Chapter 9

Questionnaire Construction

 

Questionnaires are used in connection with many modes of observations in social research.  They are used primarily with survey research, but also with experiments, field research, and other data-collection activities.

 

General Questionnaire Format
 The format is just as important as the nature and wording of the questions asked.  

· A questionnaire should be spread out and uncluttered

· Ask one question per line

· Do not abbreviate questions

· Longer uncluttered questionnaires make respondents feel as though they are quickly moving through a questionnaire, and there are likely to be fewer errors, they have room to write answers

 

Formats for Respondents
In the most common form of questionnaire items, the respondent is expected to check one response from a series.

 

Contingency Questions
Certain questions will be relevant to some respondents and irrelevant to others.  

· “If…..then…”  “If not…go to…”

· Contingency questions:  Whether it is to be asked and answered in contingent on the responses to the first question in the series.  The proper use of contingency questions can facilitate the respondents’ task in completing the questionnaire, because they are not faced with the task of trying to answer questions that are irrelevant to them.  

  

Matrix Questions
It is often possible to construct a matrix of items and responses when asking a series of questions that have the same set of answer categories (as in the Likert scale)

 

Advantages:

· It uses space efficiently.

· Respondents will probably find it faster to complete a set of questions presented in this fashion.

· This format may increase the comparability of responses given to different questions for the respondent as well as for the researcher.

 

Disadvantages:

· May discourage researchers from using other, more appropriate formats

· May encourage a response-set among some respondents, they look for a pattern in their responses

 

Ordering Items in a Questionnaire
· The order in which questionnaire items are presented can also affect responses.

· The appearance of one question can affect the answers given to later ones.

· The desired ordering of items differs between interviews and self-administered questionnaires.  

· In self-administered questionnaires it’s usually best to begin the questionnaire with the most interesting set of items, but the questions should not be threatening.  Requests for duller data should be asked last.  

· In interviews the opposite is generally true.  Items should be non-threatening and help to establish rapport.  Once rapport has been established, more sensitive questions can be ask.

