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Questions and Answers in Surveys
Keywords: Survey questions, Factual Questions, Attitudinal Questions
“Ask a silly question”
“Ask a silly question and you will get a silly answer”. We all know that saying but in survey research it is
a lot easier to ask a silly question than you might expect.
The following elements will often be involved in the design of a question to be included in a survey
questionnaire:
Open-ended and closed question
Single response or multiple responses required
Factual questions
Attitude or opinion questions
Filter/screener questions to control routing
Questions that do not need to be asked
Mode effects on questions
Throughout the process of designing a question the researcher needs to bear in mind the cognitive
processes that will be involved when a respondent tries to answer it. These are often summarised as
“Comprehension – Retrieval – Judgement – Reporting”.
1.
Firstly the respondent needs to understand the question in the same way as the researcher,
2.
then s/he needs to find the relevant information in their memory,
3.
and often that material will need to be processed or evaluated in some way to relate it to the
question
4.
before finally an answer is communicated and recorded. (Groves et al. 2004)
There is no perfect solution to the design problems because what works well for some respondents will
probably prove to be confusing for others, but questionnaire designers should be aware of the wellknown pitfalls that have been identified through specific methodological research projects. These notes
are intended as a preliminary guide with illustrations from the QB‟s extensive range of material.
Open-ended and closed questions:
It is easier to define a closed question than an open one, and then an open-ended question can be
defined as a question that is not closed. A closed question is one which restricts the acceptable answers
in some way, most obviously in many cases by providing a list of responses but sometimes through an
emphasis or hidden bias in the question wording. It will be found that is much harder to design an open
question than a closed one.
In many ways the decision for the designer may alternatively be seen as looking at who should code the
answer for analysis, the respondent, the interviewer or the researcher. A fully closed question has to be
coded by the respondent as s/he selects the response category from the offered list. In some cases an
interviewer invites the respondent to give a lengthy answer and then it is the interviewer who selects
the category that they see as most appropriate, given their experience with other respondents. In fully
qualitative research the response is recorded verbatim and may be examined many times by the
researcher and allocated to several codes simultaneously.
A closed question may have any number of acceptable responses from the two in a “Yes/No” question
upwards. The only limit is the imagination of the designer. (see Example 1 below). However the set of
responses provided has to cover all possibilities fairly to avoid introducing a bias to the analysis, and

1

this requires extensive knowledge on the part of the designer. Long lists of response categories have
different difficulties in each mode of survey administration. In a telephone interview it is difficult for the
respondent to remember the full list, whereas in a face to face interview showcards or shufflecards may
provide a solution to that problem. Research has identified that in self-completion modes the first few
response categories offered tend to be over-selected, „primacy‟ effect, whereas in spoken interviews the
last few categories are picked more often, ‟recency‟ effect (Groves et al. 2004), although this view is
disputed by Dillman (2000).
Example 1 - A closed question: English Longitudinal Study of Ageing, 2002 – Individual Questionnaires
– Health Module – page 31 (of 108)

On the other hand an open question may be a better way of approaching a sensitive or threatening topic
as it gives the respondent a sense of control over the amount of detail they provide. It is necessary
where the researcher does not know the full range of possible answers but it will increase the length of
time the interview or survey may take to complete while the full answer is recorded or interpreted and
coded (see Example 2 below).
Open questions are more easily answered by articulate respondents and so may introduce a distortion in
that way and it has been found that they are often answered quite badly in self-completion
questionnaires where there is no interviewer to keep the respondent to relevant matters (Dillman
2000).
In summary, most questions fall somewhere between the two extremes of open and closed, and most
questionnaires include questions at a variety of positions on the spectrum between the extremes. The
designer will need to balance the advantages and disadvantages separately for each question.
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Example 2 - An open question: British Crime Survey, 2005 – Main Questionnaire – Victim Form –
page 42 (of 115)

Single response or multiple responses required
Where a set of response categories has been identified for a closed question that are comprehensive
and mutually exclusive, that is they cover all possible situations admitted by the question and there is
no possibility of any respondent finding more than one category appropriate, then a single response
only will be required (see Example 3 below). In all other circumstances it may be safer to permit
multiple responses, “tick all that apply”.
Example 3 - A single response only question: Family Resources Survey – 2003/4 – Household Schedule
(Instructions Version) – Household Grid – Page 7 (of 107)
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Single responses are easily enforced in any computer administered survey and this can be seen in many
web-based questionnaires where clicking on a second response button wipes the mark from any
previously selected answer. However it is remarkably difficult to obtain paper self-completion
questionnaires without some duplicate answers to single response questions. It may be advisable, when
designing a PAPI self-completion questionnaire, to include instructions on how to change an incorrect
response so that some people can change their mind without invalidating their contribution to your data
(see Example 4 below).
Example 4 - Instructions in a self-completion questionnaire: Census – 2001 – England Questionnaire –
Page 3 (of 8)

Multiple responses may become difficult and stressful for the respondent when a large number of
categories are offered. Then, rather than asking respondents to tick all that apply, it may be better to
ask them to tick the three categories that are most important, relevant, or applicable to them (see
Example 5 below). Great care is probably needed if respondents are asked to rank a long list of items in
order of priority, especially in a self-completion survey, as this requires a lot of mental processing in the
„judgement‟ phase. In an interview situation this may be better achieved by using shufflecard
techniques.
Example 5 – Free selection from multiple choices question: Survey of Public Attitudes to Quality of Life
and the Environment – 2001 – Detailed CAPI Questionnaire – Quality 0f Life – Page 16 (of 62)

4

Factual questions
Different problems are likely to arise depending on whether you are asking for factual information about
the respondent‟s life or for their opinion about something more abstract. Of the two, one might expect
that it is easier to draft a factual question but it is not necessarily simple to make it a good one.
For factual questions the designer needs to consider the retrieval phase of the cognitive process. Can
the respondent remember the correct data? In some cases the problem may not even be one of
memory so much as whether the respondent was aware of the fact at the time when it arose? To
remember something you have to notice it in the first place. It seems obvious that few people will
remember how many cigarettes they smoked on 5th April in the previous year, but not many more
people will be able to tell you exactly how many they smoked last Friday. This is not a simple problem of
memory because the „facts‟ are probably seen as too trivial to try to remember in the first place.
Questionnaire designers may need to build-in some memory retrieval aids where the facts they wish to
record arose a long time ago or were not perceived as significant, at the time they arose, by the
respondents. Some surveys use a „life events calendar‟ to create a time framework within which to
locate memories (Example 6 below).

Example 6 – A Life Events Calendar: British Crime Survey – 2004 – Showcards – Page 46 (of 47)
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While others use current diary records kept by respondents specifically for the purpose of the survey for
a limited period of time to create the trivial data (Example 7 below).
Example 7 – A diary record: National Diet and Nutrition Survey – 2000 – Diaries and Recording Aids –
Page 11 (of 31)

There is also a problem with some range-of-values questions.
It is customary to create bands of values and ask people to indicate the band containing the value they
estimate is applicable to themselves, but compromises may have to be made in setting the bands. If the
bands are not all of equal range then it may be more difficult to analyze the resulting data, but where a
population has a „normal distribution‟ (a bell-shaped frequency curve) you will either need a very large
number of bands to include accurate data for both extremes occurring in the population, whereas using
a smaller number of wider bands may fail to discriminate sufficiently amongst the majority of the
population with values falling close to the mode.
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Attitude or opinion questions
For attitudinal questions it is probably the comprehension phase of the cognitive process that is the
most difficult. The designer needs to make sure that each respondent is considering the same topic and
understanding it in the same way as all the other respondents. The temptation is to put in more words
of explanation in order to make the meaning more clear (see Example 8 below). However, longer
question wording means more work is necessary to understand it, especially in a telephone interview.
Example 8 – A complex attitudinal question: British Social Attitudes Survey – 2003 – Main
Questionnaire, Interview Mode – Genomics – Page 84 (of 135)

The other problem is that the respondent may not have a ready-made opinion on the topic, so that the
judgement phase of the process becomes laborious. This is where the difficulty of the „don‟t know‟ or „no
opinion‟ response category arises. It is now quite common for interview modes not to offer a nonresponse category in the spoken question, but to allow the interviewer to record „don‟t know‟ if the
respondent insists that that is their answer. However this is not possible for self-completion modes of
survey and so these generally do offer the possible answer of „don‟t know‟.
There is also the similar, but different, problem of the neutral opinion, particularly if the scale of
attitudes ranges between positive and negative. We must all have encountered the feedback form at the
end of a short course or seminar where some of the questions concern aspects of the session that have
simply not entered our consciousness, then if we are not offered a neutral choice („neither good nor
bad‟) we are being forced to record a false opinion. Thus the best advice at present is to include a
neutral opinion, where it is relevant, as well as a „no opinion‟ option to separate the „don‟t knows‟ from
those who were just about satisfied (Dillman 2000), (see Example 9 below).
In these cases it is useful to help the respondent build a model for processing their answers by using a
regular table presentation (in self-completion modes) or repeating a regular phrasing pattern in verbal
interviews. However, as there is a danger of respondents getting lazy and always ticking the same box
in the pattern without thinking enough about the question, it may be advisable to vary the sense of
some individual questions so that genuinely consistent answers do not fit a simple pattern in the table.
Example 9 - Using „neutral‟ and „no opinion‟ options in a self-completion question: British Social
Attitudes Survey – 2003 – Self-Completion Questionnaire – Page 7 (of 58)
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Finally on attitude scales, care should be taken not to include too many scale points which increase the
stress on the respondent, and to label all the scale points meaningfully (not just the two extremes).

Filter/screener questions to control routing
This type of question is now much more common in computer programmed than in paper selfcompletion questionnaires. Their purpose is to identify which respondents should be asked a detailed set
of questions on some aspect of the topic and to route other respondents past this set and avoid wasting
time with irrelevant matters (see Example 10 below). Filter questions are still used in paper
questionnaires for the same reason but much more sparingly.
Example 10 – A “filter” question: Labour Force Survey – 2005 – Main Questionnaire Chunk B – Benefit
Entitlement – Page 1 (of 69)

On paper, the problem is that the respondent not only has to comprehend the questions, thinking about
the topic that is the substance of the survey, but they also have to apply quite different logic and skills
to interpret the routing instructions, and so will often make mistakes. In many cases when a selfcompletion questionnaire has been completed incorrectly, so that there are contradictory answers, the
whole case may have to be deleted from the data set because of uncertainty over which data elements
in it are valid, and this represents a significant waste of time and resources.
There are still paper-based interview questionnaires with complex routing (see the International
Passenger Survey), but these depend on thorough interviewer training and practice so that the various
routing jumps can be followed consistently and accurately.
The less obvious problem with complex filtering and routing in programmed questionnaires is that it
may be more difficult for the analyst to identify which subsets of the sample population were asked
certain combinations of questions. When there are many filter questions then very few respondents will
have experienced the same interview process. At one extreme one respondent may have been asked a
particularly complex question just 10 minutes into their interview, while another may only have reached
that same question after more than an hour of questions – and that might have an influence on how
they each answer that question.
Another observation that has been made is that if each screener question is immediately followed by a
detailed set of follow-up questions then some respondents will begin to recognise that they could save
themselves a lot of hassle by giving false information at these key points. So it is sometimes necessary
to ask all of the screener questions in a batch before going back to the follow-up questions for each
appropriate route.
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Questions that do not need to be asked
In order to reduce the burden on respondents and interviewers it is helpful if care is taken to identify
the points where data can be calculated from answers already given and either to get the computer
program to make the calculation during the interview (see Example 11 below) or wait for it to be done
during the analysis phase. It is not a good idea to ask the respondent to carry out a calculation that
may seem unnecessary to him/her.
Example 11 – An automatic calculation confirmed with a question: Families and Children Study – 2004
– Main Questionnaire – Child Maintenance – Page 40 (of 174)

It is also reasonable to allow interviewers to record data that is clearly apparent to them without having
to ask respondents to provide it. Discretion may be allowed for the interviewer to seek confirmation
where there could be some uncertainty but not have to ask the question when the answer appears to be
obvious (see Example 12 below).
Example 12 – A question answered by the interviewer: English House Condition Survey – 2001 – Main
Questionnaire Part A – Page 5 (of 47)
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Mode effects on questions
When considering whether to use all or part of a question that has been used in another survey for your
own purpose, some care may be needed to allow for the effects of different modes of survey. A question
that worked well in a face to face interview may not be so reliable when it is used in a paper selfcompletion survey and vice versa.
The discussion above about „no opinion‟ response categories for attitudinal questions is an example of
this problem. Another case might arise where an interview question specifically allowed for an
interviewer prompt where a respondent is having difficulty, but such flexibility is not available in the
self-completion situation. Again a question might have relied upon the showcards available to a face to
face interviewer and so would not simply transfer to a telephone administered interview.
More information on mode effects is given in the factsheet with that title.
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