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literature on the design of mail survey questionnaires indicated that
seven categories were most essential in influencing responsé rate and
quality of responses to mail questionnaires: (1) general appearance;
(2) instructions; (3) choice of items; (4) order of items; (5) item
format; (6) choice of response options; and (7) wording. A survey
instrument based on the literature review was formulated. Six authors
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‘ Seeking Consensus én Empirical Characteristics of Effective Mail
Questionnaires: A First Step

Introduction

Mail surveys are used frequertly, particularly in higher education institutions (Fuqua,
Hartman, & Brown, 1982).1 According to Babbie (1973), "survey research is probably the
best known and most widely-used research method in the social sciences today. . . . To
some éxtent, everyone it the United States at least has beén affected by surveys" (p. i).
While +he research instrument is only one component of the ovérall research endeavor, in
mail farveys the questionnaire takes on added importance. The potential respondent
encaiinters 1tm isolation, with no interviewer, present to encourage the respondent to
participate of to provide explanations. The individual must be motivated ‘té'complete the
questionnaire, and the questionnaire must be designed to facilitate the respondent's
pro\ndmgvahd responses. "The task required of respondents must appear to be easy and

_ attrertive, . . . Anything [respondents] particularly dislike about the layout, wording, or
emphasis ptﬁthc_: questions may deter them (Hoinville, 1978, p. 127)." Anderson, Berdie.

and Niebuhr (1986) concur, noting that "poorly constructed formats [(the physical

-arrangemenit of questions on the page)] influence not only response rates but also the

quality of responises obtained” (p. 23).
ives of Current Eff

Qm‘dgl?ng_g for the novice. A common occurrence for those who have reputations as
knowledgeable, experienced, and/or successful survey.researchers is to be approached by
novice questionraire-designers ard asked for some general guidelines for developing
questionnaires or to review a tentative survey instrument and provide feedback. Survey
research litérature includes a number of works that describe various authors' systems of

“survey design that include the construction of the instrument itself, sampling

o . . - . L e
considerations, choosing questions, Cover letters, follow up procedures, etc. Frequently,
ainhpr's'rééomendaﬁops seem to directed toward questionnaires in general, but upon
closer reading it can be determined that they (the authors) are focusing on questionnaires

-used in telephone or face-to-face interviews rather than pape.-and-pencil instruments

1Fuqua, D.R., Hartman, B.W., & Brown, D.F. (1982). Survey research in higher
education. Research in Higher Education, 17(1), 69-80.
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.completed by: the respondent himself/herself and returned through the mail. Also in the
li;cramfg isa plqthota' of studies dealing with various effects (e.g., on response rate, on
completeness of resporises, on turnaround time) of alternative forms of one or more
elements of qﬂesﬁbnﬁaiR‘dcsigh (€.g., structured choice versus open-ended responses,
‘variation's-in length, manifold style versus booklet style).

It might be difficult, however, to identify a simple checklist of widely agreed upon
characteristics of good mail questioninaires that woiild be helpful to the novice The total
system coricépt seems to be too restrictive for this purpose: -not only do the suggestions ;
-offered represent just a'single point of view, but the guidelines may be so specific that they s
are difficul: to. gengral_i_‘z_e, to a situation other than that for which they are illustrated. The ?

‘problem wnhjoumal-typc fecommerdations is that they are likély to be too narrow in scope

for the piirpose described: Oné objective of the present study is to develop a simple
checklist of desirable characteristics of mail quéstionnaires (a) that reflects some degree of
consensus among experts in siirvey research, and (b) that can be used as a general guide by
novice questiorinaire designers. ‘ :

Rescarch tool. There are numerous examples in the literature of inconsistencies in
findings related to survey research. ‘Many explanations have been-offéered for these
apparent discrepancies, including basic differences in the studies with regard to such
factors as the survey population-and subject matter of the questionnaire. Another source of
uncontrollec variation that may affect dependent measures is the quality of the survey
instrument itself, but no accepfable measure of this quality curently exists. If such a g
measure were available, it might be useful in'interpreting the contradictory findings of
ostensibly co‘mpai‘able studies. A second objective of the present study is to take a first
step in developing an objective measure of the quality of a mail questionnaire.

Method

Significant journal and book sources that provide general guidelines for designing mail
questionnaires were identified through an investigation of current books in print and ERIC
listings. Those sources containing-guidelines only for other survey techniques (e.g.,
telephone or face-to-face interviews) were not included unless it could be determined that




the recomimended procedures were equally applicable for mail surveys. The final list of
sources is attached.

“The specific recommendations from'ezch of these books or articles were listed and
categonzed. Only those characteristics which-were deemed desirable by several of the
authors were retained; those characteristics mentioned by only a few authors and those

-about which' there. was dxsagreqment were excluded from the list. The remaining list of

desirable characteristics was-edited to exclude redundaricies and re-categorized

'indepéndémly“b“y- the two guthots. The authors then compared and discussed their

rcspecnve lists, ulumately produging the 83 items and seven categories contained in the
1nstmment. Throughout their discussions.the authors recognized that there was more than

.one way in which items cpuld be categorized, and that the categorization of items and the

labels selected were somewhat aibitrary. An examination of a copy of the instrument
(which is-attached), showing the categories-and iterns, should help clarify the conceptual
basis for the categories.

The final grouping of items resulted in seven categories requiring varying numbers of
responses. The categories and their respective numbers of items (responses) are as
follows:

General Appearance 14
Instructions 8
Choice of Items 8
Order of Items 15
Item Format 16
Choice of Response Options 10
Wording. 12

Once the characteristics had been selected, it was apparer that some might be more
important than others. It was decided to first determine whic:. characteristics should be
included-(the focus of this study), then to focus on the relative importance of each
characteristic. The respondents were asked to indicate, for each item, the extent to which

the characteristic- would be recommended for mail survey questionnaires using the

following ratings: ALL (recommended for all mail questionnaires); SOME (recommended
for some but not all mail questionnaires); or NONE (not recommended for mail
questionnaires). There was space following each section under a heading of "other" for the
respondents to add other characteristics that they thought should have been included in that

section.
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The quéstionnaire was photocopied and-assembled in booklet format (7" by 8-1/2")

_-using two sheets of ivory colored, legal-sized:paper that were printed on both sides,

folded,; collated, and saddle-stitched. The front page served as a cover and the last (or

- eighth) page was reserved for comments. Ideatical directionis for responding to the items

were placed at the top of edch of the six inside pages.

It was considered important that the participants in this study be knowledgeable and .
expeﬁenced5i.1‘sui'vey research and represént various résear h environments. Six authors
of books on:survey rescarch (from the attached bibliography) were invited to participate.
Thelr pubhcanons contained guideliries for the total development of mail questionnaires

\ :(1gelud;ng-‘wg1'd1ng, order, and format or layout) and were not- specific to a particular
research emphasis (acadeinia; public opinion polls, marketing research). Six experienced

practitioners of survey research were selected frorh the m_embershig of the American
Educational Research Association's (AERA's) Special Interest Group on Survey Research
in'Education on the basis of their activities in the group and on their survey research

‘backgrouind.

Deétailed background information was provided by ten of the eleven individuals who
participated‘in the study. In addition to the five who were authors of books on survey
metl]odolbgy, each of the remaining six had made formal presentations on issues of survey
research methodology at national professional conferences. -Each of the five authors is in a
leadership position inan organization which has a focus on survey research. Four of the
other participants are employed in postsezondary institutions in units that focus on research
and/or evaluation. o

The ten v2ho supplied background information had a: iassed a total of 172 years of
experience in survey research, with individual experience varying from 7 to 40 years
(median = 15.5 years). All-ten had carried out surveys in 1988 and most considered it a

typical year. These researchers had conducted from 1 to 30 surveys themselves, as well as

providing consultation on others. The résearch focus and the target population varied both
within and across individuals. The major types of surveys were described as public

opinion, needs assessmént, program evaluation/effectiveness, and institutional, consumer,
and attitude studies. Target groups enumerated included the following: the general public;

program participants; students; alumni; consumers; client groups; various occupational

4




groups, iﬁcluding,p'rofessionals (e.g., judges, lawyers); and groups of employees within
‘organizations(e.g., supervisors; managers).

A copy of the instrument, an explanatory. cover letter, and a pre-stamped reply
envelope, were mailed ‘to each of twelve experienced survey researchers who are well
Xnown in the field and/or who have been active members of AERA's SIG on Survey
Research in Education. One follow-up reminder which included ariother cepy of the
instruhent was mailéd to eachof the‘ndnresp()ndents approximately one month after the
‘initial mailing, Only one of the twelve potential pamolpants in this phase of the study did
not respond, for a response rate of 92 pcrcent

Results

'Ih’e characteristics included in the questionnaire consisted of those that were endorsed
by at least several authors of the survey research literature examined, $o it is not surprising
‘that most of the 913 possible responses (83 iiems X 11 respondents) were either in the
ALL or SOME category (61 percent and 33 percent, fespectively). Only 4 percent of
responses fell in the NONE category, and 2 percent were:left blank.

Response tendencies differed from one individual to another. On the two extremes,
one person selected the ALL category for 86 percent of the characteristics, while another
selected ALL for only 41 percent of the characteristics. The median number of times a
‘respondent choose the ALL category was 51 times, or for 61 percent of the characteristics.
‘The median for responses in the SOME category was 33 percent. Responses in the NONE
category ranged from 0 to 12 percent across individuals, with the median being 4 percent.

The individuals responding to the survey were five authors of books on survey
research and six experienced practitioners of survey research, so it was deemed inadvisable
to make statistical comparisons in response pattemns between the two groups.




Qnﬁmngm Based on the hand-written comments of the respondents and/or their
failure to respond, sevéral items were believed to have been confusing to at least some of
the respondents; Tablp 1 lists.these iteris and the response distributions for each. These
items are excluded from subsequent analyses.

haracteristi riewhat limited application. Despite the overwhelming tendency of
fesponderits to indicate that the characteristics listed were applicable to at least somé mail
surveys, 2 or more of the 11 respondents felt that 7 of the characteristics should not apply
to any. mail'S;g'véy (See Table 2).

%M}}Mhmm Tables;3 through 11 summarize the opinions of
the experts surveyed onthe characteristics presented (excluding those in Table-1). The

tables appear in order of decreasing applicability of the chamcthsqcs to all mail
questionniiires. That is, Table 3 contains those items that all of the experts felt should be
characteristics of all mail sirveys, while Table 11 lists characteristics that less than 30
percent of the responding experts judged to be desirable for all mail surveys.

Discussion

In terms of the original objectives of the study, the results were disappointing. Upon
reflection, however, they were not surprising. The reluctance of this grono of experts to
indicate ’thnat any but the most fundamental of characteristics were applicable to all mail
surveys underscores the oft-stated principle that questionnaires be tailored to the particuler
population being surveyed. This is an especially compelling point in this study, since only
those characteristics for which there was @neral agreement (or at least lack of

.disagreement) among the authors considered were extracted from the literature,

Many of the hand-written comments contained qualifiers.or described exceptions to
particular practices. More importantly, these hand-written comments pointed out that the
characteristics presented in the questionnaire are of varying importance to the likelihood of
success of a mail survey. This supports the view--as the authors had proposed in the cover
letter--that at least one more step is necessary in order to establish the relative importance of
‘each of these characteristics to the probable success of a mail survey.




Unfortunately, this study also reveals a lack of @ substantial "core” of characteristics

‘that aré essential 0 all mail questionnaires. Recall that the authors' ultimate goals for the
long-term effort; of which this study was conceived to be an initial step, were to develop
-(a).alist of wideiy-agreed-upon chafacteristics that.can be used as a checklist for novice

questionnaire designers, and‘(b)-an evaluation form that can be used as a means of
comparing the quality of instruments across research studies. The outcome of the present
study suggests that at least two different.approaches could be conisidered as the possible
next step. :

BNMMNEMLMM One genexal approach would be to pare down the

existing list to include only those characteristics that apply to all successful mail
questionnaires ‘fhis would require revising the-wording of many items and eliminating
others alfogether. The advantage of this approach would be the broad applicability of the

tesulting list, The disadvantage is that the resulting list might contain too many items like

those in Table-3, with which virtually nobody would disagree, but which, by themselves,
offer very little guidance for the novice.

Narrow the focus. Another approach would be to try to address relevant factors that
are inherent in the SOME‘rgsponscs and to develop several different lists of characteristics,
perhaps, based on certain attributes of the target population; purpose and topic of the
survey; etc. Depending on how specifically one might define his/her frame of reference, it
might then be possible--in addition to making a lengthier, more situation-specific list of
desirable qﬁcstioma;ire characteristics--to broaden the scope of the list to cover other
observable aspects of the survey methodology (e.g., cover letter, stamp, original and reply
envelopes). The disadvantage of such an approach is the concomitant decrease in
generalizability of the characteristics so identified and the resultant increase in the likelihood

that a checklist or evaluation instrument would not be available for a given application.

Mahd,angm After a revised list is devised (using either of the approaches above), its
quality and'appropriateness could be tested using an approach similar to that used in the
present study (i.e., relying on.a panel of experts to establish face validity). A less direct,
more overtly empirical approach might entail identifying instruments that had been used in
survey efforts with varying de;zrees of success. A determination could then be made about




‘how consistent the quality of the instruments (and possibly associated materials) used in

these survays=-as reflected in the tentative list of desirablé characteristics—-is with the
gauged success of the survey endeavor. Such an approach would require that a researcher
operationalize the concept of "success,” which is apt to vary depending on such factors as
the population, thé topic or objectives of the questionnaire, and the resources used.

Survey research is certainly not a "clean" discipline; in fact, it is probably not a
discipline at all. Mail questionnaires are used for a multitude of very different purposes and

"are targeted to populations that can vary widely on almost any dimension one might name,

Perhaps it is unreasonable, therefore, to expect that there might be some underlying

“truths"--beyond those that are very cbvious--which apply to all good mail surveys. This
heterogeneity of purpose and of target population may mean that attempts to establish such

global truths are likely to be fruitless. The authors would argue, nevertheless, that the
effort to establish guidelines and rating tools should not be abandoned; they might perhaps

be re-directed. The question should become "At what level of specificity (in terms of

purpose and target population) should ‘standards' be establishéd for mail questionnaires?"

_The abundance of mail surveys that increasingly seem to flood the mail--and the

astoundingly poor quality of some of them--suggest that a definite need exists to improve
and/or assess (for purposes of comparison) the quality of the instruments used. Hopefully,
the present study has shed some light on how this might be accomplished.




Bibliography

Alwin, D.F. (1982). Survey design and analysis: current issues. Beverly Hills: Sage.
Babbie, E.R. (1973). ,Symmmh_rmm Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing
Co.

Belson, W.A. (1981). The design and understanding of survey questions. Gower.

Berd1c, D.R:, Anderson, J.F., & Niebuhr, M.A. (1986). Questionnaires: design and use
(2nd ed.). Metuchen N. J Scarccrow Press, Inc.

Bradbum, N.M., Sudman, S., & Associates. (1979). ]_mm_qu’gg_in;crvigw method and
i i ign; nse eff i ions in survey research., San

-Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Converse,J M., & Presser, S. (1986). Survey questions; * ggggfpng the standardized
gug_sgg_nnmm ‘Beverly Hills: Sage.

Co’\;crfl 8R W. (1984) A checkhst for developing questionnaires. Evaluation News, 5(3),
4

Dillman, D.A. (1978). Mmla d telephone surveys: the total d;sxgn method. New York:
John Wiley & Sons.

Erdos, P.L. (1970). Professional mail surveys. New York: McGraw-Hill.

Fink, A., & Kosecoff, J. (1985). How to conduct surveys: a step-by-ste p guide.
Beverly Hills: Sage

Fowler, F.J. (1984). Survey research methods. Beverly Hiiis: Sage.

Hoinville, R.J., & Associates. (1978). Ma&hm London: Heinemann
Educanonal Books.

Labaw, P. (1982). Advanced questionnaire design. Cambridge, MA: Abt Books.

Lockhart D.E. (Ed.). (1984). Making effective use of mailed quesnonnalres New
for Program Evaluation (No. 21). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
(Especially the following chapters: Improving Mailed Questionnaire Design, by
Seymour Sudman & Norman Bradburn; and The Importance of Adhering to Details of
the Total Design Method (TDM) for Mail Surveys, by Don A. Dillman, Joye J. Dillman,
and Carole J. Makela.)

Moser, C.A., & Kalton, G. (1972). Survey methods in social investigation. New Yo. .

Basic Bocks Inc.

Nixon, J.E. (1954). The mechanics of questionnaire construction. Journal of Educational

Research, 67(7), 481-487.

Oppenheim, A.N. (1966). Questionnaire design and attitude measurement. New York:
Basic-Books, Inc.

11



RSN

IV

Payne, S.L. (1951 ) Ihe_angf_as__g_qugsm Princeton, NJ: Princeton University

Press.

Rossi, P.H., Wright; J.D., & Anderson, A.B. (Eds.). (1983) Handbook of survey
mmh New-York. Acadcmxc Press.

Schuman, H., & Presser, S. (1981). Questions and answers in attitude surveys:
:xmmmmmmm_q_dl_wmﬁ&n

wordin New York: Academic Press.

Sudman, S., & Bradbum, N.M. (1982). Asking questions: a practical guide to
ign. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

19
12




R BT e 7 PR s 24Pt |
LTI TR NPT

e

Table 1. Questionnaire Ttems That Were Probably Confusing to Experts

Surveyed

No. Who = ‘Of Those Responding
Did Not % % %
Respond - ALL SOME NONE Characteristic
3 25% 50% 25% | A.10. The back page does not contain items
. but may be used for comments.

2 67% 33% 0% | C.1. The respondent is capable of providing
the answers (i.e., s/he has the
information).

2 67% 22% 11% | C3. One item does not provide the answer
to another item.

2 44% 44% 11% | E.7. For closed-end items, rcsponse options
arc precoded.

2 67% 33% 0% | E.14c. For checklists, column headings are
presented horizontally.

Notes:

Potential confusion about the meaning of an item was based on the frequency
and nature of hand-written comments.

These items are excluded from the tables that follow.
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Table 2. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which More Than 15% 6f
Responding Experts Indicated Should Not Apply to Mail Surveys

‘No. Who  "Of. Those Responding

Characteristic

Did- Not % % %

~Rcsvpp_d » ALL SOME NOI}IE
0 36% 45% 18%
1 0% 70% 30%
Q0 36% 45% 18%
0 45% 36% 18%
0 45% 27% 271%
0 36% 45% 18%
0 27% 45% 27%

~C5.d. For items used for skip/filter/screen

purposes, items pertaining to only some of
the respondents are indented beneath the
filter question.

D.3. Open-ended items appear last.

D.7.c. -Within a topic/content arca, the
items progress from least objectionable to
most objectionable.

F-2 If necessary, ecither sublettering (e.g.,
«w, 4b, 4c) or numbering by sections (i.e.,
starting each section with item 1) is used to
limii ‘the apparent number of items.

E.5. If an item stem requires two or more
lines, the second and subsequent lines are
indented.

E.14.a. For checklists, if long, a line is
skipped after every three to six items.

G.3.j. [Instrument does not contain] the
word "questionnaire” or "checklist" in
heading or text.

12




Table 3. Characteristicss of Mail Questionnaires Which 100% cf Responding
Expents Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

No. Who  Of Those Responding
Pt Did Not % % % :
i Respond ALL SOME. NONE Characteristic

0 1002 0% 0% A.5. Printing does not bleed through
paper.

0 100%2 0% 0% A.6. Type is clear and legible.

0 100% 0% 0% | B.3.a. [Instructions] specify when to put a
check mark and when to write in a
response.

0 100% 0% 0% E.11. There is adequate space for
responding.

0 100% 0% 0% E.14b For checklists, column headings are

carried over from one page to another.

0 100% 0% 0% F.l.g. Response options are appropriate for
the item.
0 1002 0% 0% G.l. The choice of words is appropriate to

the literacy level of the survey population.

0 100% 0% 0% G.3.d. [Items do not contain] double
negatives . . . and/or response options.




Table 4. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which 90%-99% of Responding
: Experts Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

No. Who  -Of Those Responding
Did Not. % % %
Respond. . . ALL ‘SOME NONE : Characteristic

0 91% 9% 0% A2. Instrument looks easy to complete.

0 91% 9% 0% A.11. Appreciation for completing the
. form is expressed.

90% 10% B.3.b. [Instructions] indicate whether
multiple responses are allowed.

91% 9% C.4. All items are essential and relevant to
the purposes of the “survey.

91% 9% C.5.b. Instructions [for skip/filter/screen
items] are few and simple.

91% 9% . E.3. Each item and its response options are
on the same page.

91% 9% E.9. Response options are close to the item
stem.

91% 9% F.1.b. Recsponse options are mutually
exclusive.

91% F.1.d. Response options do not contain more
than one alternative that could be correct
unless multiple responses are allowed.




Table 5. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which 80%-89% of Responding
Experts Indicated Should Apply to Ali Mail Surveys

No.Who  Of Those Responding

Respond  ALL SOME NONE  Characterisiic

Did Not % % %
0 82% 18% 0%
J 82% 18% 0%
0 82% 18% 0%
0’ 82% 18% 0%
0  82% 18% 0%
0 82% 18% 0%
0 82% 18% 0%
0 82% 18% 0%
0 82% 18% 0%

A.3. Margins are adequate; instrument
doesn't " look crowded.

A9.a. The front page (or cover) contains
the study/instrument title, prominently
displayed.

é.z. Instructions are brief.

B.6. If items appear on both sides of the
page, an indication is given that the
instrument continues on the reverse side
(e.g., "please turn over").

C.5.c. [For items used for skip/filte-/screen
purposes,] instructions appear immediately
after the response options.

D.1.d. The initial i.2ms are nonthreatening.

F.l.a. Response options exhaust all
possibilities or inciude "other,”
"undccided." or "neutral" category.

G.3.b. [There are no] "loaded" items (that
use emotionally colored words).

G.3.c. [There are no items that contain an}
assumption of an existing state of affairs
(e.g., "Do you still. . .").

15
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Table 6. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which 70%-79% of Responding
Expérts Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

No.Who  Of Those Responding

Did Not % % %o
Respond  ALL SOME NONE = = = =  Characteristic
0 73% 18% 9% | A.9.c. The front page (or cover) contains
| the name of the sponsor.
0 73% 27% 0% .| B.S. The tone of the directions is polite
(c.g., "please"). :
0 73% 27% 0% | C2. Each item seeks just one piece of
information.
0 73% 27% 0% | D.l.a. The initial items are clearly
. connected to the stated purpose of the
survey. )
0 73% 27% 0% | D.1.b. The initial items are applicable to all -
mcmbers of the survey population. :
0 73% 27% 0% | D.l.e. The initial items are interesting.
0 3% 27% 0% D.8. Items that require recall are organized
by logical time sequence.
0 73% 271% 0% F.1.f. Response options are bricf.




' Table 7. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which 60%-69% of Responding
; ' Experts Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

s No.Who  Of Those Responding
~ 'Did Not %D, B P
Lo Respond ALL - SOME NONE _ ____Characteristic

o 1 60% 40% 0% | A.l. The title of the study/questionnaire is
AT - likely- to appeal to the survey population.

0 64% 36% 0% A.7. Size and style of type used for

headings is consistent throughout the
instrument. Consistency is also evident for
items and -response options.

0 64% 27% 9% | B.1. General instructions that apply to the
entire instrument are provided at the
beginning of the instrument. *

N N T Y N G
DRI PO e TR D

el

0 64% 271% 9% C.S.a. The use of [skip/filter/screen items]
. is justified.

L e R

0 64% 27% 9% D.4. Classification or demographic
information is solicited at the end of the
instrument unless needed for screcning
purposes.

0 64% 36% 0% D.6. Items with similar content arc grouped
) together; within each content group, items
7o with the same response format are
presented together.

23 e

0 64% 36% 0% E.8. Response options are arranged
: . vertically (or in columns if several

N consecutive items use the same response
options).

0 64% 36% 0% E.10. The space for responding to items is
on the same side of the page throughout
the instrument.

0 64% 36% 0% | F.2b. Items with Likert-type responsc
y options use a- baianced scale.

0 64% 36% 0% G.3.a. ([Items do not contain] jargon,
: . tcchnical terms, or uncommon
abbreviations.
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Table 8. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which 50%-59% of Responding
Experts Indicated- Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

—_—

No: Who ”QﬁIMmLBQmmmmg
Did'Not %

Characteristic

Respond  ALL SOME NONE

0 55%
0 55%
1 50%
1 50%
0 55%
0 55%

% %
45% 0%
45% 0%
50% 0%
50% 0%
45% 0%
45% 0%

D.l.c. The initial items are easy.

D.7.b. Within a topic/content area, the
items progress from most familiar to least

familiar.

E.13.  When ranking, the number of items

to be ranked is limited (e.g., three best and
three worst).

G.2. Both sides of an issue (or neither side)
are included in the item stem.

G.3.e. [Instrument does not contain]
negatively worded items coupled with
agree/disagree response format.

G.3.g. [Items do not contain] "giveaway"
words (e.g., "all").
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Table 9. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which 40%-49% of Responding
Experts' Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

No: Who ~ 'Of Those R gsn‘gnding

Did Not % % %

Respond ~ ALL SOME NONE
0 45% 45% 9%
0 45% 55% 0%
0 45% 45% 9%
0 45% 55% 0%
1 40% 50% 10%
0 . 45% 45% 9%
0 45%  55% 0%
0 45% 36% 18%
0 45% 27% 27%
0 45% 55% 0%
0 45% S5% 0%
0 45% 55% 0%
0 45% 45% 9%

Characteristic

A4, Paper is white or light-colored with
dark  ink.

A.8. There are not too many variations in
size and style of .type.

A.9.b, The front page (or cover) contains
general directions.

A9.d. The front page (or cover) contains
the address of the sponsor.

B.3.c. Instrucuons provide guidance for

expected length of open-ended responses.

B.4. Instructions are visually different
from the body of the instrument (e.g., in
size and/or style of type).

E.1. ltems are numbered with Arabic
numerals.

E.Z. If necessary, either sublettering (c.g.,
4a, 4b, 4c) or numbering by sections (i.e.,
starting each section with item 1) is used to
limit the apparent number of items.

E.5. If an item stem requires two or more
lines, the second and subsequent lines are
indented.

E.6. The respondent is asked to circle or
underline responses already presented
rather than write them on a blank.

E.12. Open-ended items are used sparingly.

F.2.a. Items with Likert-type response
options have an appropriately labeled
midpoint.

G.3.. ([Items do not contain] vague
terminoclogy (e.g., "the country,"” "just,"
“fair," uyouu). ;
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wable 10. Chiaracteristics- of Mail Questionnaires Which 30%-39% of
Respording Experts Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

‘No. Who

_Characteristic

Did Not
Respond
9y —
5
:
0
¢
©
z .,
By
L3
i
5 n
%, v
¥
5
¥
? 0
w
.Cl
g 0
v
5
%
3 .
3
2 0
:
0
;
: 0

% % %
__ALL SOME NONE
36% 45% 18%
36% 55% 9%
36% 55% 9%
36% 45% 18%
36% 55% 9%
36% 45%- 18%
36% 64% 0%
36% 55% 9%

C.5.d. For items used for skip/filter/screen
purposes, items pertaining to only some of
the respondents -are -indented beneath the
filter question.

D.2. If there are any sensitive or difficult
items, they appear in the middle or necar

the ¢nd of the instrument, but not at the

very end.

"D.5. If reference is made to a previous item,

that itera appears on the same page or on
the facing page.

D.7.c. Within a topic/content area, the
items progress from least objectionable to
most objectionable.

E.4. Statements or questions, rather than
phrases, are used in collecting
demographic information (e.g., "How old
were you on your last birthday?" instead of
"Agc").

E.14.a. For checklists, if long, a line is
skipped after cvery three to six items.

F.l.e. Response options include both sides
of issue in question.

.G.3.f. [Items do not contain] qualifying

clauses, especially at end of stem

1
H
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Table 11. Characteristics of Mail Questionnaires Which Less Than 30% of
Responding Experts Indicated Should Apply to All Mail Surveys

No. Who

Q[ Il N B‘ - It

Did Not % % %
1 0% .70% 30%

0 27% 64% 9%

1 10% 80% 10%

0 9% 91% 0%

0 18% 82% 0%

0 18% 73% 9%

0 27%

45%

27%

Characteristic

D.3. Open-énded items appcar last.

D.7.a. Within a topic/content arca, the
items progress from general to specific.

D.7.d. Within a topic/content area, the
items progress from objective to subjective.

F.l.c. Include a "don't know" option.

F.3. Scnsitive information (e.g., age,
salary) is collected using ranges for
response options.

G.3.h. [Items do not contain] inexact words
or phrases (e.g., "any,"” "most," "scveral,"
"usually," "often,” "rcgularly,” "much the
same").

G.3,j. [Instrument does not contain] the
word "questionnaire" or "checklist" in
heading or text.
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- Note: The questionnaire is reduced in size for inclusion in this paper. '
3 DESIRABLE CHARACTERISTICS
P COMMENTS: ,

o | OF MAIL QUESTIONNAIRES

INSTRUCTIONS: Listed on the following ;'mges are some generally agreed upon
characteristics of effective mail questionnaires. Please indicate the relative importance of
cack characteristic for mail survey questionnaires by circling your response to the right of
the item on the following basis: :

N ALL = recommended for gll mail survey questionnaires ;
SONE = recommended for some but not all mail surveys
NONR = not recommended

; Space is provided at the end of each section for you to add any questionnaire |
H characteristics whick are not listed but which you think should he in:luded in a list of |
B characteristics recommended for gll mail survey questionnaires.

SR

SHELDON B. CLARK
Osk Ridge Associated Universities

JUDITH A. BOSER

Thank you for sharing yeur experience and expertise with us in this research. The Uaiversity of Tennessce

Plcase return to Judy Boser, The University of Tennessee, 212 Claxton, Knoxville, TN 37996, )
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questionnaire is reduced in size for inclusion in this paper.

. rum Wc UM relative importance of each clwndmmc for mail swvey question- Please indicate the relative importance of eack characteristic for mml Swvey question-
| naives by drclu YOI response to the right of the item on ke following basis: naires by circling your response to the right of tAe item on the following basis:
. ALlL'= rmufwnwmq questionnaires ALL = recommended for gl mail survey qucu_lonmbn
3 - wacrmhl[w:mmmaumdlmm SOME = recommended for some but aot all mail srveys
i NONB » ual noommdd ’ NONE = not recommended
7’(‘\ - Py ~ . -~ - -
[ 4 . B. Instructions
£~ 7 A Geiefal Apatarance '
5 ; 1. Genenlinstrctions that apply to the entire instrument are :
ﬁ{ 1. muueddnmdylgmlauninkllkely\olnml tothe provided at the beginning of the instr ALL SOME NONE N
& survey’ population ALL  SOME NONE 2. Instructions are beief.... ALL SOME NONE :
1 .
i3 2 Instevinent looks euytooom;-m ALL SOME NONE 3. 1 ions are clear: 3
L 3, Margins sre adeq\me; instrument dow}'t look crowded.....cruvsmisecns ALL SOME NONE s They specify when to put a check mark and whento k
- -4, <Paper is white or light-colored With dark 1nK......omuueusssmeencs — .. AL SOME NONE write in a resp . ALL SOME NONE
- & ;Prjnuu does nat bléed through paper. ALL SOME NONE b, They indicate whether muitiple resp are allowed ALL SOME NONE
6. Type is clear and leg . . ALL SOME NONE ¢ Theyprovide guidance for cxpeciod kength of open-ended
L. N resp ; . ALL SOME NONE
7. :Sizeand nyle of type usod for headings is consisternt ; o
B throudlom lmmnent. Comklmcy is also évident 4. Instructions are visuslly different from the body of the
- N for itemis and respor P ALL SOMIE NONE instrument (e.g., in size andfor style of type). AlL SOME NONE
Y =y 8., There arc not 100 many variations in size and style of tyPe...eweenrn ALL SOME NONE 5. ‘The tone of the ditections 1§ Polite (6.8., “PIEASE.mrmr.eemrrsm cersmsrrnens ALL SOME NONE
A /9. The front pege (or cover) contains: 6. 1fitems appear on both sides of the page, an indication is given 3
P - R that the instrument continucs on the reverss side 3
o s, the swdyfins  title, prominently displayed AlL  SOME NONE (c.g., "please turn over™) ALL SOME NONE ;
iILox : ' ] . -
F, b g P\dlr‘ : . ALL SOME NONE Other s
v c. the name of the sponsor. ALL SOME NONE ‘
p ' d. the addeess of ithe sponsor. ALL  SOME NONE o
f:‘ . 10. ‘The back page does siot contain items but may be used for comments....... ALL SOME" NONE C. Cholce of Hems - !1
3 . X d b
: H "PP“’““““‘ for completing the inst is expr ALL  SOME NONE 1. The respondent is capable of providing the answers (.., she )
nod has the information) ALL SOME NONE ;w
Onher: 2. Each item seeks just one piece of informatl ALL SOME NONE : }‘
3.  One item does not provide the to another item ALL SOME NONE 5
All items sre essertial and relevant to the purposcs of the survey........... ALL  SOME NONE 1
For items used for skip/filicr/screen purposcs: 5
a.  The use of this type is justified ALL SOME NONE ?
b, Instructions are few and simp! ALL SOME NONE :
. tastuctions appeas immediately after the 1esponse OplioNS..m.nn ALL  SOME NONE : 4
d  Items pertaining to only some of the respondents are ’
indented beneath the filter question ALL SOME NONE '




'Ni‘?'t"': The questionnaire is reduced in size for inclusion in this paper.

rlweukaethenhm:m o!mcludwaxm:c[orm.unqqumm- Please indicate the relative importance of each characteristic for mail survey question-
naires by circling your response (0 the right of 1he item on the following basis: naires by circling yowr response 10 theright of 1he item on the following basis: K
Auarmifwl[mlmqwmc ALL x recommended for gl mail swvey questionnsires #
) mkarmkl[wmwmmm:wnp SOMB:rmM[wmwnacammm :
- -.  NONE = mrmmmdcd NONE = not recommended J.
’ . E. Jtem Format :
‘D: Order of Items - s
T 1. lItems are munbered with Arabic numeral ALL SOME NONE -t
1. The initial items are: 2. Ifnccessary, cither subletiering (c.g., 48, 4, 4¢) of numbering .
s . i by sections (ie., starting each section with liem 1) is used 1o St
& clearly connected 10 the stated purpose of the surVeY. .nwivome.. ALL  SOME NONE limit the apparent number of items. ALL  SOME NONE -
b.  applicsble 10 all members of the survey population......eeeceeees - ALL SOME NONE 3. Each item and iis response options sre on the same page ... o ALL SOME NONE :
c easy AL SOME NONE 4. Sutcments or questions, rather than phrases, are used in N
2 IONi: collecting demographic information (c.g., "How old
ft nonthreatening.... AL SOME NONE were you on your last birthdsy?® instesd of "Age’). AL, SOME NONE
" interesting ALL  SOME NONE 5. Ifanitemstem requires two or mare lincs, the second and :
2 Hm«emmymnvcordnlrcuknnm they appear in the subsequent lines are indented. ALL  SOME NONE :
middle o near the end of the instrument, but nct 3t the very ed.......... ALL  SOME NONE 6. The is asked 1o circle of underline res alread .
3. 'Open-ended items sppear last.. ALL.  SOME NONE presented rather than write them on 8 blank ALL SOME NONE -q
4. Clasification or demographic in!’omuuonusohawd atthe 7. For closed-end items, response options are precoded AL,  SOME NONE ﬂ
) end of the instrument unless for ing purp AlWL  SOME NONE R are gedv Hy(crinc l ifseveral :
S. Unfamcehn-detolprevmiwn that item sppears on the consccutive items use the same resp P AL,  SOME NONE :
sxme page o on the facing pege - ALL  SOME NONE 9. Response ogtions are close 10 the item stem ALL SOME NONE :
s m‘m:“ il the meeesvonst tatm et 10. The space for respanding W items I onthe same side of the
presented -together.: . ALL SOME NONE page throughout the in eent. ALL SOME NONE :
7. Within & topickontent area, the items progress from: 11. There is sdequate space for responding, ALL  SOME NONE ;
‘:, a jeral to spe<ific AL  SOME"NONE 12. Opea-ended iteme are used sparingly. ALL SOME NONE ;
Y * ]
‘ - . . 13. When ranking, the number of items 10 be ranked Is limited i
: b.  most familiar to least familiar. AlL  SOME NONE (8. three best and three worst) AlL SOME NONE E
: ‘ e least obj’egtiomblc 10 most obj AlL  SOME NONE 14. For checklists . 3
& objectlvé to mbjective ALL  SOME NONE . a  If fong. a line is skipped after every three 10 8iX {emsS...ow. ALL  SOME NONE "
8. ltemsihat reéquire recall are arganized by logical lime 26qUENCe. o ALL. SOME NONE b.  Column headings are carvied over from one page 10 470MT o ALL  SOME NONE .
Other: ¢ Column headings are presented HOGZONUIY oe.corrcmcee e ALL SOME NONE .
Other:
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Other:

a

e,

RS

-afe mutaslly exclusive,,

'
2. lems with Likest-type response options:

b.

3. Sensitive information (c.§., 3g¢, salary) is collected vsing
fanges for fesp options

o A m e Ne Sar Sab s Sp o moe oo IZaN

 for ol mail survey questionnaires :
SWB:erwmumdlmlwm
mm:mrwmi_ui .

‘ Pmmmnmmdtxkchwamfwmlwquuﬂm-
Aeires by circling your response 1o the right of the item on the following basis:
ALL x recommended.

-1. Rosponse options:

exkhaust all possibilities of include "other,” "undecided,”

or- "neutral™ category.

include a "don't know" opti

do not contain more than one alternative that ceuld be comedt
unlcss multiple responses arc allowed,

include both sides of Issuc in question.

arc brief-.

are appropeiste or the item

have an appropriately labeled mid
usc a balanced scalc: =

AlL

EE

ALL

E

AlL

AlLL

SOME NONE
SOME NONE
SOME NONE

SOME NONE
SOME NONE
SOME NONE
SOME NONI

SOME NONE
SOME NONE

SOME NONE

The questionnaire is reduced in size for inclusion in this paper.

Please indicate the relative importanc of each charaderistic for mail swvey question.-
naires by circling - yowr response 1o the right of the item on the following basis:
ALL = recommended for glil mail swvey questionnaires
SOME = rm(dfarmbutmdlmalmcp

NONE ROt ¥
G. Wordine
1. The choice of words is appropeiate to the literacy level of the
sur:ty populstion. ALL SOME NONE
2. Bothsides cl an Issue (or neither side) are included in the iiem stam....... ALL  SOME NONE
3. ltmmshplc.dhea.mdmbxgm They do nct contain
inslances of any of the following pitfalls:
Jargon, technical terms, or uncommon abbrevistions........mene.. ALL - SOME NONE
“Loaded" items (that use emotionaily colored WOrds).mreveermrrrovom ALL SOME NONE
& Assumption of an existing statc of afTeirs
(cg., "Do you still..."). ALL SOME NONE
d  Double ricgatives in liems andfor "cIpORSE OPLONS.ecerermemcses o ALL SOME NONE
e Negatively worded items caupled with -grecAisagree
p format AlL, SOME NONE
f.  Qualifying clauscs, especially at end of Scme e ALL SOME NONE
g "Givcaway” words (e.g., "2ll") ALL SOME NONE
h.  Incxact v.ords or phrases (e g., "any,” "most,” several,”
“ususlly,” "often,” “regulasly,” "much the samc”)....wrveeromeereen. ALL  SOME NONE
i.  Vague tenminology (8., the country,” “just,” “fair,”
“you") ALL SOME NONE
J-  The word "questionnaire” or "checklist™ in heading or text............ ALL  SOME NONE

Other:

(Please continue o page 8)
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