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Writing Good Questions
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#® Turning ideas into useful questions.
& What kind of information are you looking for ?
& Which kind of question structure do you want ?
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Do you agree with radical environmentalists who claim
that 4,000 Ioggers should be put out of work to save

sxecutives who argue
potted owls should
r jobs for the rest



Introduction

@ Avoiding emotional and biased words is only part of
writing good ques

s should be.
dduce credible information.

» to answer the

orovide the



Turning ldeas into Useful Questions

& This chapter deals with translating the idea into good
questions that can be answered objectively.

& Scientists call this operationalizing. It is to set up
categories of events that can be observed and
measured.

& The key is “To produce useful information, one has to
take time to translate the ideas that motivate the
survey into good questions.”

&



What Kind of Information Are You
Looking For?

# Questions can be classified as asking for one of the
following types of information:

%4 About behavior or attributes.

7 About attitudes or beliefs.

& Information needs to be clarified because:

‘s It is easy to ask for one type of information when another
type is required.

s Questions of each type typically involve different degrees

‘ j} of measurement error.



Which Kind of Question Structure Do
You Want?

& All questions that can be asked are of four types.
% Open Ended:

This type does not provide choices from which to select
an answetr.

This type has several major drawbacks.

i.  Demanding to respondents as they are asked to recall
issues that may not have occurred recently at all.

ii. Produces many different responses and only a few
mentions of one topic.

iii. Rarely provides accurate information across the whole
sample.

iv. Requires an enormous amount of time to prepare for later
‘jﬁ entry into a computer.



“  This type also has some advantages.

i. Can be used when researchers have little prior knowledge
about a topic

ain goal is to give survey
state strong opinions.
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Example of Open-ended question

U nity have a poverty
| average?



% Close-ended wi O_rdered Choices:




Example of Close-ended with Ordered Choices

How do you feel about this statement? “This community
nheeds more tennis courts.” (Please circle the number
of your response.)




%  Close-ended with Unordered Response Choices:
~  Answer choices are provided to respondents but they

d to choose from among discrete,
nowledge of the subject

hoices.

h ordered answer



Example of Close-ended with Unordered

Response Choices

Which best describes the kind of building in which you
live? (Please circle the number.)

' 2tached From Any House

1ed To At Least One



%  Partially Close-ended
*  Provides a compromise between the open and the close




Example of Partially Close-ended Question

Which of the following areas of expenditure do you want
to have the highest priority for improvement in this
communi




A survey question structured four differenc ways

1. Open-ended
In your opinion, what problems face U.S. agriculture in che 1990s?
* Best for focus groups or other kinds of exploratory questioning.
+ Identifies range of answers that can be offered to respondents in more structured incerviews later
in the research process.
* Rarely yields useful data for making reliable estimates abour the percent of people with partic-
ular views or characteristics.

2. Close-ended with ordered responses
Listed below are three problems some people believe exist for U.S. agriculture in the 1990s. In
your opinion, how serious is each one? (Circle your answer.)

a. ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS VERY SOMEWHAT NOT AT ALL
b. ECONOMIC PROBLEMS VERY SOMEWHAT NOT AT ALL
c.  SOCIAL PROBLEMS VERY SOMEWHAT NOT AT ALL

» Asks respondents to evaluate problems independent of each other.
o Measures how serious respondents think each individual problem is.

* Guides policy making by showing the extent to which one problem is viewed as more serious
than others.

3. Close-ended with unordered responses
In your opinion, which one of the following problems facing U.S. agriculture in the 1990s is the
MOST serious? (Circle the number for your response.)

1  ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS
2 ECONOMIC PROBLEMS
3 SOCIAL PROBLEMS

» Asks respondents to choose the single most important problem from a predefined list of al-
ternatives (possibly those that policy makers have decided are legitimate or feasible targets for
change).

» Guides policy making toward action on the problem perceived as most important.

4. Partially close-ended
In your opinion, which of the following problems facing U.S. agriculture in the 1990s is the
MOST serious? (Circle the number for your response.)

1 ENVIRONMENTAL PROBLEMS
2 ECONOMIC PROBLEMS

3 SOCIAL PROBLEMS

4 OTHER (PLEASE SPECIFY)

* Same as in type 3, but allows respondents freedom to identify important problems that re-
searchers and policy makers have overlooked.




Deciding Which Question Structure Is Most
Useful

& None of the four question structures outlined earlier is
inherently best.

er suited to providing a
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Does the Order of Response Choices Matter?
# Order of answer choices affects how people respond.

# In mail surveys, people tend to choose from amongst
the first categories listed.

& |t is the opposite in case of telephone and face-to-face
interviews.

& It is known as Category Order Effect.

& |s more evident in questions with a long list of
unordered categories.

_ ) & Can be a problem in questions involving abstract ideas
‘ P ‘/ about which people haven’t thought much.



Why Measuring Attitudes and Beliefs
Requires Special Attention

& Asking questions about behavior and attributes is
simple.

& But not for questions on attitudes and beliefs.

& Opinions about issues are difficult to measure because
they are often imprecise, change from day to day and
may not be well thought out in advance of the survey.

&



@ For this reason, use the following two step procedure.

bstract questions that will
ment error.

addressed, use different
t one can rely less on



Encouraging Thoughtful Answers

# Sometimes measurement error occurs because people
answer survey questions without thinking.

& This occurs when specific events are asked to be
recalled over a long time period.

& Mail surveys are most affected.

& To avoid this, a series of questions are suggested that
encourage respondents to recall the particular event
before they answer the really important part of the
question.

‘ J)_ & This is called cognitive design.



How to Overcome Common Wording
Problems

@& The final step in writing good questions is to consider
the exact wording.

1g good questions hasn'’t
es that seem sensible
d only confuse us.



Summary

The reason that writing questions usually takes time and
many attempts |s that so many things have to be taken
1 all at once like:

1ation is needed.

swer what is
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