will not bias responses to your
question. (Consider using different forms of the question,
with alternatives in different order, for different parts of
your sample.) :

Similarly, if you have alternatives that are lengthy, make
sure the tendency to choose from the beginning or end of
the list dras not bias your answers. (Again, consider using
differcay forms, and keep the number of words in each
reoponse as low as possible.)

d. Be certain the item does not include an alternative that will

cverwhelm the other alternatives.
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C. ' Writing Questions
1. Initial development

a. Don't use terms or ask questions about topics that your
respondent will not know about._

b. Make sure that any answer the respondent makes will have
a clear meaning to you.

c¢. Don’t ask people to make undesirable choices.

d. Don't lead your respondents by wording the item so they
will know what you want.

e. Make the item and the choices short, and use simple words.

f. Make certain the item clearly specifies what you want the
respondent to do.

g. Don’t ask respondents to do several things in one item.
h. Don’t ask for several kinds of information in one item.
i. - Don’t use tricky wording, especially double negatives.

i. Don't ask for fine distinctions, unless you know they will
be meaningful to your _espondents.

k. Don’t word your question in such a way that the balance
of responses will unavoidably be in one direction (loading).

l.  Be sure your answers are worded so that someone who
disagrees with you can find an answer presenting his side of
the issue.

m. Screen your items for “All-American’’ words or “‘dead give-
away" words.

2. Pretesting

a. For pretesting, use subjects representative of your eventual

_target.
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b. Ask your respondent to provide both an answer and a
reason for the answer.

c. Ask whether there are other answers that could have been
— . given.

3. Onelastlook .

a. Reread each equestion, and apply the “so what criterion.
(Will this information really make a difference to the
decision maker?) ' : .

b. Re-examine each of the elements of information originally
identified as necessary, and be sure that there is at least
one question on each, and that the responses will provide a
clear basis for that part of the decision.

Read the questionnaire as a whole to check that:

e

(1) The flow of items as a whole will not confuse the
respondent. .

(2) The flow of items as a whole will not tip him off as )
to what answer you think is correct.

Using this check list and the thoughts contained in the preceding
sections will not guarantee a successful questionnaire or a sucecessful test.
Hewever, it is hoped that they will make the job a little faster, or a little
easier, and a little better. .
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