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Design and Evaluation
of Survey Questions

The quality of data from a survey depends on the size and representativeness
of the sample from which data are collected; the techniques used for collecting
the data; the quality of the interviewing, if interviewers are used; and the extent
to which the questions are good measures. Methodologists have a concept that
they call total survey design (e.g., Groves, 1989). By that, they refer to the
perspective of looking at all sources of error, not just a single source, when
making survey design decisions. The quality of data from a survey is no better
than the worst aspect of the methodology.

When Sudman and Bradburn (1974) looked at sources of error in surveys,
they concluded that perhaps the major source of error in survey estimates was
the design of survey questions. When Fowler and Mangione (1990) looked at
strategies for reducing interviewer effects on data, they, too, concluded that
question design was one of the most important roads to minimizing interviewer
effects on data. Moreover, whereas the design of surveys often involves im-
portant trade-offs, improving the design and evaluation of survey questions is
one of the least expensive components of the survey process. Compared with
significantly increasing the size of a sample, or even the efforts required to
improve response rates significantly, improving questions is very cost-effec-
tive. Thus, from the perspective of total survey design, investing in the design
and evaluation of questions is a best buy, one of the endeavors that is most
likely to yield resuits in the form of better, more error-free data.
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B What Is a Good Question?

A good question is one that produces answers that are reliable and valid
measures of something we want to describe. Reliability is used here in the
classic psychometric sense of the extent to which answers are consistent: When
the state of what is being described is consistent, the answers are consistent as
well (Nunnally, 1978). Validiry, in turn, is the extent to which answers corre-
spond to some hypothetical “true value” of what we are trying to describe or
measure (Cronbach & Meehl, 1955).

There are five basic characteristics of questions and answers that are fun-
damental to a good measurement process.

1. Questions need to be consistently understood.

2. Questions need to be consistently administered or communicated to respon-
dents.

3. What constitutes an adequate answer should be consistently communicated.

4. Unless measuring knowledge is the goal of the question, all respondents should
have access to the information needed to answer the question accurately.

5. Respondents must be willing to provide the answers called for in the question.

A critical part of the science of survey research is the empirical evaluation
of survey questions. Like measurement in all sciences, the quality of measure-
ment in survey research varies. Good science entails attempting to minimize
error and taking steps to measure the remaining error so that we know how
good our data are and we can continue to improve our methods.

There are two types of question evaluation: those aimed at evaluating how
well questions meet the five standards above, which can be thought of as pro-
cess standards, and those aimed at assessing the validity of answers that result.
In order to assess the extent to which questions meet process standards, we can
take a number of possible steps. These include (a) focus group discussions; (b)
cognitive interviews, in which people’s comprehension of questions and how
they go about answering questions is probed and evaluated; and (c) field pre-
tests under realistic conditions. Each of these activities has strengths and limi-
tations in terms of the kinds of information they provide about questions. How-
ever, in the past decade there has been growing appreciation of the importance
of evaluating questions before using themina research project, and a great deal
has been learned about how to use these techniques to provide systematic in-
formation about questions.

I begin this chapter by describing what we know about how to design sur-
vey questions. The discussion is separated by whether the focus ison measuring
objective facts or subjective states of respondents, such as knowledge, opin-
ions, or feelings. The latter part of the chapter is devoted to the objective evalu-
ation of survey questions. My overall goal in this chapter is to describe how to
design survey questions that will be good measures.
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B Question Objectives

One of the hardest tasks for methodologists is to induce researchers, people
who want to collect data, to define their objectives. The difference between a
question objective and the question itself is a critical distinction. The objective
defines the kind of information that is needed. Designing the particular ques-
tion or questions to achieve the objective is an entirely different step. In fact,
this chapter is basically about the process of going from a question objective
to a set of words, a question, the answers to which will achieve that objective.

Sometimes the distance between the objective and the question is short:

Objective: Age
Possible Example 1: How old were you on your last birthday?

Possible Example 1a: On what date were you born?

The answer to either of these questions probably will meet this question objec-
tive most of the time. An ambiguity might be whether age is required to the
exact year, or whether broad categories, or a rounded number, will suffice.
Example 1 produces more ages rounded to 0 or 5. Example 1a may be less
sensitive to answer than Example 1 for some people, because it does not require
that the respondent explicitly state an age. There also may be some difference
between the questions in how likely people are to err in their answers, due to
recall or miscalculations. However, the relationship between the objective and
the information asked for in the questions is close, and the two questions yield
similar results.

Objective: Income

Possible Example 2: How much money do you make per month on your current
job?

Possible Example 2a: How much money did you make in the last 12 months from
paid jobs?

Possible Example 2b: What was the total income for you, and all family members
living with you in your home, from jobs and from other sources during the last
calendar year?

First, it should be noted that there are imperfections in each of these three
questions. However, the key point is that each of the questions is a possible
approach to meeting the objective as stated, but the results will be very differ-
ent. Obviously, current salary or wage rate might be the best measure of the
quality or status of the job a person holds. However, if the purpose of measuring
income is to find out about the resources available to the person, income for
the past year might be a more relevant and appropriate measure. Even more
appropriate, because people tend to share in and benefit from income from
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other family members, the total family income from all people and all sources
might have the most to do with how “well-off” the person is.

A good question objective has to be more specific than simply “income.”
More broadly, a question objective can be defined only within the context of
an analysis plan, a clear view of how the information will be used to meet a set
of overall research objectives. Measuring income is actually a way of measur-
ing social status, resources, or quality of employment. It is necessary to be
explicit about the question objective in order to choose a question.

It is good practice to produce a detailed list of question objectives and an
analysis plan that outlines how the data will be used. An example of such a
document is presented in Table 12.1. Let us now turn to some of the specific
challenges for designing questions that meet research objectives.

B Questions to Gather Factual Data

U Definition of Concepts and Terms

One basic part of having people accurately report factual or objective in-
formation is ensuring that all respondents have the same understanding of what
is to be reported, so that the researcher is sure that the same definitions have
been used across all respondents. This is one of the most difficult tasks for the
designer of survey questions, and failure to do it properly is a major source of
error in survey research.

For example, respondents were asked how many days in the past week they
had any butter to eat. Many people use the terms butter and margarine inter-
changeably, so respondents were inconsistent in whether they included or ex-
cluded margarine when they answered the question. When the question was
rewritten to exclude margarine explicitly, 20% fewer people said they had had
any “butter” to eat at all in the past week than was the case when the term was
left undefined (Fowler, 1992).

There are two basic approaches to ensuring consistent understanding of
terms:

1. The researcher can provide complete definitions so that all or most of the
ambiguities about what is called for are resolved.

2. The respondents can be asked to provide all the information needed so that the
researcher can properly classify events for them. In other words, rather than
trying to communicate complex definitions to all respondents, if respondents
report adequate information, the researcher can consistently apply complex
criteria for counting during the coding or analysis phase of the project.

Certainly the most common way to write survey questions that are com-
monly understood is to build needed definitions into the questions.
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Table 12.1 Example of an Outline of Survey Content and Question Objectives

Purpose of survey: Study correlates of use of medical care.

We think medical care is likely to be a function of the following:

Fiscal resources to afford medical care
Need for medical care

Access to medical care

Perception of value medical care

Within each of these categories, measurement objectives include the following:

Fiscal resources relevant to medical care:
Annual family income past year (all sources)
Liquid assets (savings, bank accounts)
Health insurance

Need for medical care:

Chronic health conditions that might require care

Onset of acute illness

Injuries

Age/gender (to match with appropriate routine tests and exams)
Access to medical care:

Regular provider or not
Perceived proximity of provider
Perceived ease of access
Perceived financial barriers

Perception of value of medical care:

When not ill (checkups, screenings, and the like)
For chronic conditions (not life threatening)
For acute conditions (self-limiting)

Use of medical care:

Visits to doctors

Other medical services (not M.D.)
Emergency room use
Hospitalizations

Example 3: In the past week, how many days did you eat any butter?

Problem: There are two potential ambiguities in this question. First, it has already
been noted that whether the term butter includes margarine or not is ambiguous.
Second, sometimes it has been found that the phrase the past week is ambiguous.
It could mean the 7 days preceding the date of the interview, but it also could mean
the most recent period stretching from Monday through Sunday (or Sunday
through Saturday).

Possible solution 3a: In the past 7 days, not counting any margarine you may
have eaten, how many days did you eat any butter?
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Comment: The reworded question reduces ambiguity both about whether to
include or exclude margarine and about the period that is to be covered.

Sometimes, the definitional problems are too complicated to be solved by
simply changing a few words or adding a parenthetical phrase.

Example 4: What is your income?

Problem: As discussed above, there are numerous issues about how to calculate
income. Among them are whether income is current or for some period of time in
the past, whether it is only income earned from salaries and wages or includes
income from other sources, and whether it is only the person’s own income that
is at issue or includes income of others in which the respondent might share.

Example 4a: Next we need to get an estimate of the total income for you and
tamily members living with you during 1996. When you calculate income, we
would like you to include what you and other tamily members living with you
made from jobs and also any income that you or other family members may have
had from other sources, such as rents, welfare payments, social security, pensions,
or even interest from stocks, bonds, or savings. So, including income from all
sources, before deductions for taxes, for you and for tamily members living with
you, how much was your total family income in 19967

Comment: This is a very complicated definition, but it is necessary because what
the researcher wants to measure is a very complicated concept. However, even
this complex definition avoids, or fails to address, some important issues. For
example, what does the respondent do if household composition at the time of the
interview is different from how it was during the reference period?

When the rules for counting events are quite complex, providing a com-
prehensive, complex definition probably is not the ri ght answer. At the extreme,
respondents may end up more confused and the results may actually be worse
than if definitions were not provided. A different approach is probably needed.

One approach is to add some extra questions to cover commonly omitted
kinds of events. For example, in response to the general question about visits
to doctors, it has been found that receiving advice over the telephone from a
physician, seeing nurses or assistants who work for a physician, and receiving
services from physicians who are not always thought of as “medical doctors”
(such as psychiatrists) often are left out. One solution is to ask a general ques-
tion, and then ask some follow-up questions:

Example 5a: Other than the visits to doctors that you just mentioned, how many
times in the past 12 months have you gotten medical advice from a physician over
the telephone?

Example 5b: Other than what you’ve already mentioned, how many times in the
past 12 months have you gotten medical services from a psychiatrist?







