Chapter 5: Asking Questions
Types of Questions
1. Personal factual questions
· Most common independent variables
· Ex. Income, age, occupation, personal behaviour
· Problems: not many – memory, honesty
2. Factual questions about others
· Ex. Spouse’s income, child’s activities, sister’s personal relationships
· Problems: limited knowledge, bias, memory
3. Factual questions about an entity or event
· Ex. Accounts of a political demonstration or riot
· How many people, what characteristics, what response
· Problems: Witnesses are not researchers
· Not specifically looking for those details
· Same problems as above
4/5. Questions about attitudes/beliefs
· Very common variables
· Both cause and/or effect
· Heavy use of Likert scales
· Examples:
· 1. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements:
· Trying children aged 14+ as adults in cases of first degree murder will deter this type of violent crime (strongly agree – strongly disagree)
· 2. Abortion should be considered a morally appropriate choice in cases of
· Rape, incest, child mother (ex age 12), some other cases, all cases (definitely yes, yes, unsure, no, definitely no)
6. Questions about knowledge
- ex. How many census metropolitan areas exist in Canada
- less common is sociology
- can lead to high item non-response
General rules for designing questions
1. Focus on the research question(s)
· Helps you choose what to include
· Stay away from irrelevant q’s
· Include all of the important q’s
2. Make sure the question is going to tell you what you actually want to know
· Ex. How many times a week do you exercise
· … well – what do you mean by exercise
· 
3. Put yourself in the position of the respondent
· Try to answer your q’s yourself
· Helps with last point
Specific Rules
Avoid ambiguous terms in questions
· Even commonly used terms may be vague
· What is your income? ____
· Do you regularly take sick days? Yes __ No __
· How many times a week do you exercise? ___
· What do we mean by ‘income’ or ‘exercise’? What about ‘regularly’?
· Must be more specific
· ‘Annual personal income from wages/salary only, before taxes and transfers’
· How many sick days per month on average did you take from January to December last year? ____
Avoid questions that ask two questions
· Most obvious case:
· Double-barreled questions
· Asks two separate but equal questions in one
· How often do you participate in and watch sports
· How satisfied are you with the division of paid and unpaid labour between you and your spouse
· But not always so obvious
· How much do you enjoy reading horror novels compared to other genres you’ve read
VS.
· Do you read horror novels?
If yes, how much do you enjoy reading them compared to other genres you’ve read?
	Second questions depends on the first
Avoid leading questions
· Since the beginning of the war in Afghanistan, well over 100 Canadian troops have been killed. Do you think that the Federal government should withdraw from its troops from this conflict?
· Canada’s initiative in Afghanistan is meant to establish a democracy in this war torn country and to assist in efforts of international cooperation and development. Do you think that the Federal government should withdraw from its troops from this conflict?
· Both are leading questions
· Also, watch out for prestige bias:
· To what extent do you agree with the Canadian Medical Association that Canada has a high quality system of public health (strongly disagree – strongly agree)

Avoid questions that include negatives
· Especially double-negatives
· Do you oppose the rule stating that laptops not be allowed in classrooms?
VS.
· Do you support the rule banning laptops in classrooms?
Minimize technical terms
· Use lay language where possible and define terms
Does the respondent have the requisite knowledge?
· Do you agree with the current government’s position on prorogation?
· Will your respondents know anything about prorogation of parliament or the various positions one might take on the issue?
Ensure symmetry between a closed question and its answers
· Do the possible answers make sense to the question?
· Do you believe that organized religions should have to pay property taxes on their temples?
· Strongly disagree – strongly agree
· Yes, always – no, never
Ensure that the answers provided for a closed question are balanced
· Are scales equal on the top and bottom?
· How would you characterize your level of happiness today?
· 1) extremely happy 2) very happy 3) happy 4) very unhappy 5) extremely unhappy
· MAKE IT BALANCED WITH THE POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE CHOICES
Memory problems
· Most people have difficulty remembering details
· Particularly true of less important events, thoughts, feelings etc. 
· Ex. When did you last see a dentist
· Common problem: telescoping
· Bringing distant events closer to the present than they actually occurred
· Problem can be limited by situational framing
· Placing the event in the context of other events, especially well known events, or focusing on the very recent past
· Did you last see a dentist before or after the start of the school year?
· Have you seen a dentist within the last 3 months



Question order
· All respondents should receive questions in the same order
· Early questions should be:
· Relevant to the announced research topic
· Of interest to respondents
· Later questions can be:
· Less obviously related to topic
· Demographic questions
· Sensitive questions
· Only after some rapport has been established
· Related questions should be grouped
· No jumping back and forth between topics
· Within a topic, general questions should precede specific ones
· Ex. Should ask about overall job satisfaction before asking about salary, hours, co-workers etc.
· Especially with open questions
· Respondents may answer a later questions before you ask it
· You should still ask it again even if this happens
Avoid Long questions 
· respondent fatigue, understanding
Avoid very general questions
· too much room for interpretation, not very informative
Should you use Don’t Know as a category?
· Especially important in attitudes questions
· If included:
· Respondents don’t have to express an opinion/attitude they don’t have
· But may take the easy way out rather than think about difficult questions
Advantages of Open Questions
· Respondent answers in their own words
· Get to meaning and interpretation of question from their point of view
· Allows rare responses
· Responses researchers have not thought of or head before
· Potentially greater detail
· Good for exploring new or changing areas of research
· Ex. Gender norms
· Can use the answers to come up with fixed-choice responses


Disadvantages of Open Questions
· Recording answers:
· Time-consuming
· Inaccuracies/mistakes easily made
· If used in questionnaires:
· High item non-response or incomplete answers
· Answers have to be coded
· Open questions have an extra step to coding
Coding Open Questions
· Must first move from detailed answers to categories that we can later quantify
· Pre-coding:
· Categories are decided upon before the data are gathered
· Post-coding:
· Data are gathered, then themes or categories are discerned 
· Often a mixture of both
Advantages of Closed Questions
· Easy to process answers
· Standardization of Q’s and A’s
· Higher reliability
· Reduced bias in recording answers
· No chance to ‘interpret’ responses
· Fixed responses help clarify what the questions means
· Easier and quicker to complete
· But categories must be mutually exclusive and exhaustive
· Mutually exclusive:
· No overlap between categories
· Ex. What is your annual income?
· $0 - $10,000, $10,000 - $50,000, etc. make sure they don’t overlap
· Exhaustive:
· Everyone can answer the question
· Ex. In the last election which party did you support
· Conservative, Liberal, NDP, Green
· ‘other’ category is useful here for the more unknown parties
Disadvantages of Closed Questions
· Spontaneity and authenticity in answers is lost
· Difficult to make answers exhaustive
· More impersonal
· Lose out on rapport in interviews
· Potential for response sets: the respondent is not motivated to provide a genuine response
· Acquiescence, laziness/boredom
· Can help by changing order of potential responses
· Social Desirability/threatening questions:
· Can use lead-in statements to help
· Also a problem: Recency Effects
Social Desirability
· Example 1: Voter Turnout
· Pollsters: roughly 75% of eligible voters actually voted in provincial election
· Administrative data: closer to 50%
· No lead-in: did you vote in the last election
· Lead-in: many people were no able to vote last election. Were you able to vote?
· Example 2: Theft
· No lead-in: did you ever steal as a child
· Lead-in: most people have stolen something when they were children. Did you ever steal as a child?
Other considerations
· Clear presentation
· Large print, simple layout
· Questions and answers together
· Instructions on how to respond
· Should you use vertical or horizontal closed answers?
Pilot Studies
· Small scale testing of your research instruments
· 1. Used to test whether individual items or the instrument as a whole operates well
· How long does it take?
· Is it well received?
· Does it have good flow?
· 2. Provide interviewers with experience in administering the instrument
· 3. Can identify questions that are embarrassing, uninteresting, difficult to understand, ambiquous, etc.
· 4. Can be used to ensure that there is variability in the answers given
· Ex. Develop a scale attempting to measure ‘happiness’ (0-20) and everyone answers 19 or 20
· Either your target population is ‘very happy’ or your scale is problematic (either way, a problem)
· [bookmark: _GoBack]5. Can be useful in developing closed questions
