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people from unemployment benefit (which is not means-tested and is paid at a 
higher rate than Income Support) if for any reason they are not immediately avail- 
able to work - through mental ill-health, for example 

1.4 COMPARISON O F  METHODS O F  ASKING 
QUESTIONS 

It is probably clear to you that the three dimensions of comparison of data- 
collection methods are not entirely clear-cut or exclusive In particular, methods 
which embody a high degree of structure are also ones in which the procedures 
for data collection are closely specified Nevertheless, structure and procedure can 
be distinguished, and will be in the remainder of this unit. 

The term 'unstructured' interview is also a bit of a misnomer because a completely 
unstructured interview is impossible 

Why IS it lmposslble for an lnterv~ew to be completely unstructured? 

Natural conversations have a structure, unstructured interviews also have a struc- 
ture - often not quite the same structure as that of natural conversations. An 
interview conducted in an unstructured style still contains a degree of control of 
the interview process by the interviewer to introduce topics as she or he sees fit 
and to exercise control of the whole process. The fact that the interview is more 
naturalistic (l e it reflects better the normal rules of conversations such as 'turn- 
taking') should not disguise the issue that the interviewer has a focus (or series of 
foci) for what is being asked. Thus the term 'less structured' methods of data col- 
lection is preferable to 'unstructured' and one should think of the dimension of 
structure as a variable, ranging from highly to less structured methods 

These introductory dimensions on which to classify ways of asking questions will 
become clear as we look at specific examples, and in so doing I shall raise other 
issues of how the critical reader of research should look for 'good practice' in data 
collection, whatever the degree of structure, or the different contexts in which 
data are collected, or how closely the procedures are specified There is no one 
best way of collecting data; the method chosen depends on the nature of the 
research questions which are posed and the specific questions which it is desired 
to ask of the respondents The aim of all methods is to obtain valid and reliable 
data - true answers to questions, not distorted by the methods of collection or 
prone to chance fluctuation - which can be used as the basis for credible con- 
clusions The methods differ, however, in how they guard against threats to val- 
idity and what price the researchers are prepared to pay, in terms of potential 
invalidity in one area, to strengthen their claim to validity in another 

2 HIGHLY STRUCTURED 
METHODS 
Different forms of structure occur in all methods of data collection, but most 
strongly in what I describe in the introduction as highly structured forms of asking 
questions. There are two main highly structured forms of asking questions. the 
self-administered questionnaire and the interview schedule. Although they have 
many points in common, the interviewer-administered schedule allows for more 
control over the interview situation than does the self-administered questionnaire 
which is either sent by post or administered to a group such as a class in a school. 
The interview schedule should be used by a trained interviewer in order to 
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ensure that it is applied in a standardized way, as we shall see. The self- 
administered questionnaire is, by definition, controlled by the respondent who is 
untrained, and it therefore calls for a more sophisticated layout and preparation 
than one which can be 'corrected' by a trained interviewer in the course of the 
interview. This is particularly true if the schedule/questionnaire is at all compli- 
cated by routing instructions such as 'If you answered "yes" to question 14 go to 
question 16', or what American social scientists call 'skip questions'. A trained and 
experienced interviewer will be less confused by such 'skip questions' than a 
once-only recipient of a questionnaire 

2.1 INTERVIEWER SCHEDULES 

Here is an example of a question from a highly structured interview schedule used 
in the experience of crime study cited in Section 1.3. 

Interviewer (reading from the schedule). 

I now want to ask you about crimes you or your household may 
have experienced in the past five years It is sometimes difficult to 
remember such incidents so I will read these questions slowly 
and I would like you to think carefully about them 

In the past five years have you or other members of your house- 
hold had any of their cars/vans/trucks stolen? Please take your 
time to think about this. 

Respondent 

Er . .. let me think . .. yes Uwe had his car taken when was that 
. . '85 no '86 I think . . he got it back soon after but the bastards 
had smashed in the bonnet. Is that what you want? 

Interviewer: 

Thank you. 

(Van Dijk et al., 1990) 

There are a number of points to note about this schedule and this question, taken 
from an interview schedule for an international survey of victims of crime carried 
out in 1988/1989. A standardized interview schedule was used in seventeen coun- 
tries and the respondents were contacted by telephone, using a method of ran- 
dom dialling of phone numbers (thus generating a random sample of private 
numbers, excluding business numbers) The schedule was, of course, translated 
into the appropriate language; the example interview above was originally con- 
ducted in German. 

How would you characterize the behawour of the lnterv~ewer In th~s excerpt? What 
effect do you th~nk ~t had on the respondent? 

Notice firstly the interviewer's reply to 'Is that what you want?' which was the 
neutral (l e unbiased) response of 'Thank you'. The interviewer has been trained 
to be non-directive and non-judgemental in what is said to queries raised by the 
respondent (The whole point of asking standardized questions in a standardized 
way is to obtain the respondent's answer, not one suggested by the interviewer) 
The date of 1985/1986 (dates of the survey were 1988/1989) clearly fits the 
timespan which the interviewer asked for, but he or she did not want to influence 
the willingness of the respondent to answer further questions by either over- 
enthusing about the response obtained or soundjng negative if the reply had not 
fitted into it A suitable prompt or follow-up question might well have been in this 
case: 'Has there been anything more recent?' It must also be said that the inter- 
viewer's scripted 'Thank you' might have sounded rather artificial and wooden, 
and in this sense the naturalness of the less structured interview might well be less 
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off-putting than the limited range of scripted responses or prompts which the 
interviewer can make in the context of a formal interview schedule; this 'arti- 
ficiality' is held to be one of the weaknesses of the standardized interview sched- 
ule. 

If a respondent is nervous about the interview, cold or wooden replies may well 
intensify his or her reluctance to continue Interviewers, after training and experi- 
ence, are encouraged to adopt a positive tone of voice and to smile or nod, what- 
ever the reply, as a way of encouraging the respondent Such non-verbal 
behaviour is just as much a prompt as a spoken follow-up question. Both sorts of 
prompting, i e verbal and non-verbal, introduce a variation in the social interac- 
tion between interviewer and respondent which is far from fully controlled and 
may introduce an unknown source of bzas into the recorded responses But 
prompting of different sorts is essential to any well-conducted interview and the 
effects which it, and certain characteristics of the interviewer, may have on the 
respondents' replies has to be regarded as a source of response error 

Response error covers systematic biases which may affect the responses collected 
by an interviewer. Systematic bias, as opposed to random bias, is when distortions 
of the respondent's opinions or beliefs tend to occur in one direction only. For 
example, social desirability responding occurs when answers are altered to show 
the respondent in a desirable light with respect to the interviewer, including the 
views which the respondent ascribes to the interviewer on the basis of external 
characteristics such as social class or gender. This can only be discounted or con- 
trolled for by a careful matching of interviewers to respondents so that discrep- 
ancies of social class, ethnicity and gender are minimized Acquiescence 
responding is where the respondent is tempted to answer favourably no matter 
what the question. It should be obvious that social desirability and acquiescence 
overlap and reinforce each other as sources of response bias. The former can be 
controlled by careful matching of the characteristics of interviewers to their sample 
of respondents and the latter by careful phrasing of questions so that they do not 
seem to invite one sort of response rather than another, but this is not always easy 
and needs careful piloting (see Section 2.4) For further details of response bias, 
see Miller and Wilson (1983) 

All this leaves the interviewer, using a standardized schedule and the researcher 
who designed it, in something of a dilemma. On the one hand he or she wishes 
to make the interview appear as natural as possible by encouraging the respon- 
dent to take part in a 'conversation', although a highly controlled and directed one 
(which is what is partly meant by a standardized method of data collection). On 
the other hand, the interviewer must be sensitive to the respondent's understand- 
ing of the questions asked and be willing to elaborate or prompt in order to 
ensure that this understanding is genuine To ensure the latter, it is essential that 
prompts are used, both of the verbal and non-verbal sorts. 

This leads to a paradox. Interviewers must probe or prompt to ensure a full 
understanding of a question, but even if they follow the 'best practice' in non- 
directive prompts and non-directive body language, prompts of any sort mean that 
a different question has been asked of the respondent, because they answer to 
different depths of understanding But the essential feature of standardized 
methods of data collection is that each respondent is asked the same question, 
carrying the same meaning, so that responses are comparable across the sample 
In an ideal sense, these are difficult principles to reconcile. In practice, given the 
variability and idiosyncrasies of a team of interviewers, reconciliation of these 
principles is impossible. 

It may be thought that the paradox may be overcome by using one interviewer for 
all respondents But no one individual interviewer can hope to present himself or 
herself in exactly the same way to each respondent. They will change with each 
different encounter and so will the necessary prompts, if they are to avoid the 
wooden artificiality which I noted above as a defect of the standardized method of 
interviewing If the interviewer is inflexible then she or he will either prejudice the 
continuation of the interview or bias the responses which are obtained 
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In summary, the ideal standardized interview schedule consists of the following: 

The same questions should be asked of every respondent, using the same 
wording. This is standardization of the questions. The context and procedures 
of the method of asking questions should also be standardized, by the inter- 
viewer introducing the research purposes in the same way and by using the 
same format for approaching the respondents. 

There is an assumption that all respondents will understand the question in 
the same way. If they do not appear to understand the question as asked and 
want clarification then the prompts or subsidiary information which the inter- 
viewer gives should be non-directive, i.e. they should not indicate the sort of 
answer which is desirable and, no matter what the response (however irrel- 
evant it may be), the respondent should not feel that they have made a 'mis- 
take' in any way Prompting is usually necessary in a standardized schedule 
for many respondents because, no matter how well the questions are piloted 
(see Section 2.4), a standard question will be interpreted differently by differ- 
ent respondents The paradox is that if no prompts are allowed then different 
respondents will respond to what they perceive to be different questions If 
one does prompt, one cannot be sure that the respondents have replied to the 
same question. 

Almost as a corollary of the last point, the respondent should feel motivated 
to continue to answer further questions; this is partly a matter of context, 
partly a matter of the length of the interview schedule (measured by the aver- 
age time to complete the interview), and partly a question of how well the 
interviewer maintains a motivation to continue the interview. 

The interviewer (or a coder working after the event') should be able to 
categorize the responses to any question into a set of mutually exclusive and 
exhaustive categories. In the crime study example above (Van Dijk et a l ,  
1990) the answer categories were threefold 'Yes', 'No', 'Don't know'. This is 
as simple a categorization as possible, many are far more complicated, but 
note how the interviewer has to decide if the date of the crime fits the five- 
year period which the designers have decreed. If it did not he or she has only 
a limited range of prompts to use in order to clarify the matter without embar- 
rassing the respondent and jeopardizing continued co-operation. 

A less simple categorization of responses (and one more commonly used) is a 
Likert scale - named after its inventor, R Likert. Here the responses are 
coded by the interviewer, in the field, to one of five or seven categories; again 
using mutually exclusive and exhaustive categories Typical Likert categories 
are. 

Strongly agree 

Agree 

Neither agree nor disagree 

Disagree 

Strongly disagree 

(with a particular statement). 

This is a five-fold Likert categorization Seven-fold categorizations will use 
three categories on either side of the 'neutral' category of 'Neither agree nor 
disagree' The language used for the categories will fit the sense of the ques- 
tion and may invite agreement with a given statement or ask for responses to 
a question which the interviewer has CO code into a specific category An 
example is an American study of the people's view of the police as a public 
service: 

'A coder is one of the research team who class~fies verbatim responses, which have 
been recorded by the interviewer, into one of a set of codes The questions which 
need this sort of post hoc codmg are known as open-ended or uncoded questions. 
They are 'coded' but not by the interviewer m the field (see Section 2 2) Coding is 
discussed further in Unit 14 
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How would you rate the overall quality of police services in your 
neighbourhood? Remember, we mean the two or three blocks around 
your home. Are they outstanding, good, adequate, inadequate, or very 
poor? 

(Zeller and C a n n e s ,  1980) 

This is, of course, a five-fold Likert scale with the response categories tailored 
to the sense of the question. What it does not cover is those who could not or 
would not give a codeable response, and such replies have to be categorized 
as 'Don't know' The research designer hopes to keep such replies to a mini- 
mum because they are not susceptible to an easy analysis, by not being code- 
able to one of the predetermined categories. Avoiding uncodeable categories 
depends both on the questions being phrased in a way which is understood 
by respondents and upon questions which connect with the concerns of the 
respondent - in a word, which have salient meaning to them. Salience 
means that the questions and the issues to which they refer have a connection 
with the respondents' experiences and are relevant to them. Piloting is one 
way, and the most important one, of assessing both the meaning and the 
salience of specific questions to respondents. 

2.2 OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS IN STANDARDIZED 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULES 

Some schedules use open-ended (uncoded) questions in which the respondent's 
reply is written down by the interviewer to be classified later into one of a set of 
codes. There are rarely more than a few of these in any particular schedule 
because of the extra work involved in the data-collection process, but they do 
have an important advantage. 

ACTIVITY I Ibl 
L~st the advantages and disadvantages of th~s kmd of question. 

Uncoded questions allow the researcher to search the full range of responses 
obtained before reducing replies to a set of categories, and the 'translation' of 
replies to coded categories can be done by the researcher in the office rather than 
by the interviewer in the field This means that open-ended questions do not con- 
strain the respondent's beliefs or opinions to pre-determined categories as fully 
standardized methods of data collection must do. Although it is not so apparent 
with interview schedules as it is in self-administered questionnaires, the respon- 
dent can also see that his or her reply is being taken down fully rather than sum- 
marily reduced to a tick in a box and the sense that their responses are not 
constrained can help to improve the naturalism of this method. However, the 
interviewer has to be relied upon to extract the relevant material from what may 
be a long response and to discard the irrelevant, and replies to open-ended ques- 
tions can rarely be taken down truly verbatim; the potential for bias introduced by 
the interviewer is considerable. Another disadvantage to post hoc coding (some- 
times called office coding as opposed to field coding by the interviewer) is that it 
increases the time and cost of the questionnaire survey. Many investigators prefer 
to avoid using open-ended questions; they are liable to introduce an unknown 
degree of interviewer bias and to vitiate the advantage of highly structured 
methods of data collection - standardization, and speed and ease of numerical 
analysis of the results. Unit 14 discusses how open-ended responses are coded in 
the office 
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2.3 SELF-ADMINISTERED QUESTIONNAIRES 

Questionnaires are just as much highly structured methods of data collection as 
are interview schedules. Their chief advantage over interviewer-led methods is 
that they are cheap, particularly if they can be group-administered. Even postal 
questionnaires are much cheaper than the use of interviewer schedules, and it is 
far quicker to conduct an investigation by questionnaire than by any other highly 
structured data collection method 

Their response rates are, however, usually low, unless they engage the respon- 
dents' interests or the investigation is perceived to be of direct value to the 
respondent - as was the case with the patient-satisfaction survey cited in Section 
1.3. The critical reader should always look to see what the response rate was for 
an investigation and also whether any information is given on the characteristics 
of those who did not respond so that some assessment of the representativeness 
of the sample obtained may be made This, of course, is desirable whatever the 
method of data collection, but it is a point particularly important in questionnaire 
investigations because of low response rates 

Both closed and open-ended questions may be used in questionnaires, but where 
interview schedules may introduce some degree of interviewer bias in the record- 
ing of responses or the use of prompts or the interaction between the interviewer 
and the respondent, different sorts of bias may arise in the use of self-completed 
questionnaires. Fundamentally, the investigator has no control over the conditions 
in which the data are elicited. It may not be the required respondent who actually 
completes the questionnaire, it may be a group or family effort, and the question- 
naire may be completed in any order that the respondent likes - despite the 
careful ordering of the questions which the designer may have selected The 
degree of literacy of the respondents must also be carefully considered when 
evaluating the use of questionnaires For example, and it is an extreme one, I 
once received a research proposal which wanted to survey a saniple of functional 
illiterates by means of a postal questionnaire1 Completing a questionnaire in a 
manner satisfactory to the researcher is a lot to ask of many respondents, and 
piloting of drafts of questionnaires on samples which are representative of the 
target population is essential (see below) both to gauge the length of time which 
it takes and to investigate whether the questions are properly understood by the 
respondent. 

2.4 PILOTING 

A pilot investigation is a small-scale trial before the main investigation, intended to 
assess the adequacy of the research design and of the instruments to be used for 
data collection; piloting the data-collection instruments is essential, whether inter- 
viewer schedules or questionnaires are used. (One purpose of piloting is to assess 
whether the chosen methods of sampling are adequate to meet design require- 
ments but, since this was the subject of Unit 8, I will not discuss it further here) 

An important purpose of a pilot is to devise a set of codes or response categories 
for each question which will cover, as comprehensively as possible, the full range 
of responses which may be given in reply to the question in the main investi- 
gation. For this to work effectively, the pilot sample must be representative of the 
variety of individuals which the main study is intended to cover Representative- 
ness is difficult to guarantee with the small samples which pilot studies necessarily 
use It is better to construct a purposive sample for a pilot study so that the full 
range of individuals and their possible responses is covered, as far as the range 
can be known in advance of the study. Purposive or theoretical samples such as 
these can be contrasted with probability samples (see Unit 8) in which the random 
selection of individuals in large numbers gives a reasonable assurance that the 
sample represents the population accurately. Pilot investigations do not attempt to 
represent, in the statistical sense, the correct proportions of different types of indi- 
viduals in the population because the purpose is not to estimate the true pro- 
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portions of such types, but to cover the entire range of replies which might be 
given to any of the possible questions in the first draft of a questionnaire or 
schedule. By covering the full range of replies, the researcher is then in a position 
to work out a set of codes or response categories which embraces the entire range 
of responses which might be given This is a counsel of perfection and, no matter 
how good the pilot, responses may turn up in the main study which have not 
been anticipated in the pilot results 

The response category of 'Other (specify) . ' is often included in the codes for 
closed questions as a way of avoiding a complete foreclosure of the researcher's 
or the interviewer's options when unexpected and difficult-to-code responses are 
obtained - even after the pilot results seem to show that the set of response 
categories is adequate and the main investigation has gone ahead If the inter- 
viewer has (correctly) dealt with a difficult response, it can be treated like a 
response~o an open-ended question, thus it can be dealt with in the office rather 
than coded crudely in the field. The office coder has a number of possibilities: an 
'Other' response may be coded into one of the existing categories because it can 
reasonably (and at leisure!) be seen that it was not really an 'Other'; a new code 
or category can be devised if an 'Other' response is found to be common; or there 
will remain genuine oddities which are truly 'Others' and are left as such. The 
objective is to reduce the 'Other' category to as few as possible because they are 
difficult to analyse and usually end up as missing values. This means that 'odd' 
responses tend to become lost in highly structured methods of investigation 

There are other aims besides the devising of comprehensive coding frames for 
specific questions when piloting questionnaires and interview schedules. These 
other aims have to do with the overall design of the instrument rather than with 
specific questions, except for points 2 and 5 in the list below. 

These other aims represent criteria for an instrument which works effectively as a 
highly structured method of data collection. The aims include 

Do the respondents understand the question as initially phrased? This is a 
matter of using appropriate language according to the sort of research popu- 
lation one is dealing with Interviewing a sample from a population of young 
working-class people will require rather different language from that required 
when interviewing a sample from a population of young graduates. 

Are the potential respondents able to think of the whole range of possible 
responses to any particular question or do they need a particular type of 
prompting? 

Does the inten4ew schedule or questionnaire take too long to complete so 
that pilot respondents are showing signs of impatience? 

What is the best order for the questions? If questions which are sensitive 
appear too early this might jeopardize gaining the information required or 
even the completion of the interview itself. 

Do the questions dzscriminate effectively between different respondents? 
Investigations which simply seek to describe the frequency of occurrence of 
particular characteristics in a sample of a population do not need to discrimi- 
nate in their questions Investigations which are explanatory in purpose, how- 
ever, do need to discriminate, that is questions should 'spread' the 
respondents across the response categories. Consider, for example, a Likert 
type question which asks medical general practitioners to record their 
response to a series of statements to do with mentally disturbed patients, such 
as: 'Neurotic patients, by and large, tend to be ungrateful for the trouble taken 
with their treatment', using a standard set of five response categories ranging 
from 'Strongly agree' to 'Strongly disagree' If the sample of general prac- 
titioners had overwhelmingly answered 'Strongly agree' or overwhelmingly 
'Strongly disagree' this particular question would have shown no discrimi- 
nation and would have been useless in explaining how different types of gen- 
eral practitioner responded to mental illness (Shepherd et a l ,  1966). 
Explanations in highly structured methods of data collection (which ask stan- 



UNIT I I ASKING QUESTIONS 

dardized questions and assign the answers to pre-determined response 
categories) rest upon correlations between variables. Variables are constructed 
from the responses to specific questions, and it is essential that respondents 
are 'spread' across the response categories, otherwise there will be no vari- 
ation which can be correlated with the variation in responses to another ques- 
tion 

Each of these aims or purposes of the pilot will be discussed further. 

Appropriate language 

U ACTIVITY 2 

How, at the piloting stage, would you go about ensunng that the language of a question- 
naire was comprehensible and natural for the respondents? 

On the phrasing and language to be used in formulating the question, the pilot is 
particularly useful. It is common, in well-designed research, to have a two-phase 
pilot study In the first phase, using the sort of theoretical sample I specified above 
- i.e. one covering the whole range of individual types which the main investi- 
gation is intended to sample - less structured methods are used That is, more 
naturalistic interview methods, in which the interviewer has an agenda of general 
topics, phrased as broad questions, but not the invariant and specific questions of 
a finalized questionnaire. The replies can be tape recorded for later analysis and 
from them questions in the appropriate language can be drawn up and also 
an initial set of response categories or codes devised In the second phase, 
using another sample drawn or constructed in the same way as the first phase, a 
more structured technique is used. This is where a draft of a questionnaire or 
schedule appears for the first time and it is administered (by interviewer or by 
self-completion by the respondent) in a similar way to the final instrument. How 
well the specific, rather than broad, questions are understood can be assessed, as 
can the length of the questionnaire or schedule - measured by how long lt 
typically takes to complete (point 3 above) 

Prompting 
Point 2 in the criteria for an effective instrument of data collection raises some- 
thing more subtle about responses to individual questions Can the respondent be 
expected to articulate (or even to think of) the full range of possible responses to 
a particular question? For example, if the research investigation was concerned 
with the effect of certain stressful life-events on personal health, the investigator 
might ask the question (amongst others): 

Have you experienced any stressful problems in the past year? 

with a view to relating 'stress' to health status 

ACTIVITY 3 

What are the problems of this bnd of question, and how would you go about overcom- 
ing them? 

The problems are that respondents may not realize that their experiences have 
been stressful, nor remember those which they prefer to forget In this sort of 
case, a special type of prompt is often used, called a show card. This lists the full 
range of possibilities of responses for the respondent, who is asked to indicate 
which one or ones apply to him or her. An example is Slack's (1992) study of 
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mental health and the unemployed As part of the study, Slack wanted to know 
what 'life stressors' people had experienced during the course of the past year, in 
order to control for the effect of life stressors on any possible relationship 
between unemployment and mental health. It is unlikely that members of her 
sample would have systematically reviewed all the unpleasant possibilities which 
might have happened to them so a show card was used which listed a number of 
stressful events or experiences and the respondent was asked to say which ones 
had occurred to them. The list of life stressors could have been derived from a 
pilot mvestigation (and originally was) but Slack, legitimately, borrowed it from 
already published work. 

Having thought over the past year could you consider this list of prob- 
lems which some people say they have had Point to those, if any, 
which have caused you or your immediate family problems during the 
last year 

(Slack, 1992) 

The list of problems (possible responses) on the show card was 

Serious injury to yourself or your spouse requiring hospital treatment. 

Ser~ous mental or physical illness in yourself or your wife requiring hospital 
treatment. 

Long-standing mental or physical ill health in yourself or your spouse which is 
managed by your famdy doctor 

Death of a friend, a close relative and/or a spouse Please say which. 

Break-up of the family. 

Increase in arguments with spouse 

Rowing with neighbours. 

Involvement in fights. 

Jail sentence 

Minor convictions, e g. speeding, drunkenness, fighting. 

Unwanted pregnancy 

Problems related to alcohol or drugs. 

Burglary/mugging. 

Although a show card acts as a multiple prompt, it does carry the risk of biasing 
responses because it increases the hkelihood of responses emerging which may 
not have occurred spontaneously. In this example, the possibility of answering 'No 
problems' was invited, but weakly: 

Point to those, zfany, which have caused you 

(Ibid., my italics) 

It is better to ask two separate questions - of which the first is a screening ques- 
tion which signals whether the interviewer is to proceed to the second, e.g. 'Have 
you had any problems in the past year?' - before using a show card like Slack's. 

Ordering of questions 
The ordering of the questions is a complex matter and one tHat is frequently badly 
handled. It is generally better to put demographic questions towards the end, if 
possible By demographic I mean age, marital status, family relationships, occu- 
pation, etc. This is partly because they are uninterestmg questions to the respon- 
dent and one wishes to engage their interest in the interview as soon as possible 
and partly because, being sensitive, they may be resented Other topics/questions 
which should be regarded as sensitive include sexual orlentation, health status 
(particularly mental health status), income, and professional and educational quali- 
fications, such questions should not come near the beginning of an interview or a 
questionnaire. It is instructive, when reading published research reports, to relate 
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response rates and refusals to the design of the questionnaire or schedule and 
particularly to the ordering of the questions (if the researcher gives enough infor- 
mation to allow a judgement to be made). Other factors affecting response rates, 
must of course, be taken into account 

A good questionnaire designer will also think carefully about what is essential to 
ask as well as the order in which to ask questions; does one need to know exact 
income, for example, or will an income bracket do just as well? If it would, then a 
show card containing income brackets can be given to respondents and their 
responses need only be A, B, C, etc This is perceived as less intrusive than insist- 
ing on precise figures However, it may be important in some circumstances to be 
exact about 'factual' questions such as income or age, and a show card with 
income brackets would be insufficient For a further discussion on the difficulties 
of some 'factual' questions, see Section 3.1. 

Discrimination 
The piloting of individual questions needs to take account of the ability of a ques- 
tion to discriminate between respondents, but only for certain types of investi- 
gation. 

I I ACTIVITY 4 
For what k~nds of research IS ~t mportant that quest~ons d~scnmmate between respon- 
dents, and when might this not matter? 

Descriptive investigations are aimed at the accurate estimation of the frequency in 
the population of certain responses and are unconcerned with 'spreading' the 
responses across the response categories. If, for example, 90 per cent of responses 
in a sample of the general British population classify themselves as white/Euro- 
pean in response to a question about ethnic origin (as in the 1991 Census), this is 
not a problem; all the researcher and the critical reader are concerned with is 
whether the estimation is reasonably accurate. Explanatory investigations, on the 
other hand, are trying to relate differences on one variable (constructed from 
responses to specific questions) to differences on another variable. Here, the dis- 
criminatory power of a question does matter and the pilot should be testing it. A 
question which discriminates effectively will show a spread of responses across 
the answer categories. This is not necessarily an even spread, but one which 
shows a significant frequency of response in each category. 

An example of a descriptive investigation is Mack and Lansley's (1985) study of 
the experience of poverty in the UK. They asked a number of questions of both 
poor people and non-poor people, amongst which were a number of questions 
referring to the experience of living on, or close to, the official poverty line (as 
defined by household income calculated by the Department of Social Security to 
be that of the minimum income of Supplementary Benefit). One of their questions 
concerned housing conditions: 

Here is a list of problems which some people say they experience in 
their homes With regard to the house you live in now, which if any, 
have caused you problems in the past year? 

(Mack and Lansley, 1985) 

Respondents are shown a card with the following 'problems' or response 
categories: 

No problems. 

Damp 

Poor heating. 

Infestations, e.g. mice, rats, cockroaches 
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No indoor toilet. 

No indoor bath. 

Broken windows 

Not enough rooms so that teenagers of opposite sexes have to share a 
bedroom 

Other problems (please specify) 

By linking housing deprivation to income poverty Mack and Lansley showed that 
those on or near the Supplementary Benefit line (within 140 per cent of it, to be 
precise) experienced a disproportionate number of problems with their housing 
compared to those whose incomes were above the 140 per cent of Supplementary 
Benefit line The Supplementary Benefit line was, at the time of the study, the 
official 'poverty line' in the UK; those on it, or worse, those below it, were 'poor'. 
Those above it were the 'non-poor'. Mack and Lansley showed that those with 
incomes up to 40 per cent above the Supplementary Benefit line experienced a 
disproportionate number of housing problems, an indication that the Supplemen- 
tary Benefit line was set too low From the point of view of dlscrirnination 
between respondents in the sample the fact that the better-off reported 'No 
problems' in the above list in an overwhelming proportion is not a matter for 
criticism. Mack and Lansley's survey (using interviewers and standardized inter- 
viewer-schedules) was seeking to describe the differences in living conditions and 
experiences of the poor in the contemporary UK compared to the non-poor 

In contrast, explanatory investigations do require that questions should discrimi- 
nate fairly evenly between different sorts of respondent. In the United States 
McIver et a1 (in Zeller and Carmines, 1980) investigated the links between being a 
victim of crlme, the type of neighbourhood the respondent lived in, and the 
respondent's perception of the quality of the police service which they received. 
This represents three Important variables whose intercorrelations were vital to the 
Investigation and to explaining the connection between experiencing crime per- 
sonally and perceiving the quality of the local police service on a scale ranging 
from poor to good 

One of the questions which they asked (as mentioned above, Section 2 l) ,  meas- 
uring perception of the quality of police service, was the following 

How would you rate the overall quality of police services in your 
neighbourhood? Remember, we mean the two or three blocks around 
your home. Are they outstanding, good, adequate, inadequate, or very 
poor? 

(Zeller and Carmines, 1980) 

Another question which they asked, agaln to do with the perceived quality of the 
police service, was. 

When the police are called to your neighbourhood, in your opinion do 
they arrive very rapidly, quickly enough, slowly, or very slowly, not at 
all? 

(Ibid 1 

If responses across their sample had accumulated heavily on, say, 'adequate' in 
the first question or 'not at all' in the second question, then both questions would 
have failed to discriminate between respondents Too many of the responses 
would have been alike and would have made it impossible to calculate useful 
correlations between 'perceived quality of police services' - the underlying vari- 
able which these two questions would help to measure - and other variables of 
importance such as 'criminal victimization'. 

In general, when responses to a question are to form a variable for an explanatory 
analysis, the pilot must show that responses across the sample to a question are 
divided amongst the response categories - not necessarily evenly, but 'spread' to 
a sufficient extent to allow a useful analysis of the correlations between variables 
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to occur. Questions which do not discriminate in this way should be eliminated 
from an instrument after the pilot stage has explored the adequacy of the inter- 
view schedule or the questionnaire. 

2.5 THE IMPORTANCE O F  PILOTING 

When reading research based on highly structured data-collection methods, look 
critically for an account of how the data-collection instruments were piloted 
Whether interview schedules or questionnaires were used, piloting should have 
been carried out and the process by which the questions in their final form were 
arrived at should be documented. Ideally, some account should also be given of 
how the respondents' co-operation was obtained (the 'research bargain') and how 
they reacted to the time which the interview, etc , took. 

Unfortunately, this is likely to prove impossible to find in journal articles because 
pressure of space (and convention, as well) means that questionnaires are rarely 
printed with the substantive findings and analyses Even books, where space is 
less of a problem, often omit an account of the methods employed in empirical 
work. Taking a modern empirical work at random from my bookshelves (Pahl's 
Divisions of Labour, 1984), I found no copy of the interview schedule used nor 
even what the actual questions were which were asked! Pahl was investigating 
formal and informal work and the division of labour within the household - a 
difficult area theoretically - and the omission of key methodological details is 
surprising. 

3 ASKING MORE COMPLEX 
QUESTIONS USING HIGHLY 
STRUCTURED METHODS 
Certain topics in data collection prove to be more difficult to gain valid and 
reliable information about than may appear at first sight. These include. retrospec- 
tive questions where the respondent is asked to remember past behaviours and 
opinions; 'factual' information about such things as income and occupational 
career; and, most difficult of all, the scoring or measurement of 'attitudes' where a 
number of questions are used to place a respondent on a scale which represents a 
single continuum of an attitude or test of attainment for which any respondent has 
a score derived from a number of separate questions. The latter is a composite 
measurement which is composed of responses or scores from a number of dis- 
crete questions. 

A continuum or a uni-dimensional scale assumes that there is a single property 
which is being measured. For example, the property of height is uni-dimensional; 
it is assumed that every member of a population may be placed on a particular 
point of the scale, ranging from low to high. However, social science concepts 
which denote 'properties' are more complex than physical properties such as 
height, weight, or temperature and each social science concept may represent a 
number of different dimensions The main problem in composite measurement is 
to disentangle these different dimensions. For example, social class probably con- 
sists in most people's perceptions of two dimensions occupational or status pres- 
tige on the one hand, and income level on the other These two dimensions do 
not overlap perfectly (in fact, far from it) and this is reflected in the popular ideas 
of 'genteel poverty' and of 'nouveaux riches'. Section 3 3 shows how the 
responses to a set of related questions may be analysed to show two or more 
dimensions of an underlying attitude The aim in analysis is to distinguish the 
different dimensions so that each can be seen as a single dimension. 


