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Communication in Surveys:

Examining Cognitive Effects in Survey Research

Chafles T. Salmon
Ellen Mrja
Polly Carroll

School of Journalism and Mass Communication
University of Minnesota

Abstract

Panel studies lave fraquently been used in mass communication
research. While th2se studies allow researchers to draw inferencés
about mqés cdmmunication'effects over time, they also tend to
sensitize respondents to the issue under study.

This paper investigates panel effects by examining the survey
interview as a medium of communication. Unlike other models of survey
research which have conceptualized the interview as an "upward flow"
oflcommunicatibn, the present approach investigates the flow of
information from interviewer to respondent to other members of the
sbcial network in a "downward" two-step.flow. | |

The findings demonstrate that significant knowledge gain and

diffusion effects can occur in and contaminate panel studies.



Communication in Surveys:

Examining Cognitive Effects in Survey Research

As Peter Miller and Charles Cannell (1973) have observed, the
method of survey research and the substantivé_interest of
communication have long enjoyed a symbiotic relatignship. Many
advances in one area have simultaneously led to ad;ances in the
other. Further, Miller and Cannell note, the‘survey itself provides
an interesting focus for inquiry in communication (see also Atkin &
Chaffee, 1970).

Traditionally, survey research has been viewed as a one-way
form of communication from consumer to producer, from constituent to
elected official in an "upward flow" (Davidsqn, 1972). Yet,lin
interviewing a respondent, an interviewer also imparés information‘
in & "downward" flow. This information is contained inofilter
questions, explanatory material or‘options inwclbsed-ended
qu?stion85 From such material, a respondent might be presented with
an issue he or';he had never encountered before,.o; given opti&ns‘he
or she had never considered before.

This flow of information is a particularly important
consideration to com@unica;ion researchers using panel stué&es.
Panel studies were originally designed for studies of mass
‘cormunication processes (Lazarsfeld, Berelson & Gaudet, 1944;
Berelson, Lazarsfeld & McPhee, 1954j and:have been increasingly used
since the 1950's to measuré longer~twur™ mass communicatiop effects.
The problem of communication flow in panel studies is that the Time
1l inteérview can sensitize respondents to a particulaf issue, thereby

affecting Time 2 measurements (Chaffee & McLeod, léég). Studies



" the person has an ambiguous opinion about the topic and if the topic

s

investigating péhel effects are of increasing importance as some
social scieutists (e.g., O'Neill, 1979) advocate greateg use of
contextual informetion in questionnaires. Their argument is that by
Providing more background information on an issue in the interview
questlons, respondents will be more likely to supply a valid
response because they will be aware of the ramifications of the
issue. While such an approach may lead to greater validity, it also
increases the threat of issue sensitization by providing more
information to the respondent in the course of the interview.

Time 1 effects of panel studies on behavior are #ellqucumented
(Clausen, 1968; Kraut & McConahay, 1973). Summarizing these
sStudies, people who have been interviewed in prefeleceion éurveys
tend to vote in‘greater proportion than those persons not
interviewed. éomehow, although the actual mechanism is unclear, the
survey ié%erview'promptg respondents to wvote in electiens.

A study on the effects of surveys on attitudes has also been
conducted (Bridge, et. al., 1977). Here the researchers found that
interviewing may change a person's attitudes if the person sees
himself as not having suffieient information about the topic or if

. ) .
is seen as important.

Bridge, et. al., ascribed this interview effect to'tue factors:
(1) the respondent's desire to maximize self-esteem and (2) the
respondent's cesire to seem competent. Thus, if a respondent felt
that he or she had done poorly or seemed incompetent in answerlng
survey questions, he or she "might become more sensitive to
Pertinent 1nformat10n which can be used to form opinions that could °

be expressed in future 1nterview—like gituations™ (p 62).

2 34



This paper investigates cognitive effects of survey research by'
considering the survey interview as a medium of communicatior.. The
search for cognitive effects is consistent with curreht trend; in
communication research which are based on the notion that what.
people learn from communicative activity is a more rewarding topic
for media effects research than attitudinal or behavioral variables
(Clarke & Kline, 1974). "

L,In light of previous findings and the above discussion,vthe
following hypotheses were developed for testing:
1. People can gain 1nformatlon about an issue as a

result of being sensitized by the survey interview.

2. Information obtained in a survey diffuses to those
not interviewed but living in close propinquity to
those interviewed.

The first hypothesis addresses the issue of explicit \
- . ¢ \
information dissemination via the medium of survey research. To

what extent do respondents learn aboﬁt an issue as a reéult of being

asked about the iséue? By (1) providing information in filter
questions and explandatory material at{?1me 1 and (2) testing for

,—
Knowledge 1n the second wave of the panel, it is possible to assess

2

the extent of respondents’ learnlng from an interview.

The second hypothesis deals with a topic which has been o;
interest to communlcation researchers for decades: the diffusion of
1nformat10n from a gource throughout a SOCIal system (e.g., Katz and
Lazarsfeld, 1955; Deutschmann and Danielson, 1960; Greenberg, 1964;

~Rogerz & Shoemaker, 1971; Chaffee, 1975).\Considering the survey

interview as a medium of communication, iteis likely that there is a

"two-step flow" of information from interviewer to fespondent to
ool P
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other members,bf'the.social networi. As the sufvey interview is
often an‘unusual event for most persons, it will likely become the
topic of éonvé?satidn with others, and these conversations will
pgrmit‘furthef dissemination of tHe informatiqn contained in éﬁ%““"”

survey instrument.

Methodology

The Sample

To test these hypotheses, a small-scale field experiment was
designed to simulate an attitude survey in a small, homogeqeous;
social system. 1In this field experiment, roughly half 6f the
inhabitants were interviewed initially, and everyone was interviewed
fwo weeks later. 1In selecting the social system for the study it
was important to find a setting which‘was both conducive to'
interpersonal communication and one in which a survey would be

~

highly visible.

IS

After much deliberation, a college dormitory at a small, -
private, religious Minnesota college was selected for'the»study
site. Although in the past, studies of college séudents“ﬁave been
criticized for their lack of external validity, it is important to

note that findings of this study are not to be generalized from

. students to general members of the public, but from one social

system to another. An this particular case, the social system is

characterizgd by ciose linkages among and‘homogeneity of its
rééidents: subjects lived in the same housing unit, were all
virtually the same age, of the sgme religion, and were, in general,
quite similar.

Eighty-one students were divided into three groups for this

o /
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study.’ Fifty-three of -these students lived in one dorm (the
: exper1menta1 soc1a1 setting) while the other 28-1ived in the control
dorm on a different part of campus. Of the 53 students 1n the
experimental condition, 27 were 1nvolvea in the p;nel and were
interviewed at Time 1 and Time 2, while 26 studenFs were interviewed
only:at,Time 2. | ,

In the firs;fwave of the panel, which also constituted the
tzeatment,:personaliinﬁerViews were cqpducted in the experimental
dorm on randomly(;elected floors with one respondent in_each room.
Rll subJects could not be randomly ass1gned, however, since when
only one person was in the room at the time of the 1nterv1ew that
lstudent was implicitly self-selected. When there were two or more
students in a room, one was randomly selected and the other(s) asked
to leave for the duretion of the interview. .

In this initial ereatmenp-interview, respondents were asked

questions about nuclear waste disposal in a format similar to

typical attitude Surveys, and were not told that a follow-up

interview would be conducted. The topic of the survey was selected

because it was generally seen as 1mportant but ambiquous, conditions
whlch, according to Bridge, et. al., might_have some impact

on respondents' orientation towards the topic.

The Time 1l Questionnaire

Three geries of queséions were constructed in which a filter
question firse asked respondents whether er not they were familiar
with a topic, then supplied contextual information about that topic
in the subsequent queetion.' These three tandems, placed in

~different parts of the questijonnaire, were designed to (1) create an

5
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informatiBn need for respondents who, by the.sfindings of previoué
S ,. :

studies, wish to seem competent and maximize self-esteem.during an )

interview, .and (2) meet that information need by supplying

information in the @olldw~up question: -

n

I a. Have you heard or read about any plans to store or
dispose of nucliyr waste? (if YES, which ones?)

b. I'm going to read you a list of some of the ways that
have been suggested for storing nuclear waste. For
each one, please tell me on a scale of one to five ...
what you think of the following ways of storing nuclear’
waste: : o

I

Storing it under the Antarctic ice cap
burying it underground or in a salt mine
storing it under the sea

‘ ¢ rocketing it into outerspace

[
- L

I a. The state of Minnesota is being considered as a prime
Storage area for the nation's futurge- nuclear wastes.
Have you heard anything about this possibility?
(1f YES what have you heard?, -

b. The Lake Superior region, inciuding northern Minnesota,
Wisconsin, and part of Michigan, is seen as one of the .
pPrime disposal areas far nuclear waste because of the
layers of granite there. Granite will absorb the
waste. On a scale of one to five, are you in favor of
or opposed to this idea? . .

L
»

-2 .

IIT a. Do you know whether there are any nuclear Power plants
in Minnesota? (if YES, how many?) N

b. The three nuclear power plants that operate now in
Minnesota .... b

k8]
Eecause respondents want to seem competent in answering
. 3 3 . , .
questions on topics which are perceived as important, the first

\

3 . N . ° S .
question of each tandem should arouse an information need in
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respandents, particularly if they feel they have done poorly in

P

answering the question. Thus, respondents should be sensitized to
: < -\

the- second question, which meets their ihfdrmetion-need. In

employing these tandem:s, it was pcssible to borp 1ssess 'initial

information levels in :he filter question and dlsSemlnate

¢
© e .
o’

1nformat1on .in the next.

g

The Time 2 Interview

. TWOo weeks later, the.second wave of interviews took place. At

this time, students in the original treatment-interview group (E;)

' were reéinterviewed, while students not interviewed the first time

but living on the same floor (E2) and etudents in a eeperate control
dorm (C) were interviewed for the first time. Students in this
control group were virtually identical in terms of age, sex and
academic major to those in Ey; students in the E; group differed
demographically, probably'becéhse of the self-selection problem
mentioned earlier. Questions in this wave of interviews were
des1gned only to test for knowledge\on the topic of nuclear waste
d1sposa1 not to simul.aqeously test for and d1ssem1nate'
information. ; ‘

An index was cons:ructed to measure knowledge at Time 2. 1In
this index, respondent: were given one point if they could
accurately explain why Minnesota had been selected.as a potential
waste dispdsal site. They were also given points (from 1 to 4) fpr
correctly naming methods of nuclear waste disposal. F1nally, '

respondents were given two po1nts if they knew’ exactly how many e

nuclear power plants there were in Minnesota or one point if they

could approximate reasonably. Th1s resulted in a total pOSSlble

7 1y
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L 4 .
"~ . Results and Discusgion - ..

. . . )

Knowledge gain - . ' o T ' -

- .By const-ucting the knowledg~ index,'it was-ststle to measufe
the extent to wh1ch respondents learned about nuclear waste d1sposal
as a consequence of being 1nterv1ewed. Table 1 ind1cates that the

subjects in Ey, those who received the treatment-interview, knew

DN )

significantly more about the-1ssue on the subsequent “test' thaQ did
subjects in the control -dorm. The average scpre for El group :
members on this test was 3.48 as opposed to 1. 21 for control group
members. Since the in1t1al knowledge levels of both grOups were
virtually 1dent1cal (1.22 for E; and 1l.21 for C), and since all '
knowledge tested’ for was supplied fn{the treatment-interview, this

comparison provides strong evidence for a cognitive component of

interview effect and the first hypothesis.

 Diffusion o .

Since the treatment interview was conducted using about half of
 the students on a floor, diffusion of 1nformat1on about the
treatment-interv1ew could be measured by 1nterv1ew1ng the remaining
students on the second wave of interviewing. Because of the
inability to completely use random assignment, this latter group,
E,, was different from either Ej or C in that 1t had fewer social
and natural science majors, but more bus1ness majors, This might
have affected some of the compar150ns, since business majors
pPresumably would be less familiar with the social implications and

engineering difficulties of nuclear waste disposal than-might social

or natural science majors.

8 1i o
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The findings demonstrate strong evidence of a d1ffus1on effect
and strong support for the second hypothes1s. The'subJects'in Ez
who reported that.they talked-to a membgr of the treatment group

after the initial treatment-interview (27% reported this) knew more
e

about the top1c on the sSubsequent test than di¥ the Ez subjects who

.
said they did not talk to sSomeone in the treatment-1nterview gpoup

(knowledge scorés were 3.14 and 1.37; respectively) ’ In'other
words, the survey-communication stimulated further interpersonal

commun1cat1on about the subject of the survey and information

d1ffused in a 'two-step flow' from 1nterviewer to%respondent to

friend- of respondent. ' :~ - \\. o

\

. : : ' %
Just as.interesting from a methodological perspectiive are

-Subjects' self-reports of the nature and extent of_their\'

conversations about the survey. Wh1le 68 percent. of the subJects in

the inxt1a1 treatment- intervied group saﬂl’they talked -to someone on

< 1

the floor about the survez after the treatment—lnterv1ew, only 40

percent said they talked to someone on the floor about nuclear

, wer. In this small, homogenOus community in-which surveys were
Power

funusual events", the’ medium was ac‘ tually the messﬁge.
LN

Yet another 1nteresting of fshoot of these findings is tgat

—while a majority of treatment~interview (El) group members said that

they talked to someone on the floor about the survey, only a small

r

: percentage of E, members said thar they talked to someone in the

treatment-intecrview group. Three possible explanations can account

Afor this apparent d1screpancy- (1) E, members forgot they talked to

someone in the treatment group, (2) treatment-group members talked °

Primarily among?themselves about their shared experience, or -(3)



they were more interested in the togic, more prpular in generél, or
simply around the dorm more often than others. All three
explanations are likely to have occured to some degree; although the
experience pf the interviewers suggests that the second actuallx did
oceur. whe&Einterviewers left eac floor, students were commonly
grouped in one room talking about the survey, and mos*: ef the people

on, the floor at the time were members of the treatment—1nterv1ew

group.

Conclusion

2

This study has examined cognitive effects of Fanel studies from
a communications perspeétive, focusing on informatién'gain and
diffusion of information to others in the same social system.‘ The
findings show strong support for the presence of panel effect,
in general, and cognitive effects, specifically. It is not entirely
clear, b&wever, whether these cognitive effects can be attributed to
the survey interview alone or whether the survey interview prompted
the subjects to seek information from the environment after the
interview. In either case, the 1nterv1ew acts as the stimulus for
information seek1ng, either in the follow-up questions or after the
"interview is o&Er. .

These fiﬁdings have the greatest relevance for researchers
using panel designs testing for changes in awareness ormknowlege of
an igsue. Interviewing can ‘and does sensitize respondenté to the
issue under question. And, this effect'is not restricted to
respondents‘%lOne, but can be d1ffused to others who have not been
intervieﬁed Further, the find1ngs of this study have 1mpl1cat1ons
..1n the design of interview schedules. Currently, two approaches are®
o »

19
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used in attitude surveys. The first is to use "questions in a
vacuum® in which respondents are asked a single question on & single
issue and their responses recorded. The other approach is to supply
more contextual material for the respondent in the belief that it
will allow a r2spondent to fully vaderstand the g'1estion he or she
is about to answer (O'Neill, 1979). Although the latter approach is
likely to ensure more valid responses, it will also likely have a
greater cognitive effect on the respondent, who is now supplied with
information with which he or she might préviously have been unaware
of.

In terms of diffusion effect, the findings raise some validity
questions for survey researchers. To the extent that news of the
survey diffuses through a social system, respondents interviewed
late in the field work may have already heard about the survey and
have had a chance to prepare answers or give more thought to their
Lesponses than would respondents who were interviewed earlier,

Finally, whilé the findings of this study cannot be generalized
to every interview situation they demonstrate that at some level of
proximity and homogereity of respondents, these effects can occur.
"Further reseﬁr:h will Se needed to determine at wi:at levels these

effects are mitigated.
s

G 4
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Notes

The authors are Doctoral Candidates in the School of Journalism and
Mass Communication at the University of Minnesota. They would like
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