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PREFACE 

This study on [)rtnciples of development and d1os1g11 of 
survey questionnaires is one of a series of public1t1ons 
designed to assist countrlP,S in pla�ning and 1mpleme1t1ng 
household surveys in the conteKt of the National Household 
Survey Cap;i>:nl1ty Programme. The United Nations revise,\ 
Handbook of Household Surveys* 1s the basic document 1n the 
s,�ries. The Handbook rev1e·"1s issues 1n s,irvey content, 
design and operations and provides technical 1nEormat1on and 
guidance at a relatively general level to national statis
tical organizations charged wit� carrying out household 
survey programmes. In adi1tion to the Handbook, a number of 
stJdies are being undertaken to provide reviews of 1ss11es 
and procedures in specific areas of housenold survey 
methodology and operations and 1n selected subJect areas. 
The major emphasis of tl1is series 1s that of co1.t1n111ng 
programmes of household surveys. 

Successful inplementation of national household survey 
programmes requires, among other things, the design and 
development of good quest1onna1res which can be used to 
collect the required 1nforMation as accurate and cost
effective as poss1!Jle 111 given c1r,:umstances. However, the 
f,1ilure to devote sufficient atte1tion, care an,J resourc,3s 
to the development of questionnaires has been s11rpris1nJly 
common in survey practice. It 1s hoped that this docume�t, 
providing a detai lrd discussion wi t'i n,1merous 1 l l•istrat ions 
of general principles of design and development of survey 
questionnaires, will �ake a useful contr1b�t1on towards the 
promotion of good practices 1n this area of work, and at the 
same time serve as 11seful n�ference and tra.i111ng material. 
For designing quest1onna1res for surveys on specific topics, 
the general principles discussed here will naed to be 
supplemented by subject�natter knowledge and by evaluation 
and analysis of past eKperience of surveys on the topic 
concerned. 

*Studies 1n '•lethods, Series F, No. 31 (ST.e:,A.·,TAT.SER.F/31).
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In the preparation of this document, the United Nations 
was assisted by Statistics Canada serving as a subcontractor 
to the United Nations Department of Technical Co-operation 
for Development. An initial draft was prepared by '.-Ir. R. 
Platek, Ms. F. K. Pierre-Pierre and Mr. P. Stevens, under 
overall direction of Mr. Platek, all of Statistics Canada. 
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CHAPTER 1 

IN1RODUCTION 

1. l DEVELOPMENT OF SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRES 

One of the most important problems in undertaking 
surveys and censuses is the precise definition of the data 
to be collected, and the translation of those data require
ments and related concepts into usable questions. The 
variables to be measured by the survey have to be trans
formed into operational definitions and expressed in the 
form of a logical series of questions which the interviewer 
can ask and the respondent can comprehend and answer. Good 
questionnaires are those which are designed: 

to enable the collection of accurate information to 
meet the needs of potential data users 1n a timely 
manner; 

to facilitate the work of data collection, data 
processing and tabulation; 

to ensure economy in data collection, i.e. avoid 
collection of any non-essential information; and 

to permit comprehensive and meaningful analysis and 
purposeful utilization of the data collected. 

In short, survey questionnaires must be developed so as to 
yield information of the highest quality possible with 
special emphasis on relevance, timeliness and accuracy. 
This must be accomplished efficiently, minimizing the cost 
and burden involved in the provision of the necessary 
information. 

The failure to devote sufficient care, attention and 
resources to the development and design of survey ques
tionnaires is surprisingly common in survey practice. 
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Numerous examples, including those from otherwise expe
rienced statistical organizations, can be given of cases 
where defective questionnaire design resulted in data of 
poor quality, long delays in processing, collection of 
unnecessary or unusable data and omission of crucial items, 
thus seriously diminishing the usefulness of the survey. 

Toe refinement of the general data requirements of a 
survey into precise questions is a step-by-step process. In 
this process, the survey objectives are themselves made more 
specific, and may even undergo significant revision as they 
are spelled out in detail and their feasibility tested in 
the field. There are a number of preparatory steps for the 
development of good questionnaires: 

(1) There is, firstly, the need for regular consultation
between users of statistical information and those who
are responsible for producing it. Particular atten
tion needs to be paid to appropriate organizational
arrangements and work-style to achieve close com
munication between users and producers.

(2) Secondly, within the statistical office, it has to be
ensured that the technical task of questionnaire
development receives the multi-disciplinary inputs it
re qui res. A variety of ski 11 s need to be pooled
together. In a larger or more developed statistical
office, the task may be entrusted to a team of pro
fessionals each specializing in a particular area. In
an office with limited capability, a few individuals
may have to perform a variety of functions; and they
may need to seek the help of other national and inter
national agencies. Whatever the arrangements for and
size of the questionnaire development team, a number of
functional skills are required including:

a good knowledge of the subject matter to be in
vestigated and adequate understanding of the 
analytical uses to which the resulting data can be 
put; 

an appreciation of the practical constraints under 
which the data are collected, specifically a 
realistic idea of the type, form and detail of 
information which can be obtained given the quality 
of the available field staff and the characteristics 
of the population to be surveyed; 



CHAPTER 2 

THE PROCESS OF QUESTIONNAIRE DEVELOPMENT 

2.1 INTRODUCTION: DETERMINATION OF THE SURVEY 
OBJECTIVES 

As nnteJ 1n the previous Chapter, the process of ques
tionnaire development involves a number oE stages wn1ch have 
t,, he seen in the context of tne tot;:ll s.irvey des1gfJ and 
development. 

In the context of the National Household Survey 
Cap,b1l1ty Programme, it is best to begin by considering the 
manner in which integrated survey programmes are formulated 
in participating countries. Typically, one begins with the 
preparation of a medium-term plan to undertake household 
surveys on a continuing basis. The plan 1s formulated in 
the form of a proJect proposal which, in consultation with 
users, identifies the type of data required from the survey 
programmes, and tne relative pnonty, timing, frequency and 
detail with which they are required. The proposal also 
examines the existing capab1l1ty of the national stat1st1cal 
system in terms of its experience, staffing at various 
leifels, field and office machinery, processing, analysis, 
printing facilities etc., and 1dentif1es the critical areas 
needing upgrading. On this basis, the broad coverage, size, 
scope and timing of the survey programme are determined 
taking into account the users' needs and priorities, data 
available or obtainable from other sources, and above Rll, 
resources and practical constraints. Tue proposal also 
attempt5 to identify the appropriate institutional 
arrangements for project development, implementation, 
monitoring and eifalu�tion. 

Toe formulation of such a medium-term plan 1s a pre
requisite for launching any large-scale national survey 
programme. This, however, 1s only the first step. Data may 
be needed on a great number of subjects - population, 



- 8 -

employment, health, education, housing, energy, agricult11re, 
income and expenditure and so on. These have to be arranged 
into a series of related operations in the most efficient 
manner possible. A number of considerations need to be 
taken into account in determining the arrangement and timing 
of the individual surveys or survey rounds of the plan. The 
primary determining factor is the users' needs and prior
ities, especially the relative urgency with which the data 
are required. However, this has to be moderated by numerous 
practical constraints and technical considerations. For 
example: Are the topics to be investigated necessary? If 
so, are household surveys the most appropriate method? Are 
any cheaper and/or more accurate alternative so�rces of the 
data available? Is it feasible to collect the needed rlata 
through household surveys, taking into account the nature of 
the population to be surveyed, and the availaDlP resources, 
type of interviewers, experience and cap�b1lity? For 
instance, it is often not feasible to collect highly complex 
or elaborate data from a population with low levels of 
literacy, or by using non-specialist interviewing staff. 
Similarly, the survey programme in many circumstances may 
have to begin on a modest scale, with relatively simple 
surveys covering topics for which some survey experience 
already exists. 

It is not necessary here to discuss the numerous con
siderations involved in determining the design and content 
of household surveys. However, for a continuing programme 
of interrelated surveys, two additional co•nsiderations 
should be noted as these have important and wide-ranging 
implications. The first 1s the need to ensure operational 
co-ordination between various surveys, and substantive inte
gration between resulting data. Operational co-ordination 
involves, among other things, the use of common infrastruc
tural facilities and arrangements for various surveys, 
ensuring smooth work-flow over time, and maximum use of the 
inter-relationships of various operalions involved. Sub
stantive integration is the process of rendering statistical 
outputs from diverse sources as coherent and comparable as 
possible so that the resulting data are mutually comple
mentary and can De interrelated for exploitation in greater 
depth. Toe content, as well as arrangements, of the indiv1 -
dual surveys or survey rounds have to be determined in 
order to maximize the advantages of co-ordination and inte
gration. Unnecessary duplication should be avoided and the 
questionnaire should enable maximum possible linkage and 
combined use of the resulting data from individual surveys. 
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Undoubtedly, the formulation of the survey plan and 
determination of its content require mechanisms for close 
and regular interaction between producers of statistical 
information, and the users of the information. 

From the initial definition of the broad survey object
ives, the survey content has to be refined and made more 
specific, operationalized in the form of actual question
naires, and then implemented in the field, processed and 
analysed. This is a step-by-step task which increasingly 
becomes more technical. The user-producer consultative 
arrangements have to evolve to reflect the changing require
ments of the task. Also, appropriate arrangements have to 
be established to ensure collaboration among the different 
categories (specialists) of producers and for the testing, 
review and revision of the survey questionnaires at var1011s 
stages. Some issues involved in setting-up appropriate 
organizational arrangements are discussed in Section 2.2. 

The rest of this chapter provides a step-by-seep 
overview of the various stages involved in the development 
of survey questionnaires. These include: the process of 
refinement of survey objectives with a detailed illustration 
(Section 2.3); elaboration of the content of individual 
surveys and specification of the survey variables (2.4); 
preliminary work to determine the suitable form of ques
tions, and the actual drafting, testing and revision of the 
q•iestionnaires (2.5); and finally, the production, il1lple
mentation and evaluation of the questionnaires (2.6). 

2. 2 ORGANIZATIONAL PREREQUISITES FOR QUESTIONNAIRE 
DEVELOPMENT 

The formulation of survey plan and determination of its 
content require mechanisms for close and regular inter
action between users and producers. While details oF the 
actual arrangements would vary with circumstances, there are 
certain general considerations and requirements to be met 1n 
setting up the appropriate consultative arrangements. 
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2. 2. l User-producer consultation 

At a general policy level, overall guidance may be 
provided by appropriately constituted high-level inter
ministerial committee. At a technical level, the task may 
be entrusted to various technical advisory groups including 
representatives of middle-level users, especially those who 
are familiar with the general methodology, potentialities 
and limitations of statistical surveys and are involved in 
day-to-day utilization of statistical information. Whatever 
the exact form of arrangements, it is important to recognize 
the specific roles and areas of responsibilities of the 
various parties involved: 

(1) While the widest cross-section of the user community
should be represented, the high-level committee should
be in a position to co-ordinate the often diverse, and
sometimes even conflicting, users' requirements. In
view of resource constraints, priorities have to be
determined, and choices made and compromises reached.

(2) While the user-producer technical advisory groups work
under the guidelines determined by the overall steering
committee, this interaction should be seen as two
directional. In the process of refinement, the survey
objectives are themselves made more specific, and may
undergo significant revisions as they are spelled out
in detail and their feasibility considered. Also, new
requirements may emerge which initially were not
apparent.

(3) Of course, the determination of the nature and timing
of the information to be collected is essentially a
prerogative of the community of users. While the
producers may assist the users in identifying their
requirements in more detail, the latter must take these
requirements as the starting point, and certainly must
never launch major statistical operations unilaterally
without adequate consultation.

(4) On the other hand, it is the special responsibility of
the producers to evaluate the feasibility, practicality
and the cost - in terms both of human and material
resources - of meeting the users' requirements. The

producers must consider the numerous technical iss11es
involved in operationalizing the general requirements,
such as: exploring alternative sources or modes of
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collection of the required data (household surveys may 
not be the only or the best means); determining the 
size, scope, design and methodology of the s11rveys to 
meet the objectives; working out the operational and 
substantive relationships between different surveys; 
and above all, formulating the actual questionnaires 
and analytical 011tputs of the surveys. Many of these 
decisions are interconnected and need to be taken after 
careful and detailed consideration. It LS �ighly 
desirable that maximum fl�(1h1l1ty is given Lo those 
who are tec!1nically qualif1ei (Le. tl1e producers) to 
undertake these tasks. 

The 1mplic1t ions of tile above 1s that in user -producer 
interaction, the 11sers should specify the requ1re,qents 1n

tPrms of the needed outputs. As to how that information is 
to be collected (e.g. in terms of survey :l,",1gn, questio,1 
wording, fotc.) should be largely left to the producers. Of 
course, frequent cons11ltat1on between users dnd producers 
must continue, but 1t should concern primarily the sub
stantive outputs expected from the survey as they are 
refined and possibly modified, and the implied costs and 
resource requirements. Designing survey questionnaires 
through "committees of users and producers" would almost 
invariably result in a poor product, as it does not 
facilitate cool and careful consideration of all the 
technical and practical issues involved. Another tendency 
to be avoided is that of unsystematic additions to the 
content of the survey, without due attention to their effect 
on the length, quality and structure of the existing ques
tionnaire, or worse still, without examining exactly how the 
'additional information would be used. It is not always 
possible for the user community to fully appreciate the 
implications, for practical survey taking, of their diverse 
demands and data requirements. 

z. 2. 2 The questionnaire design team 

Once the overall contents and expected outputs of the 
survey have been determined reasonably clearly under the 
guidance of the users, the task of questionnaire development 
becomes increasingly more specific and technical involving 
the multi-disciplinary inputs of different specialists among 
the producers. A variety of skills, such as knowledge of 
the subject matter, field conditions, operational manage
ment, data processing, questionnaire design etc. need to be 
pooled together. 

_·:--. 
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In the professional team responsible for questionnaire 
design and development, the leading role has to be played by 
specialists in the subject matter of the survey. Each 
subJect matter has its own req11ire'llents and, with cumulative 
experience, the survey techniques become increasingly 
specialized. In any given field, it is necessary not only 
to choose from among a variety of poss1ble approacf1,,s, h11t 
also to a,lopt 1ppropriate ,:oncepts, def1nit1ons and classi
fications taking into account the country conditions, prac
tices followed on previous occasions and international 
recommendations. Good knowledge of the subject matter is 
also essential to define the appropriate analytical outputs 
from the survey, and more generally to help set priorities 
whenever the demand for statist1cal data exceeds the 
available capacity to produce them. At the later stage of 
questionnaire testing and evaluation, aga1n, subject -matter 
knowledge is required to determine whether tile results 
obtained are of reasonahle quality. 

However, subject-matter specialization alone is not 
enough to develop good survey questionnaires. Experience 
and familiarity with the practical conditions of data 
collection and processing, and with principles of ques
tionnaire design are also essential. Subject-matter 
specialists without these attributes may end up producing 
impracticable questionnaires. 

It is crucial to ensure that the questionnaires can be 
processed to generate the needed informatjon within the 
available time and with the existing data processing 
facilities. Therefore, once the contents of the survey have 
been determined, persons with data processing knowledge 
should be fully involved in the design of questionnaires to 
ensure their processability. While the guiding principle in 
the design of questionnaires has to be the collection of the 
most accurate data possible, that may be of little use if it 
is impossible to process the data or if the processing takes 
unacceptably long time. 

In a larger, more developed organization, each of the 
various areas of specialization referred to above may be 
represented by one or more persons. In organizations with 
limited capability, a few individuals may have to perform a 
variety of functions seeking outside help whenever 
necessary. Whatever the situation, organizationally the 
best practice may be to delegate the task of actual drafting 
and revision of the questionnaires to a small 'questionnaire 
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design team' (preferably consisting of more than one 
person). The team can work more or less independently, and 
its work can be per1od1cally reviewed and evaluated by the 
wider body of professional colleagues. 

Sometimes, especially in larger statistical offices, 
there is a tendency to divide up the survey design work 
rather sharply between different subject-matter areas, 1dth 
insufficient 'horizontal integration'. 11ns can result 1n

non-uniform standards, variable quality and 1neffic1ent 
survey design for different subjects. The damage can be 
particularly serious in organizations which, though 
relatively large, lack adequate number of professional staff 
- as indeed still 1s the case in the national statistical
offices of many developing countries. Hence, the appro
priate strategy would be to develop a common pool of
expertise which can serve all the different subJects. When
several related questionnaires need to be developed for the
same survey or the same survey programme, it is important to
ensure that individual designers do not work in isolation of
each other. Ideally, the task of developing closely related
questionnaires should be entrusted to a single team which
can draw on subject matter and other specialized expertise
as necessary.

2. 2. 3 Arrangements for evaluation and revision of 
questionnaires 

At various stages in the process of questionnaire 
development, a careful word-by-word review of the drafts 1s 
an indispensable step. It is important to make proper 
arrangements for reviewing and implementing the resulting 
revision. The review should be as broad-based as possible 
and involve not only those directly responsible for the 
production of the drafts (the questionnaire design team), 
but also other interested professionals within and outside 
the particular survey or even the particular organization 
undertaking the survey, as well as field and supervisory 
staff responsible for the evaluation of the survey. It 
would be necessary to involve the users 1n discussions 
affecting the survey content, expected outputs, costs and 
other policy aspects. 

It is desirable to organize the review process in the 
form of formal meetings, provide reviewers with check-lists 
of points to guide the discussion and keep Written records 
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of decisions. In �ak1ng changes or additions to existing 
draft of the questionnaire, an overall balance and co
ordination has to be retained. Sometimes the recommenda
tions made by reviewers may not be mutually consistent, or 
when taken together may result in unmanageably long and 
complex or otherwise technically unsatisfactory question
naires. Other changes may fundamentally affect the cost or 
the basic obJectives of the survey. Hence, while the review 
process should involve the widest possible circle of users 
and technicians, it is necessary to reconcile the various 
recommendations, comments and requirements and to take an 
overall view. The actual task of reformulating the ques
tionnaire should be preferably entrusted to the small group 
of professionals who are the main persons entrusted with the 
design of the questionnaire. Toe 'questionnaire design 
team' can then report back to the larger review groups, and 
the process may have to be repeated several times. 

2.3 REFINEMENT OF 1HE SURVEY CON'IENT 

Toe initial survey plan of the type outlined 1n Section 
2.1 may be more or less specific and detailed, depending 
upon such factors as the type of survey involved, past 
experience and the degree of sophistication required by the 
users. In any case, the next step would be to define the 
content of the survey more precisely. This section lists 
certain basic considerations and provides a detailed 
illustration of the process involved. 

2. 3. 1 Basic considerations 

In determining the content of the surveys it is always 
desirable to start from the end-product expected from the 
surveys, and work backwards to the actual survey instruments 
and procedures required to achieve them. The following 
considerations need special attention: 

(1) Relevance: What are the specific issues that need to
be answered by the data? Can some or all the inform
ation required be obtained from alternative sources?
If a new survey were to be taken, how would its output
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relate to data available from other sources? Speci
fically, how would it relate to other surveys which 
might be carried out within the framework of the same 
programme? 

(2) T1mel1ness: What are the time constraints? Do the
results have to be delivered by a spec1f1ed date? Does
the information require periodic updating? What are
the seasonal factors and other cons1derat1ons deter
mining the timing of the survey?

(3) Accuracy: What 1s the desired level of accuracy? What
1s the necessary level of detail (e.g. geographic
t)reakdown) of the results" What are the corresponding
sdmple size requirements?

(4) Methodolnoy: What �re the most appropriate methodolo
gical drrangements to meet the above requirements? Are
alternative strategies available, and 1£ so, what are
the criteria for choice between alternatives? What has
been the past experience, including that of other
organizations and countries in conducting surveys on
similar topics? What are the relevant international
recommendations? For surveys which have been conducted
in the past, and especially surveys which are repeated
per1od1cally to provide time-series data, how importa11t
1s 1t to keep the survey procedures and questionnaires
unchanged for substantive and/or operational reasons?

(5) Feasibil1tv: What are the resources and facilities
required for survey design, data collection, process1nJ
and analysis? How feasible is it to meet the survey
objectives fully under the circumstances? Would the
respondents be able and willing to provide the type of
information required? Would the type of field staff
who are available or can De recruited be able to obtain
the information? Are the available data processing
fac1l1t1es adequate to handle the survey, given its
size and complexity, and taking into account the
time-constraints? What might be the most critical
bottlenecks?

(6) Co-ord1natlon and integration: In the case of a con
tinuing programme of surveys, is careful attention
being paid to the considerations of operational co
ordination and integration between different surveys,
as well as between different operations of each survey?

,. 
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(7) Grouping of survey topics: How are the subjects to be
covered best grouped into individual surveys so as to
ensure complementarity, lack of duplication, and
maximum linkage between surveys? Are the topics to be
covered in any one survey compatible with each other in
terms of technical requirements such as sample size,
design, data collection procedures, respondent rules,
sensitivity, respondent burden etc.? Should the survey
be divided into more than one interviewing operation,
each requiring a separate questionnaire which is more
manageable and more uniform in content, respondent
rules, period of enquiry and frequency?

The above are examples of the types of issues involver!
in determining the general survey design and 1n defining and 
delimiting the content of individual s,irveys 1r1 a pro
gramme. The actual pro,e�s may vary, depending on circum
stances and specific requirements. Some of the issues may 
be further clarified by considering an example. The follow
ing fairly detailed illustration is �ased on the actual 
survey programme of a country participating in the NHSCP. 
However, it has been slightly modified to bring out some of 
the points more clearly. 

2. 3. 2 An illustration 

The initial S•lfvey plan in our illustration identified 
the following general areas to be covered in the household 
survey programme over a period of S years. 

(1) Agricultural production and crop-forecasts: During
the agricultural seasons, - twice each year - data
were required on production and sales of major crops.
Given the predominance of small holdings in the

country, household surveys were the principal means of
agricultural data collection. The primary objective
was to make prompt forecasts of the quantities produced
and marketed and especially to identify significant
changes since the previous crop year. Periodically,
detailed data were also required on structural and
operational characteristics of holdings including:
area by ownership, land use, crop and crop-mix; number
and value of cattle owned by type and grade, and recent
changes in livestock; labour inputs in cultivation and
livestock; quantity of other agricultural inputs;
quantity and value of agricultural and livestock
produce, and amount sold; and other sources of
household income.
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(2) Pattern of household income and ex enditure: For a
variety of purposes including computation of consumer
price indices, compilation of national accounts and
study of income distribution), data were required on
the size and pattern of household consumption of food,
beverages, clothing, fuel, transportation, durable
goods and services, etc. as well as on household income
from farming and non-farming activities. Information
was to be collected once during the five-year period,
taking into account seasonal variations over the year.

(3) Demographic charactenstics: Around the middle of the
1nter-censal period, data were required on vital rates
(fertility, mortality and migration) to update the
1nformat1on on population size, structure and distri
bution from the last population census, and to study
population trends.

( 4) Labour force and employment: A comprehensive one -time
survey covering seasonal variations in both urban and
rural areas was required to obtain benchmark and struc
tural information on employment conditions, income,
work-related mob1l1ty, levels of unemployment,
underemployment etc.

(5) Social conditions and indicators: A variety of areas
relating to social conditions of the general population
were identified for investigation in discussion with
the various sectoral ministries. These included the
need for a more accurate assessment of the levels of
literacy, prevalence of physical disability by type,
nutritional status of children, housing conditions, and
availability and utilization of educational, health,
sanitation, co-operative, commercial and various
administrative services.

( 6) Community level information: Connected to the above
was the need to collect information on the general
conditions, availability and utilization of services by
rural communities.

(7) Supplementary enquiries: The infrastructure estab
lished for the national household survey programme was
also to be used to collect certain other essential
information, including a longitudinal investigation of
che impact on socio-economic conditions of an important
public works programme covering several regions of the
country.

D 
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Given these general objectives of the survey programme and a 
reasonably clear indication of users' priorities, 1t was 
primarily the responsibility of the statistical office to 
clarify, elaborate and operationalize these objectives in 
the form of definite statistical enquiries - of course, with 
frequent reference to the users at various stages of the 
process. Below is a description of the major consider
ations which were involved. Tne reader may refer to the 
general issues listed in the previous subsection. 

Relevance 

The requirements of the users, survey objectives 
and the main issues to be answered were in this case 
fairly well understood and expressed. The main re
quirements were: to produce structural information of 
medium-term validity on population, labour force, 
agriculture, household income expenditure and socio
economic conditions; to provide time-series on current 
agricultural statistics and forecasts, releasing the 
basic results as promptly as possible; and to provide 
an assessment of the long-term impact of a particular 
development project. While some information could be 
obtained more cheaply from administrative sources and 
institutional surveys of schools, hospitals, etc. it 
was clear that, as in most other developing countries, 
the primary source had to be household-based surveys of 
the general population. Of course, these had to be 
supplemented by special enquiries in areas not covered 
by the household sector, for example large and medium
sized agricultural enterprises. 

Timing considerations 

The various surveys had their specific require
ments of timing and frequency. Clearly, the crop
forecast surveys had to be repeated twice each year 
during very specific periods determined by seasonality 
of agriculture, which was somewhat different in differ
ent parts of the country. Furthermore, the short time 
in which the results of crop surveys had to be issued 
for them to be of any value in forecasting, made 1t 
imperative that the scope and content of the surveys be 
kept very simple. The major surveys on structural 
characteristics of the population, labour force, 



household income and expenditure and agriculture could 
be one time surveys during the 5-year period, but each 
needed to be spread over a whole year to take into 
account the effect of seasonal variations, Each survey 
was complex 1n content and required substantial inputs, 
so that the surveys could be carried out only one after 
the other, 1n an order determined largely by the users' 
priorities. Substantively, there was considerable 
flexibility in sequencing the surveys since they relate 
to structural characteristics which tend to be stable 
and do not change in the short term. Finally, the 
various social topics could be covered more flexibly as 
'modules' attached to other major surveys. 

Requ1 red accuracy and sa'11pl,c s1 ze 

1he users' requirements as originally formulated 
required the production of separate estimates for each 
of a fairly large number of subnational domains -
consequently requiring a national sample of large 
size. It fell on the statisticians to work out the 
practical consequences of this requirement, and to 
convince the users that it could not be met fully with 
the given organizational, technical, field operation 
and data processing resources. By examining specific 
policy requirements, 1t was determined that the 
elaborate disaggregation of results was less critical 
for some topics than for others, In some cases, 
greater geographical detail could also be obtained by 
cumulating data over several years without increasing 
the annual sample size. From these and other consi
derations, the required sample sizes were determined. 
These varied from topic to topic, in the following 
order from larger to smaller sample size: demography, 
prevalence of physical disability, socio-demographic 
characteristics, labour force, agricultural product1on, 
other social variables, biannual crop forecasts, and 
household income and expenditure. This ordering is 
fairly typical of surveys in developing countries. In 
terms of survey content, 1t was considered important to 
keep the content of large-scale surveys simple; greater 
complexity could be tolerated for the smaller surveys, 

= 19 



- 20 -

Methodology 

Several other considerations were involved in 
determining the methodology of the surveys. For the 
year-round surveys the basic choice was between (i) 
enumerating the same sample of households repeatedly 
during the year (say once every quarter) to measure 
seasonal variations more precisely; or (ii) enumerating 
a new sample each quarter to increase the precision of 
overall estimates for a given number of interviews 
during the year. It was decided that in the present 
case, with limited resources, the survey obJectives 
could be better met by the second alternative. 

Such choice can have a fundamental effect on the 
content and design of the survey questionnaire. Wit� 
repeated visits to the household the interview can tak� 
the form of prospective or follow-up questioning to 
record changes since the previous visit. Consequently, 
the problems of memory lapse and reference period 
errors may be less serious in this case as compared 
with retrospective questioning involving a long recall 
period. The questionnaire design has to make special 
provision for linking and updating the data between 
visits. In one-time retrospective interviews, recall 
and reference period errors present more critical 
problems, and special provisions may need to be made in 
the questionnaire and associated interview aides to 
reduce their impact. ( This is considered at greater 
length in Sec. 3.4.) 

Similar alternatives also existed for the demo
graphic survey in our illustration: (i) one may either 
carry out a single-round retrospective survey, wnich 
would be somewhat cheaper, easier to manage, and re
quire short time for data collection, processing and 
release but which would yield less accurate informa
tion; (ii) or alternatively one may conduct a multi
round follow-up survey which could provide more 
accurate information, but with higher costs, longer 
delay and possibly greater difficulties in management 
and integration with other surveys in the programme. 
It is obvious that the questionnaire design would be 
very different in the two cases, even though the 
expected outputs are of similar type. 
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Feasil:1il1ty 

This, of course, is a prerequisite of all aspects 
of the survey design. Reference has already been made 
to some considerations which in our 1llustrat1on re
sulted 1n limiting the size and complexity of the 
surveys. 'There were several additional reasons 1n 
favour of this decision, which 1nc1dentally are fairly 
typical of survey talung in developing countries. These 
were the low level of l1teracy in the country and its 
predominantly rural character; the generally limited 
skill and experience of the available field force, 
especially for collecting highly specialized data; and 
severely limited data processing f�c1lities. 

Other critical factors were the relatively small 
size of the available field force which, as noted 
earlier, could not fully cover the original sample 
needed to produce detailed subnational estimate5; and 
limited mobility of the field and supervisory staff, 
due to transport canst raints. After careful consi
deration rt was found that even after reduction of 
sample size and making the surveys less complex, the 
original worK programme was too heavy. Some major cuts 
were made, which necessitated several more rounds of 
intensive user-producer consultation. In fact, the 
process of constant reassessment continued over an 
extended period as the surveys in the programme were 
implemented one by one. Some major adJustments were 
the exclusion of certain sparsely populated areas and 
nomadic sections of the population from the survey 
programme; spreading the agricultural production survey 
over two years, thus halving the annual sample size; 
confining the detailed labour force enquiry to urban 
areas only (considered more critical by the users) and 
collecting only basic information on the topic in rural 
areas in conjunction with the demographic survey; 
concentrating on a subset of the social variables; and 
generally s1mplify1ng further the content of all 
surveys to the extent possible within the l1m1ts 
defined by users' priorities. These compromises are 
fairly typical of the situation encountered in nat1onal 
survey programmes. 
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Co-ordination and intecrration 

A determining consideration was that the surveys 
were to be carried out by a common pool of permanently 
employed field-workers. This made it necessary to 
arrange the surveys so as to obtain a continuous and 
fairly uniform flow of work, and to avoid excessive 
concentration. At the same time, however, the 
availability of facilities to carry out surveys on a 
regular basis made it generally unnecessary to con
duct complex multisubject surveys, in so far as the 
required information could be obtained more easily in a 
properly sequenced series of related but distinct 
surveys. This facilitated questionnaire development 
but made it all the more necessary that the ques
tionnaires be designed to permit easy linking of 
micro -level data across surveys. 

Individual surveys 

On the basis of above considerations, the scope 
and general content of individual surveys was also 
identified more clearly. The next step was an ela -
boration of the content, including specification of 
survey variables, types of units to be enumerated, 
respondent rules, expected outputs etc., keeping in 
view that more than one type of questionnaire might be 
required for any one 'survey'. These issues are dis
cussed in the following section. 

Z.4 DETAILED SPECIFICATION OF SURVEY VARIABLES AND OU1PU1S

This section describes the preparatory work necessary 
before the actual drafting of detailed questions can begin. 
The time and effort which need to be devoted to this phase 
of questionnaire development depends upon the context of the 
survey, its complexity and prior national and international 
experience on the topics to be covered. As elsewhere in 
this document, our context is that of the development of a 
continuing programme of related household surveys such as 
NHSCP. 



on the basis of knowledge of the subject-ma.tter and 
general field conditions, awareness of the form or 
type of questioning which would be most suitable to 
obtain the required information; 

understanding of the various principles and tech
niques of questionnaire design and development, 
including ordering, wording, layout and coding of 
questions, and procedures for testing and evalua
tion of questionnaires; 

and, in partic11lar, appreciation of the data 
preparation and processing requirements. 

(3) It is equally important to realize that the process of
questionnaire development has to be seen as a part of
total survey development. The questionnaire is the
operational expression of the substant1ve obJectives of
the survey, and hence its development relates closely
to all the other components of survey design, such as
population to be covered, type of respondent, sampling
and field-work arrangements, the method of data
coll�ction, the type of interviewers etc. Hence ques
tionnaire development requires skills in a variety of
areas including the subject matter, field operations,
survey design, data processing and especially, general
principles and techniques of questionnaire design.

(4) The development of questionnaire design capability is a
cumulative process. It is rarely the case that a
questionnaire has to be developed on an entirely new
topic with no prior experience, either of one's own or
of other organizations. In fact, the use of poor or
inappropriate questionnaires in survey work is fre
quently due to the failure to document and learn from
one's own experience, to study the experience of others
especially of those in similar circumstances, or to
take advantage of the accumulated knowledge as for
example synthesized in publications of various national
and international organizations. This does not imply
that a questionnaire developed for specific objectives
under one set of circumstances can be applied without
modification and renewed testing of its suitability in
another set of circumstances. However, the general
principles and techniques of questionnaire design and
development, and even specific question formulations
are, in many instances, portable from one situation to

3 
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another. This is usually the case in many developing 
countries, particularly neighbouring countries which. 
often have surveys with similar objectives carried out 
under similar circumstances. 

(5) Finally, the institutionalization of questionnaire
design capability involving the setting up of appro
priate organizational arrangements, development of
various skills, documentation, accumulation of
ex:perience etc. - is all th.e more important for a
statistical office undertaking surveys on a continuing
basis. It forms an essential component of the develop
ment of overall statistical capability. 

1.2 OBJECTIVES AND SCOPE OF THIS DOCUMENT 

The objective of this document is to discuss and 
illustrate the principles and procedures involved in the 
development and design of survey questionnaires. It is one 
of a series of documents designed to provide technical 
support to countries participating in the United Nations 
National Household Survey Capability Programme (NHSCP). It 
is addressed to national statistical organizations in dev
eloping countries undertaking continuing programmes of 
household surveys. As is the case in most developing coun
try surveys, it will be assumed throughout· that the inform
ation is collected through face-to-face personal interviews. 

The document is primarily intended for use by design
ers and managers of household survey programmes. Its aim is 
not only to discuss various considerations involved in the 
development of survey questionnaires but also to contribute 
towards the promotion of good prac�i�es in this work and to 
serve as a useful reference and training material. 

An overview of the process of questionnaire develop
ment is provided in Chapter 2. Various steps involved in 
questionnaire development are discussed, including the 
establishment of appropriate organizational arrangements, 
determination and refinement of survey content, evaluation 
of feasibility, itemization of data to be collected, deter
mination of data collection methodology, drafting, trans
lation, testing, evaluation, reproduction and administering 



of questionnaires. Selected aspects of this process are 
elaborated in subsequent chapters. 

The basic principles of questionnaire formulation and 
design are presented in Chapters 3 and 4. The first chapter 
deals with formulating survey questions, such as itemization 
of the information to be collected, determining reference 
periods, wording of questions, specification of response 
categories, problems of translation and so on. The guiding 
principle of this discussion is the need to "structure" the 
interview to varying degrees so as to obtain the required 
information most accurately. While the focus in Chapter 3 
is 00 individual questions, the subsequent chapter deals 
with issues relating to the form of the questionnaire as a 
whole: introductory and other sections of the question
naire, issues involved in grouping and ordering of ques
tions, skips, filters and other aspects relating to the flow 
of the interview, provision of summaries and subtotals and 
other substantive aspects of questionnaire layout. Toe 
design of household rosters is given special consideration 
in view of their importance and frequent use in survey 
taking. 

Chapter 5 is concerned with the principal aspects of 
questionnaire format 1n relation to its printing and 
reproduction for the full -scale survey. Topics such as 
numbering of questions, placing of response categories and 
interviewer instructions, catering for data processing 
requirements and other aspects of physical design are 
discussed. There is also some discussion of printing of 
questionnaires and production of interview aids and 
accompanying documents such as instruction manuals. 

Finally, Chapter 6 describes various methods f0r 
testing and evaluating survey questionnaires. Adequate 
testing, of course, must precede final production of the 
questionnaire and its use 1n a full-scale survey. Evalua
tion refers to the collection and analysis of the informa
tion on performance of the questionnaire, both during the 
course of the survey field-work as well as through special 
operations and investigations subsequent to the survey. 

- 5 -
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It is also important to appreciate what this document 
is not. The document provides a detailed discussion, with 
numerous illustrations, of general principles of design and 
development of survey questionnaires. However, it is not 
meant to provide specific guidance in designing question
naires for any particular survey on any particular topic. 
For that, the general principles discussed here will need to 
be supplemented by subject-matter specific knowledge and 
evaluation and analysis of past experience in the topic 
concerned. 
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2. 4. l Grouping of topics into surveys 

When data are required on a wide variety of subjects, 
these have to be grouper! into manageable, separate surveys. 
In addition to the users' pnonties, required ti�nng and 
legislative and other practical considerations, a major 
factor to be taken into account is that the different 
subjects to be put together into one interview should be 
mutually compatible. For example, it is difficult to put 
together topics which require greatly different coverage, 
sampling arrangements, methods of data collection and 
interviewing sUlls. Consider for instance agricult1Jral 
production and ch1lcl healt'l. Tue former survey may be 
coofinecl to farming households and require 1nterview1ng 
(usually male) holders, us1,g interviewers specially trained 
in measuring 1reas, cutting and ,1e1c;h1ng crops etc. An 
i'1-dcpth chilrl healt'1 survey, by contrast, h�s to cover both 
farm and non-farm households and interviewing mothers with 
young chilclren, anthropometric measurements on infants and 
children, and possibly use interviewers with some special 
knowledge of identifying types of illness. The two topics 
are so incompatible that there is no point in combining them 
into a single survey operation. 

Some topics can also be incompatible because the 
presence of one may have an adverse effect on the quality of 
information on the other. Putting such topics together into 
a single interview may be inconvenient, annoying or 
embarrassing to the respondent, and hence lower the q,ulity 
of response or result in higher rates of refusal. It should 
o_e remembered that even when respondents do not show any 
obvious sign of impatience with a long and complex inter
view, their patience cannot be taken for granted. Long 
interviews are known to result in data of poorer quality, 
processing delays and 1n higher non-response. Here is an 
ill11stration of the expenence of a country: a short 
enquiry on the incidence of physical disability was incor
porated into an ongoing household budget survey. This ',vas 
not an appropriate arrangement since the former type of 
survey required a large sample to study the relatively rare 
events (incidence of disability) with sufficient precision, 
while the latter survey being already quite complex is 
likely to become unmanageable by the acldition of another 
topic which, may also receive insufficient attention during 
the interview. Consequently, it was found that the data on 
disability suffered from very large sampling and non
sampling errors and, in fact, turned out to be unusable. 
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Hence, a balance is required between having multi
subject surveys, and dividing them up into several simpler 
uni-subject surveys. As noted above, multisubject surveys 
can have certain advantages in some circumstances. But 
they can also result in data of poor quality, higher non
response, and processing delays. They may also be less 
flexible in accommodating different sample size, design and 
data collection requirements for the various subjects. By 
contrast, short uni-subject surveys can be more manageable 
in terms of data collection and processing, and can yield 
results of higher quality because of reduced burden on the 
respondent and the interviewer, and especially so when 
additional training can be given to the interviewers bet
ween surveys. Furthermore, in the context of a continuing 
survey programme employing permanent arrangements, the cost 
disadvantages of uni-subject survey may not be so ser10,15: 
the marginal cost of revisits to the respondents may be 
quite small especially when permanently employed inter
viewers can be stationed within or near sample areas. The 
primary disadvantage of uni-subject surveys can be the 
difficulties in linking of different questionnaires for the 
same respondent. On balance, it would appear that a 
combination of a few interrelated subjects in terms of 
conceptual framework and analytical potential, offers an 
optimum possibility for a multi-subject survey. 

2. 4. 2 Relationship between surveys 

While defining the content of individual surveys, 1t 
is important to keep in view the substantive relationships 
between data collected 1n various surveys in the pro
gramme. Firstly, it is advisable to avoid unnecessary 
duplication between surveys, especially when surveys are 
based on common or closely related samples so that sub 
stantive linkage at the micro-level is possible. For 
example, if 1nformat1on is already collected on household 
possessions 1n an income and expenditure survey, it may be 
unnecessary to repeat it in a housing survey even though 
the information may be necessary for the analysis of the 
latter. 

This does not mean that repetition must be avoided in 
all cases. There can indeed be some advantage in allowing 
a degree of overlap between topics covered by different 
surveys. The use of common 'core' items repeated in all 
surveys, can provide a basis for comparing coverage, 
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adjusting and aggregating data from different surveys, 
obtaining common categories for classification and 
tabulation of the data, monitoring time-trends, and some
times also for providing an indication of the reliability 
of the data, Basic demographic characteristics of the 
population are for instance obtained in almost any house
hold survey: they define the population covered, provide 
necessary denominators for the computation of many rates 
and ratio estimates, and generally define the context 
within which other data collected in the survey can be 
interpreted. If, for instance, the distribution by age and 
sex and household size of the population enumerated in a 
large-scale and more reliable demographic survey is to be 
used to reweight or otherwise adjust the results of a 
small-scale survey (such as on household consumption), this 
would require the inclusion of the demographic character
istics in both surveys. 

' 

Another reason for repeating certain items between 
surveys is to avoid the need for micro-level linkage. 
Linkage across surveys is not always straightforward and 
can be time-consuming and taxing on data processing 
facilities. This is especially the case when linkage is 
required at the individual (personal) rather than at the 
household or some other aggregate level. Identification of 
individuals in a survey can be problematic and prone to 
mismatching and failures in matching. For example, if 1t 
is required to relate the incomes of individuals to the 
employment status, occupation and training, it may be 
easier to obtain all that information in the income survey 
itself even if it is already obtained in some other survey 
such as the labour force survey. It should be emphasized 
that whatever the advantages of repeating items of informa
tion between closely related surveys, minimization of the 
amount of information to be collected to meet the given 
objectives is always a very important requirement. 

A related consideration 1s the need to ensure com
patibility and complementarity between topics covered in 
different surveys. First of all, this requires the use of 
common concepts, definitions and coverage rules. Further
more, various possibilities may be exploited to enhance the 
overall cost-effectiveness of the survey programme, For 
example, relatively simple topics may be incorporated as 
'modules' into some ongoing survey at a small additional 
cost. A module on maternal and child health or utilization 
of family planning services may be added on to a fertility 
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survey, or one on literacy and levels of education may form 
part of almost any survey which involves listing of 
household members. It is also possible to use one survey 
to act as a screening phase and to provide information for 
a later phase. Examples are the use of a large-scale 
demographic survey to identify persons with specific 
characteristics for an intensive enquiry on disabled 
persons, and the use of a household income-expenditure 
survey to obtain information on socio-economic status of 
households and their stratification for the selection of a 
sub-sample for a nutrition survey. 

So far we have considered surveys which, though 
related, cover different topics. Household survey pro
grammes also frequently involve continuous surveys or 
surveys repeated at fixed intervals of time. Repeat 
surveys offer considerable economies in collection and 
processing once the basic system has been set up. However, 
periodic revision of questionnaires and survey procedures 
may be necessary. Repetition of the same questionnaire 
over a long time may lead to increasingly inadequate survey 
procedures and survey content. On the other hand caution 
needs to be exercised while making changes in order to 
maintain comparability of the time-series data. The best 
strategy in most circumstances may be to continuously 
evaluate the ongoing system, and introduce changes only 
infrequently whenever there is sufficient justification for 
revising survey content and methodology. In other words, 
it is preferable to overhaul the system periodically rather 
than subject it to frequent disruption. 

2. 4. 3 Related survey design issues 

In determining the information to be collected and 
designing questionnaires, it is also necessary to consider 
several related aspects of the survey design. These in
clude, for example: defining the types of units for which 
the information is to be collected and analyzed; the target 
population of the units to be covered; the sampling 
arrangements and the types of units used for selecting the 
sample; and the rules to determine who the appropriate res
pondents would be. For instance, most household surveys 
exclude population residing in non-household institutions, 
and special provisions would need to be made if any such 
sectors are to be included. Similarly, some surveys may 
exclude specific segments of the population, e.g. nomads, 
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foreign residents, or other minority groups. Surveys of 
household agriculture may exclude all non-farming house
holds as well as farms above a certain size. The coverage 
of the population may be on a de jure (usual residence) or 
a de facto basis; and so on. 1he sampling units used in 
the selection of the sample may or may not be identical to 
the units of enquiry or observation i..e. units on which the 
information is actually obtained in the field. These 1n 
turn are not necessarily the same as the units used in 
analysis of the results. The respondents, i.e. individuals 
who actually provide the information may be different from 
all t:1e above. For example, i.n a general demographic 
survey, the sampling units may be areas or clusters, the 
uni ts of enqni ry or observation and analysis ,nay be house -
holds and individuals, while the respondent may be any 
usual adult resident of the household. Similarly, in a 
survey of household agriculture, the ultimate sampling �nit 
may be the household, while information may be collected at 
the holding level with the principal holder as the respond
ent, and the data are tabulated both at the household and 
the holding levels. 

Furthermore, a single survey may involve the collec
tion of information at various levels of units such as 
communities, dwellings, households, holdings and indivi
duals. Each level may have its own preferred respondent, 
e.g. household head for household characteristics, mothers
for information on children, housewives for household
consumption, the main earner for household income, and
individual members for information on themselves. These
fOnsiderations would determine the major divisions of the
survey questionnaire and the arrangement of sections within
the questionnaire (discussed further in the next sub
section). The respondent rules, in particular, can affect
profoundly the type of information which can be collected,
and the cost and quality of the information collected. For
example, the use of proxy respondents, while significantly
reducing the survey costs, may greatly limit the detail in
which information can be obtained and the extent to which
sensitive, attitudinal or behavioural questions can be
included in the questionnaire.

Whatever be the details, provision has to be made in 
the questionnaire to identify the various types of units 
involved and specify their interrelationship. This may 
require the collection and coding of supplementary 
information such as the area, dwelling, and household 
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identification, line-numbers of individual members, and 
information on their background characteristics. 

Questionnaire design has also to gear up to other 
possible methods of data collection: whether face-to-face 
1nterv1ews can in some cases be supplemented by mail survey 
or maintenance of records or diaries by respondents; 
whether the enquiry involves physical measurements (of 
areas, yields, quantities of food, heights and weights of 
children, etc.); whether some of the information can be 
obtained from or verified with documents or records avail
able with the respondent (birth or marriage certificates 
etc.); and whether any other forms of interview aids are 
available etc. 

Another important consideration is the periodicity of 
the survey: whether, depending upon the type of data 
required, the survey is a one-time operation or whether it 
is to be repeated periodically; 1n the latter case, whether 
the successive interviews are conducted independently of 
each other, or whether follow-up interviews are conducted 
on the basis of and by direct reference to the question
naires completed at the preceding v1s1t(s). It is clear 
that these and other aspects of the overall survey design 
have a profound effect on the length and type of reference 
and recall periods, the type and detail of information and 
generally on the form and layout of the questionnaire. 

2. 4. 4 Use of more than one guestionna1r"e tye within a 
survey 

As noted earlier, there may be good reasons for using 
more than one type of questionnaire in any given survey. 
Toe 'survey' refers to an operation designed to collect 
information on a closely related set of topics. It is 
characterized by a relatively unified design and 
arrangement for data collection and data analysis of the 
topics covered. At least some basic information is 
typically collected on all the units 1n the sample, but 
some topics may be confined to subsamples and may differ in 
the units of collection and analysis and in the types of 
respondents providing the information. In such situations, 
it is convenient to use a number of questionnaires, each 
relatively homogeneous in content and applied to a given 
set of sampling, analysis and reporting units. For 
example, 1£ data are wanted from a relatively rare 
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population, (e.g. people with a particular physical or 
mental disability) it is useful to have a simple household 
level "screening" questionnaire as the first step to 
identify individuals with the characteristic of interest 
and then return to a sub-sample of the identified 
individuals with a more detailed questionnaire. 

As another example, the 1nformat1on collected in the 
World Fertility Survey was divided into two parts: (i) 
that concerning characteristics of the household, and 
demographic and other particulars of each household member, 
and (11) information on fertility and marriage history, 
contraceptive use and other factors on women in the 
child-bearing age. Information in the first group was 
relatively less personal and less complex, and could be 
satisfactorily obtained from any one or more adult members 
of the household. The second group was more personal and 
complex and the information had to be obtained directly 
from the woman concerned, preferably 1n private. In such a 
situation, it was convenient and necessary to employ two 
questionnaires in the survey: one could for households and 
the other for 1nd1 vi dual women. The two interviews be 
operationally combined and did not usually involve separate 
visits to the household. 

Similarly, the 1981-82 National Sample Survey of 
Agriculture (NSSA) of Malawi employed, for reasons of con
venience in the management of data collection and process
ing, as many as 11 separate schedules, each focusing on a 
particular aspect of agricultural activity. 

In another survey on the same subject the information 
to be collected was divided into three main groups, with 
one questionnaire for each: (i) data on structural 
characteristics and stocks such as total area by ownership 
and use and crop pattern, number of cattle owned by type, 
value of various agricultural inputs held in store, etc.; 
(ii) data on changes in various characteristics and
agricultural stocks during a 3-month reference period; and
(iii) daily record of livestock production, labour inputs,
household food consumption etc. over past one week.
Samples of different sizes were used for different ques
tionnaires to maximize the overall efficiency of the
survey. Substantive and cost considerations resulted in
adopting a large sample size for (i), a sample of moderate
size for (ii) and a relatively small sample for (1ii). Toe
first required only a one-time interview with the principal
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holder; the second required reinterviewing the holder after 
a 3-month intervals and the third required daily visits to 
each household for a week, with the housewife as the pre
ferred respondent. 

2. 4. 5 Operationalization of concepts and definitions 

Before detailed specification of survey variables is 
made, it is necessary to define the underlying concepts. 
The concepts and definitions must be formulated clearly and 
in detail, specifying exactly what is included and 
excluded, and how the definition will be applied 1n prac
tice. Reference hcis already been made in Sec. 2. 4. 3 to 
various concepts relating to coverage, units of sampling, 
analysis, response, reference period, etc. relating to the 
survey design. Similarly, there are concepts relating to 
the substantive content of the survey. 

It is useful to consider an example in some detail. 
In a survey of the labour force, for instance, it is 
necessary to define and to specify procedures for measure
ment of terms such as the economically active population, 
economically inactive population, employment, unemployment 
and underemployment. The UN Princi les and Recommendations 
for Population Censuses (1966 and the International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians (1982) define, for 
instance, the "economically active population" broadly as 
comprising all persons of either sex who furnish the supply 
of labour for the production of economic goods and services 
during a specified reference period. The ICLS then goes on 
to identify, without excluding other possibilities, two 
useful measures: the "usually" active population measured 
in relation to a long reference period such as a year; and 
the "currently" active population measured in relation to a 
short reference period such as one week or one day. The 
"usual" status is conceived as a summary measure based on 
the variable status of the individual with reference to the 
weeks or days that together constitute the long specified 
reference period, i.e. on the basis of "current" status 
which prevailed during a majority of the weeks or days 
constituting the period. The usual status could turn out to 
be substantially different depending upon whether it is 
defined in terms of the current status which prevailed over

most of the weeks or over most of the days considered 
individually. In any case, in household surveys the usual 
status can only be determined through one or a few 
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retrospective questions (Rao 1982) and this practical 
limitation has to be recognized. Next, it is necessary to 
define and individually identify 1n terms of specific series 
of questions, the various categories which together consti
tute the broad group "economically active population". For 
instance, according to ICLS, the economically active 
population comprises employed and unemployed persons; among 
the employed a distinction needs to be made between paid 
employment and self-employment. Paid employment includes 
persons at work during the reference period for wage or 
salary in cash or kind, as well as persons with formal 
attachment to a job but who were temporarily not at work 
d11ring the reference period. Self-employment likewise, 
inclu�es persons at work during the reference period for 
profit or family gain 1n cash or kind as well as persons 
wit� an enterprise but were temporarily not at work during 
the reference period for any specific reason. The point of 
this 1 l111str'lt1on is that broad concepts are defined and 
operationalized by identifying the categories comprising 
them in more and more detail, and this forms the basis on 
which the actual sequence of questioning can then be 
constructed. 

As another example, we quote the concept of 
"unemployment" as used in the Canadian Labour Force Survey. 
It included those persons in the civilian (non-military), 
non-institutional population aged 15 and over who, during 
the reference period of a given week each month; 

(a) were without work, had actively looked for work in the
past four weeks (ending with the reference week), and
were available for work. The "available" are those
(including full-time students seeking part-time work)
who reported either (i) that there was no reason why
they could not take a job in the reference week, or,
(i1) if they could not take a Job it was because of
"own illness or disability", "personal or family
responslb1lit1es", or because they already had a job
which they were expecting to join;

(b) had not actively looked for work in the past four
weeks, but had been laid off (from a job to which they
expect to return) for 26 weeks or less and were
available for work; or

(c) had not actively looked for work in the past four
weeks but had a new job to start in four weeks or less
from the reference week, and were available for work.
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It is interesting to note that as many as nine ques
tions had to be asked to ensure that the correct meaning and 
only that meaning was conveyed to respondents. However, 
whether it is necessary to include that level of detail in 
the questionnaire depends on specific objectives of the 
survey. When information on employment constitutes an 
incidencal background characteristic rather than the primary 
focus of the survey, it may suffice to measure it in a less 
precise manner on the basis of a simplifieJ, shorter series 
of questions. 

In the choice of concepts and defin1t1ons, an 
important consideration is the need to ensure consistency. 
In a continuous or periodically repeated survey aimed at 
producing time-series data, the concepts used in the past 
should always be the starting point. In the interest of 
continuity and operational convenience, only such changes 
that have been found absolutely necessary should be intro
duced. Often special studies of the continued usefulness of 
the concepts and definitions may be necessary before the 
need for and appropriate form of changes can be identified. 
Within any survey, whether one-time or continuous, terms 
need to be defined and applied in the same way throughout 
the questionnaire, in the interviewers' manual, during 
interviewers training, and in analysis and reporting of the 
data. In a programme of related surveys, it is desirable to 
maximize consistency, if not aim at complete identity, 
between different surveys. As much consistency as possible 
is also desirable between surveys and otQer sources of 
data. Given these considerations as well as others dictated 
by national circumstances, it is desirable to follow inter
nationally recommended standard concepts, definitions and 
classifications as far as possible. Apart from possible 
advantages of international comparability, this practice can 
be of great benefit to the country since a great deal of 
experience, thought and work has gone into the formulation 
of these recommendations with high .degree of consistency and 
detail. 

2. 4. 6 Specification of survey variables 

After determining the concepts, definitions and 
classifications to be used, the next step is the preparation 
of a detailed list and description of the survey variables. 
In practice, this work has to proceed simultaneously with 
elaboration of the outputs from the survey in the form of 
cross-tabulations and statistical analysis as discussed in 
the next subsection. 
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It should be noted that a survey variable is not 
equivalent to a questionnaire item. The survey variables 
essentially define the micro-level information to be 
obtained from the survey while questionnaire items specify 
the exact form in which that information has to be 
collected. Frequently, in the interest of obtaining 
accurate values of survey variables, the questionnaire may 
call for more detailed information than 1s actually needed 
in the final analysis. For example, a survey variable might 
be household's income from wages and salaries during a 
specified reference period. To collect information on this 
one variable may require asking several questions for each 
member of the household; in fact different series of 
questions may be required for different categories of 
individuals. Similarly, referring back to the concepts of 
the economically active, employed and unemployed population 
etc. discussed earlier, the list of survey variables may be 
substantially shorter than the actual series of questions 
required in a labour force survey. 

In practice, the process of refinement of individual 
question is a step-by-step process, with details gradually 
filled up as the successive drafts are discussed and 
evaluated and as the survey outputs are formulated more 
precisely. One may begin from no more than a skeleton of 
the items of information to be covered. 1he following is an 
illustration of the process. The next few pages (Illustra
tion 2.1) show extracts from successive drafts of an Indian 
Survey of Disabled Perons. Toe illustration shows "Block 7" 
of the questionnaire concerning particulars of physical/ 
mental disability. The first draft was developed after 
discussion with medical experts, and shows little more than 
an outline of the topics to be covered in the survey. Note 
that question 7.2, seeks to determine whether the respondent 
has a visual disability, but asks no further details of the 
visual disability. The second draft was developed after 
further discussion with both subject-matter experts and with 
data processing experts. Note that the amount of detail to 
be obtained about visual disabilities has been expanded. By 
the time of the third draft, which is still not the final 
version, the concepts have been defined, codes have been 
developed, and a formatted schedule with provision of 
information for upto four individuals has been developed. 
Separate blocks (7.1 and 7.2) have been introduced for 
visual and communication disability. The precise questions 
have not been written out in full, so that the interviewers 
are free to use whatever words they think will best convey 
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the concept of visual disability. Data-capture columns have 
been entered (by hand) in the right margin, presumably to be 
printed in the final schedule form. Note also the deli
berate repetition of administrative identifiers at the top 
of the page, for the convenience of interviewers, editors, 
and general administration. 

The above example provides an illustration of the use 
of somewhat abbreviated list of survey variables, which is 
gradually expanded and turned into the form of actual ques
tions to be used in the survey interview. An alternative 
strategy would be first to develop a fully detailed list of 
survey variables, and turn it into the form of questionnaire 
or schedule onl at a later sta e after the list has been 
discussed, reviewed and finalized. There are a number o 
possible advantages of this alternative approach. It is 
clear that as distinct from a list of survey variables, the 
detailed questionnaire must pay attention to a host of 
factors such as wording, arrangement, ordering, layout and 
other aspects of the form, in addition to the basic content 
of the information being sought. It may, for example, 
require parallel series of questions for respondents of 
different categories of respondent, even though the 
information to be obtained is identical. All this detail 
may obscure the essential issues and make it difficult for 
the users and the wide body of professional colleagues to 
check and evaluate the basic content of the survey and to 
recommend changes. By contrast, an explicit list of survey 
variables - giving the definition of the variables and what 
they include and exclude, the units of measurement, their 
classification or categories, the population or sub
population to which they apply, and other details can 
describe and communicate the content of the survey more 
clearly and precisely. Such a list will also facilitate the 
development of tabulation plans and other outputs to be 
obtained from the survey. 

Illustration 2.2 provides an example of the list of 
variables prepared for a labour force survey. It lists the 
variables, the subpopulation to which each variable applies, 
and identifies the main terms which need to be defined. To 
conserve space, this list has been abbreviated and omits a 
number of details which may be provided, such as the units 
of measurement for the variables (e.g. completed years for 
age), categories to be used (e.g. single, currently married, 
widowed and divorced for marital status), the coding 
schemes, and a description and definition of the various 
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terms employed. Ideally, the objective of such a list is to 
specify the scope and content of the survey as clearly and 
in as much detail as possible. 

2. 4. 7 Tabulation plan and other outputs from the survey 

While the preparation of a detailed tabulation plan 
with complete instructions on how each table will be 
constructed and possibly also interpreted, may have to wait 
till the finalization of the questionnaire, the basic 
content and outline of the tabulation and analysis plans 
should be determined as early as possible. Ideally this 
work should proceed simultaneously with the detailed 
specif1catlon of the survey variables discussed in the 
previous subsection. 

At the minimum, this may take the form of specifica
tion of the table titles, ident1fy1ng the substantive 
variables to be tabulated, the background variables to be 
used in classifications, and the subpopulation to be 
included in the tables. It is also desirable to show the 
categories of classification with as much detail as possible 
though these may need adjustment at a later stage when the 
sample distribution over response categories is better 
known. At some stage in the questionnaire development, it 
may become possible to prepare "dummy tables", showing all 
the details such as headings, columns, stubs, layout of the 
table etc. except of course the data. Dummy tables are 
useful in pointing out gaps in the questionnaire in case any 

,necessary items have been omitted or have not been fully 
covered to meet the survey objectives. Further, they show 
up unnecessary information or details which may have been 
included in the draft questionnaire. Tabulation plans are 
also helpful 1n determining the coding scheme to be used in 
the questionnaire. 

Illustration 2.3 provides an example of an outline 
draft tabulation plan, prepared at an early stage of 
questionnaire development for a survey of women's parti
cipation in economic activities. Note that quite an 
elaborate tabulation plan has been outlined in a succinct 
manner. At a later stage, the plan may be refined and dummy 
tables prepared specifying the format of each table. An 
illustration of the latter is also provided from an African 
employment survey (Illustration 2.4). 
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Illustration 2,1: Extracts from Successive Drafts from a Survey of Disabled 
Persons (India) 

A. FIRST DRAFT

/7/ Particulars of physical/mental disability 

7.1 description/manifestation 

7.2 type of physical disability visual (blind) 
auditory (deaf) 
auditory (dumb) 

7.3 type of mental disability 

7.4 cause of physical 
disability 

1.5 cause of mental 
disability 

7,6 whether congenital 

orthopaedic 
loss of limb or any 
part of the body 
deformity of limb or 
body 
paralysis of limb 
dysfunction of joints 
others 

injury at work site 
(while working) 
injury outside work 
site 
stroke 
polio 
arthritis 
spastic 
leprosy 
others 

physical: yes 
no 

mental yes 
no 

codes to be decided 

codes to be decided 
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B. SECOND DRAFT
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Particulars of physical disability of the disabled members 

1, Serial number as in col. (1), block 

2, Sax 

3. Age

4,00 Whether parents of the member have common 
ancestor (yes - 1, no -

4.10 If 'yes' against item 4.00, type of blood 
relationship 

(Member's mother is first cousin of member's 
father - 12, member's mother is member's 
father's sister's daughter - 2, member's 
mother is other blood relation of member's 
father - 3) 

5.00 Degree of disability 

/total - 1, can function only with aid/nslp -
2, can function without aid/help - 3, 

6.00 Visual disability (if 'yes' in col, of 
block /6[), 

6,10 Description of disability 

6,20 Type of disability 

(blind - 1, partially ,lind with spectacles -
2, partially blind witoout spectacles - 3) 

6.30 Probable cause of disability as known 

(cataract - 1, glaucoma - 21, injury - 3, 
small pox - 4, other sys disease - 5, other 
illness -

6.40 Whether congenital (yes - 1, no - 2) 

6.50 If 'no' against item - 6.40, age (years) at 
onset of disability 

6.60 whether disability comnsncsd during last 
year (yes - 1, no - 2) 

/6/ 

2) 

(8) 

6) 
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GOVERNMENT OF INDIA 

NATIONAL SAMPLE SURVEY ORGANISATION 
Socio-economic Survey: July-December 1981 

RURAL/URBAN 

Sen: 26: Survey of Disabled Persons 

Part II - Block 1, 7 and 8 

Identification of sample household 

1. Serial number 5. Sub-round

THIRTY SIXTH ROUND 

2. State/region 6. Sample village/block no.

3. Stratum 7. Sub-stratum

4. Sub-sample 8. Sample household no.

/7.1/ Particulars of visual disability of the disabled member 

1. Serial number as in col. (1) of block (6)

2. Sex

3. Age

4. Visual disability (if code-1, in col. (8) of block (6)

4.10 Whether having light perception (yes - 1, no - 2) 

4.11 Raving light perception but with both eyes open cannot count fingers at a 
distance of 3 metres or ten feet in good day light (with spectacles - 3, 
without spectacles - 4) 
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(Illustration 2.1 - cont'd) 

4.12 Whether normally using spectacles (yes - 1, no - 2) 

4.13 Whether having visual disability from birth (yes - 1, no - 2) 

4,14 If Code - 2 against item 4,13: since when (years) having difficulty in 
moving around. 

4,15 Whether visually disabled during last year (yes - 1, no - 2) 

4.16 Probable cause of visual disability as known (code) 

4,17 If code - l against item 4,16: type of eye disease as known (code) 

4.18 Whether can read braille alphabets (yes - 1, no - 2) 

CODE LIST FOR BLOCK 7.1 

Item 4.16 (cause of visual disability) Item 4.17 (type of eye disesse) 

eye disease 
sore eyes - during first 
month of life 
sore eyes - after 1 month 
severe diarrhoea before the 
age of six years 
smallpox 
injury 
old age 
others 
other eye diseases 

-1

-2
-3

-4
-5
-6
-7
-9

-9

cataract -1 
glaucoma -2 
corneal opacity -3 
eye infection (inner-eye) -4 
sys haemorrhage (inne=-eye) -5 
high power of glasses -6 
not known --0 

J:[;JJ contd. particulars of visual disability of the disabled member 

1. Serial number as in col. (1) of block (6)
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(Illustration 2.1 - cont'd) 

5.10 Whether treatment taken (yes - 1, no - 2) 

5,11 If code - 2 against item 5.10 reason for no treatment (code) 

5.12 If code - 1 against item 5.10 how soon treatment commenced after having 
difficulty in moving around (months) ••• 

5.13 Type of treatment taken (code) 

/7.2/ Particulars of communica�ion disability of the disabled member aged 5 years 
and above 

1. Serial number as in col. (1) of block (6)

2. Sex

3. Age

Communication disability (if code - 1 in col. (9) of block (6), 

4.00 Description of communication disability 

4.11 Hearing disability 

Whether having hearing disability (yes - 1, no - 2) 

4,12 Degree of hearing disability (code) 

4.13 Whether having hearing disability from birth (yes - 2, no - 2) 

4.14 If code - 2 against item 4.13, age (years) at onset of hearing disability 
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(Illustration 2.1 - cont'd) 

4.15 Whether hearing disability commenced during last year (yes - 1, no - 2) 

4.16 Probable cause of hearing disability as known (code) 

CODE LIST FOR BLOCK 7.1 

Item 5.11 (Reason for no treatment): 

Place where treatment 
available not known 
Place of treatment known 
but treatment expensive 
Treatment not deemed to 
be necessary for: 

economic independence 
personal independence 

Others (specify) 

Item 5.13 (Type of treatment): 

Glasses only 
Medicine only 
Surgical operation 
Others 

-1

-2

-3

-4

-9

-1

-2

-3

-9

CODE LIST FOR BLOCK 7.2 

Item 4.12 (Degree of hearing disability): 

Cannot hear at all 
Proiound 
Severe 
Moderate 

-1

-2

-3

-4

Item 4.16 (Cause of hearing disability) 

German measles/rubella -1
Noise induced hearing loos -2
Ear discharge -3
Following: 

illness -6
injury -7
medical/surgical 
intervention -8

Others -9
Not known -0
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Illustration 2.2: Specification of Variables for a Labour Force Survey 
(abbreviated list) 

Variable 

Demographic 
characteristics: 

-age, aex, relationship
to household head

-current marital status

Migration: 

-duration of residence
in present locality

-province and type of
place of previous
residence

Education: 

-whether currently
attending school

-highest level of
education completed

-years of higher
education

Work experience: 

-whether worked during
past week and whether
ever worked in the
past

-occupation, industry 
and work status in 
last job, and prin
cipal occupation and 
industry during last 
year 

Subpopulation to 
which applies 

All usual residents 

Usual residents aged 15+ 

Usual residents aged 5+ 

Usual residents aged 5+ 
who moved locality with
in past .5 years 

Usual residents aged 
7-30

All usual residents 
aged 7+ 

All usual residents who 
graduated from university, 
teachers training or tech
nical school. 

Usual residents aged 11+ 

Residents who ever worked 
(including who worked 
during past week) 

Terms to be defined 

Household, usual resident, 
household head, relation
ship code 

Locality 

Type of place 

Type of educational 
institutions to be 
included as 'school'; 
levels of education. 

Work, work during refer
ence period 

Occupation, industry 
work status; principal 
occupation and industry 



(Illustration 2.2 - cont'd) 

-days and hours worked
last week; normal hours
worked per week and
reason if less than
35 hours.

-the form and amount
wages received in cash
and kind during past
one month

-number of employees and
profit received last
month

-whether looked for work
duration since looking
for work, reasons for
not looking for work

Farming: 

-whether household does
any farming;

-number of members engaged
in farming;

-amount of cultivated
land owned and amount
rented for each of a
pre-specified list of
crops.
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All persons who worked 
last week 

Persons who worked as 
employees last 

Persons who worked as 
self-employed or 
employers in non
agricultural enterprises 
during past week 

All usual residents who 
did not work last week 

Each household engaged 
in farming or having one 
or more members working 
in farming 

Code for reasons for 
working less then 35 hours 

Employment status; 
employee 

Self-employed; employer 

Looking for work; code for 
reasons for not looking 

Farming; cultivated 
list of principal crops; 
units for measuring land 
area 

land; 



! 
! 
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Illustration 2.3: Yemen Arab Republic: Draft Tabulation Outline for a Survey 
of Women's Participation in Economic Activity in Rural Areas 
(1983) 

1. The following distributions are tabulated after classification by
geographic stratum, sex of the person and by each of these variables
in turn (i) five-year age groups, (ii) marital status and (iii) level
of education:

- distribution of the population aged 10 years and over according
to activity status;

- distribution of employed persons according to principal industry;

- distribution of employed persons according to occupation; and

- distribution of employed persons according to employment status.

2. Distributjon of employed persons classified by sex and the following
combination of background variables: (i) occupation and industry,
(ii) occupation and employment status, (iii) industry and employment
status, (iv) occupation, education and age group.

3. Employed persons with more than one usual occupation classified accord
ing to their primary and secondary (i) industry, (ii) occupation and
(iii) employment status.

4. 

5. 

6. 

Distribution of employed women according to hours worked per week, 
classified by (i) geographical stratum, (ii) women's age, (iii) marital 
status, (iv) industry, (v) principal occupatio�, (vi) employment stat�s, 
and (vii) earnings from agricultural and non-agricultural activities. 

Distribution of employed women according to weeks worked during the 
past year, classified by (i) age group, (ii) industry and (iii) principal 
occupation. 

Distribution of employed women according to classes of monthly income 
and principal activity, classified by principal (i) industrial class 
(ii) occupation class, and (iii) employment status.

7. The above distribution, by secondary activity, industry, occupation and
employment status.

8. Distribution of females who were not working during the reference week
according to reasons for not working, classified by (i) geographical
stratum; (ii) woman's marital status, (iii) her level of education, and
(iv) type of training received.

9. Unemployed women, classified according to the following combination of
background variables: (i) last occupation and age group, (ii) stratum
(iii) duration of unemployment and age group, (iv) occupation sought and
age group, (v) stratum and occupation sought, (vi) stratum and minimum
income sought.

r 
I 
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Illustration 2.4: Dummy Tables for an Employment Survey 

Table 10 

Number of Household and Age-Sex Composition of Population for Household Size 

Household 
Size 

1 person 
2 persons 
3 persons 
4 persons 
5 persons 

persons 
7 persons 

persons 
9 persons 
10 persons 
More than 
10 persons 

Total 

Total No. of 
Households 

Number of persons by broad age groups and sex 

Under 
10 

M F 
10-11

M F 
15-19

M F 

Table 30 

20-24
M F

25-44
M F

45-65
M F

65 and 
Over 
M F 

Number of farms cultivated by ownership of land and distance from residence 

No. of farms by distance from residence 

All 
M F 

Type of 
ownership 
of land 

Less 
than 1/2 km. 

1/2 to less 
than 1 km. 

1 to less 
than 2 km. 

2 to 
than 

less 3 km. or 
3 km. more All 

Fully owned 
land 

Leasehold 
land 

Land rented 
out 

Land rented 
in 

Communal or 
shared lane 

Others 
(a) 
(b) 

Total 

6 

8 
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2.5 DRAFTING, TESTING, IMPLEMENTATION AND EVALUATION OF 
QUESTIONNAIRES 

Once the contents of the survey to be undertaken have 
been elaborated in sufficient detail and the major statis
tical outputs specified, the next step is the actual draft
ing of questions. 

This section provides a summary of some of the 
important issues in drafting and testing of questionnaires 
prior to their use in the full -scale survey. Three broad 
stages may be identified in this process: the exploratory 
or developmental phase; the drafting or formulation of 
questions; and their testing before full-scale implementa
tion. 

2. 5. l Developmental phase 

The task of drafting the questionnaire should always 
begin with an examination of the past practices and 
experiences - of the organization undertaking the survey, of 
other organizations within and outside the country. There 
should be a review of the general recommendations made by 
international organizations on the subJect of enquiry. It 
is important to evaluate how the various approaches used in 
the past have actually fared in terms of costs and quality 
of the data obtained. Not infrequently, the tendency to 
're-invent the wheel' has resulted in inadequate question
naire design. One has to learn both from the positive and 
the negative aspects of experience. 

On topics which have not been well tried in the past, 
some experimental work may be necessary before the actual 
formulation of the questions can be undertaken. A number of 
special techniques, some rather new and innovative, are 
available for the exploratory work. One such technique, 
recently adopted for general survey practice, 1s to conduct 
a series of interviews (or rather discussions) with groups 
of potential respondents to gauge the appropriate approaches 
and wordings for asking the questions. Also, skilled 
interviewers may be employed to carry out unstructured 
interviews with individual respondents, using merely lists 
of survey topics to be investigated rather than fully formed 
questions. Analysis of the experience of this unstructured 
interviewing can then be used to determine the best approach 



- 4 7 -

and the form of questioning to be used. Another technique 
1s to carry out exploratory interviews with in-depth probing 
on some or all the items to gauge the respondents' under
standing of the questions, the context 1n which the res
ponses are given and the thought processes which lead to 
those responses. The objective is the same as other tech
niques: to rationalize and refine the survey content, 
discover the best ways to itemize and formulate questions, 
and to identify major problems and areas of possible 
misunderstanding in communicating the questions to the 
respondent. Finally, another possible avenue for obtaining 
such information is provided by anthropological type of 
intensive studies involving p;;rticipant observation. These 
techniq:ies are discussed more fully 1n Chapter 6. 

2. S. 2 Formulation of questions 

A host of technical considerations are involved in 
determining how 1n1ividual questions are to be grouped, 
ordered and arranged, how they are to be worded and their 
response categories specified and coded, what is the 
appropriate reference period and, generally, how best the 
questionnaire may be used to structure and control the 
interviewing process and facilitate processing and analysis 
of the information collected. 

It needs to be emphasized that in quest1onna1re design 
work, a common mistake is to assume that once the terms are 
defined and explained to the interviewer, they are auto
matically and equally well understood by the respondent. 
ijowever, the critic�l factor is not whether the interviewer 
understands the questions, but whether they are clearly 
communicated to and understood by the respondent as well. 
This requirement determines the degree of detail or item
ization necessary to translate more general concepts into 
operational term5: often a series of questions may be 
required to convey the correct and complete meaning of an 
item. For example, if the objective is to enumerate the 
entire population residin3 in sample households, it may be 
necessary to identify and specifically probe for categories 
such as visitors, servants and infants who are prone to be 
under-enumerated in household interviews. Similarly, to 
convey the meaning of a complex concept such as economic 
activity may require a series of questions to identify the 
various types of activities which are to be included. The 
same applies to many other commonly used but complex 
concepts such as employment, income, expenditure, consump
tion, illness, disahility etc. 

t. 

I 
I 
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How fully or explicitly individual questions are 
worded in the questionnaire is another important issue to be 
considered in questionnaire design. Broadly speaking, there 
are two approaches to question formulation: the so-called 
'questionnaire approach' in which each question is printed 
in full in the exact form in which the interviewer is in
structed to deliver it*; and the 'schedule approach', in 
which questions are listed in an abbreviated form as items 
to be enumerated, which guide the interviewer in asking the 
questions in a form which he/she considers most appropriate 
in particular circumstances. In choosing between these 
styles, one has to compare the advantage of greater control 
and standardization of the verbatim style against the 
greater flexibility provided by the schedule approach; and 
compare the greater clarity of the verbatim questionnaire 
against the brevity and manageability of the schedule. 
Essentially, the issue is how much should one predetermine 
the manner of conducting the interview and give guidance to 
the interviewer and the respondent through the question
naire. 

A related issue is the degree of control over the form 
and categories in which responses are sought to the ques
tions. Here a distinction is usually made between 'open
ended' questions in which both the interviewer and res
pondent are unconstrained and allowed maximum scope for 
individual variation in wording and recording responses; and 
'closed' questions in which the units of response and 
categories from which responses are to be selected are made 
explicit both to the interviewer and the" respondent. In 
certain circumstances, e.g. at the developmental stage, and 
for certain types of questions especially those dealing with 
respondents' subjective beliefs, attitudes and feelings, the 
open-ended form helps to maintain the necessary flexibility 
and spontaneity. However, open-ended questions can be 
difficult to record, code and analyse, and may sometimes 
result in irrelevant or unusable responses. On the other 

*In some questionnaires, the questions are directed to the
interviewer rather than to the respondent, so that the
interviewer may obtain the required information in respect
of each individual in the sample population either from the
individual direct or from a knowledgeable respondent such as
the head of the household.
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hand, responses to closed questions can be obtained in 
clearer and more usable form and can be more easily 
recorded, coded and analyzed. The closed questions can 
sometimes limit the variety and value of the information 
that is possible through open-ended questions. Actually, a 
whole gradation is possible in the degree to which questions 
are made open-ended or closed, and choices have to be made 
in designing questions on the basis of experience and 
testing. 

The above are some of the technical issues which need 
to be considered in the drafting and design of question
naires. As the substantive content of the questions, 
including their ordering, wording, response categories etc. 
is formulated in detail, attention also needs to be paid to 
the physical form, layout, and structure of the question
naire. This includes aspects such as provision of iden
tification and other administrative information, the group
ing and numbering of questions, provision of summaries and 
subtotals to control and check the information collected, 
filters and skip instructions to guide the flow of the 
interview, provision of instructions for the interviewer, 
placing and ordering of response categories, provision for 
efficient coding and data capture, and many other issues 
relating to the physical form and layout of the question
naire. These issues are considered in detai 1 in Chapters 3 
and 4, with illustrations from a variety of surveys, 
countries and circumstances. 

2. 5. 3 Testing of guest ionnai res 

The process of review and testing of draft question
naire may involve several aspects or steps, including (i) 
technical review by the survey team and review of the 
expected output by the users; (ii) pre-testing of the 
questions through field interview; (iii) preferably, more 
formal testing of alternative approaches or methodologies of 
data collection; and (iv) pilot testing of the questionnaire 
along with other survey procedures prior to the main field
work. 

A careful, word-by-word review of the draft question
naire - and of its translation into different languages if 
applicable - is an indispensable step. There are many 
examples where apparently minor or purely accidental slips 
went unnoticed due to insufficient and cursory review, and 
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caused unnecessary inconvenience to the interviewers and 
sometimes serious damage to survey results. The review 
should involve not only those directly responsible for the 
production of the draft but also a wider body of pro
fessional colleagues within and outside the organization, as 
well as field and office workers responsible for the execu
tion of the survey. It is often the case that on the basis 
of previous experience and logical and technical consider
ations of the type discussed 1n Chapters 3 and 4, a thorough 
review of the document can reveal errors and omissions and 
identify improvements even before any further field testing. 

The next step is to try out the draft questionnaire in 
the field under reasonably representative conditions. This 
is, of course, the only sure way of ensuring that the survey 
is feasible and that the questionnaire will yield data of 
the type and accuracy required. A distinction may be made 
between pre-testing and piloting in field trials. Pre
testing refers to one or more series of interviews conducted 
on successive drafts of the questionnaire for the purpose of 
identifying and correcting errors and shortcomings. It is 
directed primarily at the improvement of the questionnaire. 
Its objective is to evaluate the general receptivity and 
feasibility of the questionnaire, and identify specific 
problems of communication between the interviewer and the 
respondent in terms of specific questions or items of 
information sought. A pi.lot, by contrast, refers to small
scale testing of all survey procedures under conditions and 
arrangements mirroring the full-scale survey; it is a 
dress-rehearsal for the full set of collection procedures, 
and to some extent of data-processing procedures as well. 

Given this difference in the basic objectives of a 
pretest and a pilot, generally considerable latitude may be 
exercised in the choice of interviewers, respondents and 
interviewing procedures for the pre-test, depending upon its 
specific requirements and focus. Special techniques such as 
in-depth probing of selected items, comparison with alter
native sources and reinterviewing etc. may be useful in 
identifying questions which suffer particularly from res
ponse err6Ts and in evaluating the results of the pre-test. 
The design and procedures for the pilot would usually be 
more formal or standardized so as to reflect as closely as 
possible the sample of respondents, interviewers, inter
viewing and supervisory procedures, field-work arrangements 
and administration, etc. for the main survey. 
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Finally, situations may arise when available expe
rience and knowledge are not sufficient to choose decisively 
between alternative approaches. It may become necessary to 
undertake formal experiments to test and compare alter
natives in a scienti.fic or objective manner. The design and 
execution of formal experiments may require specialized 
skills and resources not easily available to developing 
country organizations. Their incorporation into full-scale 
surveys is usually difficult and can be disruptive. Hence 
wherever necessary, they may be organized as separate 
operations with special arrangements. 

Important aspects in the design and conduct of pre
tests, pilots and experimental studies are discussed in 
Chapter 6. 

2. 5. 4 Questionnaire oroduction and implementation 

In addition to the technical tasks of designing, 
testing and finalizing the questionnaire, attention also 
needs to be paid to a host of other practical and supple
mentary aspects of questionnaire development. These include 
the physical production of the questionnaires for the full
scale survey, the preparation of instruction manuals for 
data collection, editing, coding and processing; final
ization of the tabulation and analysis plans; development of 
interview aids and preparation of training materials for the 
field and office staff; developing and implementing pro
cedures for supervision of field-work, collecting and 
storing completed questionnaire, keeping of records and so 
on. At the stage of full -scale administering of the ques
tionnaire, the distinction between questionnaire development 
and other aspects of survey implementation is necessarily 
blurred. Those more directly related to questionnaire 
production and implementation are discussed in Chapter 5. 

2. 5. 5 Evaluation and research 

Evaluation of how well the questionnaire works in the 
survey should be part of the questionnaire development. This 
is particularly important in a continuing programme of 
periodic surveys because the evaluation findings can be used 
to improve the questionnaires of subsequent rounds. 
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It is useful to distinguish broadly between testing 
and evaluation. Toe objective of testing, referred to in 
the previous section, is to ensure the relevance and 
accuracy of the data to be collected and to minimize the 
errors which the questionnaire might contribute; it refers 
to operations carried out prior to the full-scale survey. 
Evaluation, on the other hand, has the objective of pro
viding information on the magnitude and sources of error 
introduced at various stages; it refers by and large to 
certain operations carried out during and after the 
collection of the data. These include both the monitoring 
and evaluation during main field-work, and the evaluation of 
the questionnaire, other procedures and data quality through 
special operations after the particular survey. 

As a part of the main survey operations, evaluation of 
the questionnaire may be carried out on the basis of observ
ation, documentation and analysis of the information 
collected more or less routinely in the course of survey 
management and implementation. This may include, for 
example, information from records of non-response (in par
ticular item non-response), spot-checking and observation of 
interviews by supervisors, tape recordings of interviews, 
interviewer observations and debriefing, rates of work and 
error rates during data collection and processing. For 
improving future questionnaire design, it is particularly 
important to identify specific questions which result in 
difficulties or high rates of error and/or non-response. 

Additional information on the sources of non-sampling 
errors in general and on the performance of the question
naire in particular may be obtained by building in suitable 
"experimental comparisons" into the main survey design. It 
is, for example, possible in many circumstances to introduce 
a degree of randomization in the allocation of workload to 
interviewers and coders etc. in ways which would permit more 
quantitative estimation of the components of response errors 
arising from various sources. Where resources permit, 
special post-survey evaluation studies may be organized to 
evaluate the questionnaire, the survey procedures and data 
quality. A variety of techniques are available. For 
example, reinterview studies may be carried out in which a 
subsample of the main survey respondents are interviewed 
again to obtain estimates of reliability of the data; 
individual discrepancies between the original and the 
reinterview may be followed up in-depth to identify the 
sources of error and magnitude of the resulting bias. 
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Sometimes, part of the information collected in the 
survey may also be available from some more reliable, 
independent source against which it can be checked and 
validated. Evaluation of the data quality - at least at the 
aggregate level - on the basis of criteria of internal 
consistency, logical relationships and accumulated knowledge 
is, of course, an indispensable step in the proper analysis 
and reporting of data from any statistical enquiry, and can 
provide valuable information for improving content and 
design of future questionnaires. See Chapter 6 for a des -
cription of some techniques of evaluation of question
naires and data quality. 

In the last analysis, the improvement of quality of 
the questionnaires used in household surveys depends upon 
the institutionalization of a programme of research and 
evaluation as an integral part of the more routine survey
taking. Developing good questionnaires is not an easy task, 
and cannot be accomplished simply by indiscriminate con
tinuation of past practices or imitation of what others have 
done. The statistical organizations need to pay attention 
to methodological research in order to improve the quality 
and cost-effectiveness of their survey operations and should 
regard it as as an integral part of their survey programmes. 



CHAPTER 3 

PRINCIPLES OF QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN: FORMULATION OF QUESTIONS 

3.1 IN1RODUCTION 

In designing the survey questionnaire, the objective 
is to assist the respondents in providing the required 
information as accurately as possible, and to facilitate the 
work of the survey organization in obtaining, recording and 
processing it. This Chapter describes the various technical 
considerations involved in operationalizing the survey con
tent and formulating individual questions. Issues relating 
to the form and layout of the questionnaire as a whole will 
be considered in subsequent chapters. 

We assume here that the appropriate survey objectives, 
content and final outputs have already been determined after 
careful assessment of the information requirements in con
sultation with users. As discussed in the previous chapter, 
these have an important bearing on the questionnaire de
sign. The following sections describe the general prin
ciples and techniques of questionnaire design and highlight 
the factors in making choices from available options. 
Several examples are given of typical situations to illus
trate the application of general principles. 

3.2 A FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLE OF QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN: 
STRUC1URING OF THE INTERVIEW 

The primary objective of questionnaire design is to 
provide an instrument for collection of the required 
information under the given survey conditions and within the 
time and resources available for the survey. A fundamental 
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issue to be considered 1n choosing the questionnaire style 
is the degree to which the 1nterview1ng should be 
'structured'. Structuring means the use of pre-specified 
and uniform procedures in the conduct of an interview, with 
little freedom to the interviewer in choosing the sequence, 
style and wording of questions or the form and categories 1n 
which responses are recorded. A highly structured interview 
would require the interviewer to follow the exact wording as 
specified for each question in the questionnaire, provide 
him with detailed instructions on how and with whom to con
auct the interview, and specify both to the interviewer and 
the respondent the exact categories for recording answers to 
each question. A high degree of structuring of the inter
view process may be desir1ble 1n many circumstances and for 
several types of surveys. For example, in surveys concerned 
with respondent's attitudes and op1n1ons, the replies to 
questions can depend critic�lly on how they are asked and 
the exact wording used. Permitting individual interviewers 
to freely choose the manner in which they ask questions may 
result in highly variable and possibly unusable responses. 
In many large-scale surveys, the skills and capabilities of 
the interviewers may be highly variable and not uniformly 
high; it may be safer and generally advantageous to insist 
on the application of standard procedures laid down in 
detail. Structured interviewing is also likely to yield 
data which are easier to code and tabulate; a consideration 
which is often of vital importance in large-scale surveys 
generating huge volumes of data. 

On the other hand, there are situations where it is 
4esirable to give the interviewer maximum fleKtbility in 
choosing the manner of asking questions and the form of 
recording answers. For instance, the interviewing condi -
tions, language, respondents' characteristics etc. within 
the survey may be so variable that no satisfactory uniform 
procedures can be specified in detail; and if specified, 
would not probably be adhered due to practical problems in 
conducting the interview. Similarly, the subject-matter of 
the survey may be so complex that useful information can be 
obtained only through detailed probing which requires 
fle�ihility and 1n1tiative on the interviewers' part. In 
general, the more skilled, experienced and motivated the 
interviewer is, the stronger would be the case for flexi -
bility in choosing the manner and form of asking the 
questions during the interview. 
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In this context a distinction is usually made between 
two broad approaches to question formulation: the so-called 
'questionnaire approach', which specifies the exact form and 
wording of each question as it is to be put; and the 
'schedule approach' which lists questions in an abbreviated 
form as items to be enumerated, leaving the choice of exact 
wording to the judgment of the interviewer depending upon 
the specific situation of each interview. In choosing 
between these two styles, one has to compare the greater 
control, standardization and possible clarity of the ques
tionnaire, against the economy, brevity, manageability and 
greater flexibility offered by the schedule approach. 

As discussed in detail in the Following sections, 
there are several other aspects of questionnaire design 
which determine the degree of control over the manner in 
which the interview is conducted. 

Some examples are given below: 

(1) Questionnaires may differ in the detail with which
individual items of information are specified, and the
manner in which the interviewer is instructed to
communicate these to the respondent. For example, a
questionnaire on household consumption may list
individual items of consumption in great detail, or it
may refer simply to broad groups of items without
listing them. Similarly, information on income from
household enterprises may be solicited simply in the
form of net income on the basis of a single question,
or it may be deduced from more detailed questioning of
gross sales and expenditures under various categories.

(2) Equally important is the manner and detail in which
the interviewer is instructed to communicate the
requirement to the respondent. Sometimes detailed
lists of items are provided in the questionnaire
primarily for the information of the interviewer, to
assist in classifying the responses obtained or
determining how to probe for more information in
particular instances. Alternatively, the instruction
may be to read out a selected subset of items to
provide the respondent with examples of the type of
information required. In a more structured interview, 
the interviewer may be instructed to read out and 
obtain responses for each item separately, one by
one. Thus, the degree of structuring and control over 
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the interview procedure - and hence the completeness, 
quality and cost of obtaining the information - can 
differ greatly depending upon how the questions have 
been formulated 1n the questionnaire and communicated 
to the respondent. Section 3.3 discusses this further 
and gives numerous examples. 

(3) In many surveys, the information obtained 1s of a
retrospective nature, i.e. i.t relates to specif1ed
reference periods 10 the past. For example, a demo
graphic survey may record births and deaths in the
household during the past 12 or 24 months, or migra
tions, say, during the past 5 years. Similarly, a
labour force survey may obtain information on eco
nomic activity during the past week and/or past year;
an income survey may refer to a specified calendar
month or year; and a consumption survey to various
lengths of reference period for different sets of
items. The choice of the appropriate reference
period(s) is an important issue in survey design (see
Section 3. 4).

(4) Apart from issues relating to the wording of questions
and the use of questionnaires vs. schedules mentioned
earlier (see Sections 3.5 and 3.6 for details),
another important dimension to be considered is the
structure imposed on the response categories. Here a
distinction needs to be made between open-ended and
closed-ended questions. In a fully open-ended ques
tion both the respondent and the interviewer are
unconstrained and allowed maximum scope for individual
variation in the specification and recording of res
ponses. At the other extreme, questions may be fully
closed, i.e. stating explicitly the relevant dimen
sions and the exact categories of response to the
question. Actually, most questions are neither fully
open-ended nor fully closed. For example, a question
may be only partially closed; or a question "closed"
for the interviewer (for recording responses) may be
essentially open-ended for the respondent; questions
may also differ 1n the degree to which the
"permissible" range of responses are actually com -
municated to the respondent, and so on. These and
related issues are discussed in Section 3.7.

(5) In many countries, the linguistic diversity of the
population requires that the survey is conducted in
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more than one language. The situation is parti -
cularly complex in some parts of Africa, though 
multilingual surveys are common in other regions as 
well. Snould written versions of the questionnaire be 
prepared in each language and administered formally, 
or should the interviewer be asked to translate the 
questions into the language of each respondent, 
spontaneously at the time of interview? Such 
questions can profoundly affect the cost, logistics, 
management, quality and even design of the survey. A

brief discussion of the rather limited experience 
available on this important question is provided in 
Section 3. 8. 

(6) Various provisions may be made in the questionnaire
for cross-checking the internal consistency and/or
overall plausibility of the information obtained by
the interviewer - both during the interview and the
desk-scrutiny later. Examples are provision of
subtotals and balance sheets at various places in the
questionnaire, or deliberate introduction of redundant
items to permit cross-checking. The questionnaire may
also include additional items of information on the
identification of the respondents, conditions of the
interview, presence of third parties during question
ing, interviewer's assessment of the reliability of
the information obtained etc. These features of the
questionnaire design affect the degree of checking,
control and supervision of the interview. This and
other issues relating to the overall structure of the
questionnaire are discussed in Chapter 4.

3. 3 SPECIFICATION OF 1HE ITEMS TO BE COLLECTED IN DETAIL 

A fundamental consideration in the formulation of a 
survey questionnaire is the clear spec1f1cation of the items 
of information, specifying what is to be included and 
excluded, what exactly are the reference periods and how the 
information is to be recorded. Omission or erroneous 
inclusion of the items or events, and the use of incorrect 
reference period are two major sources of error in survey 
data. 
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To construct a praclical questionnaire, the given con
cepts, information requirements and survey variables have to 
be broken down into specific, comprehensive and answerable 
series of questions. The basic questions are: what is the 
appropriate level of detail for this breakdown, and what are 
the considerat1ons involved in the choice? 

3. 3. l Toe importance of providing sufficient detail 

To begin with, it may be stated as a general principle 
that the only guarantee against serious omiss1on or under
reporting 1s to itemize the information to be obtained 
1ndsm11ch detail as possible, and seek 1nformat1on explicitly 
on each item or component even though some of the d�tdtls 
may be amalgamated later at the processing and analysis 
stages. 

Consider for example, a demographic survey aimed at 
obtaining information on the number of children ever born to 
each woman in the sample. In principle this may be done by 
asking just one question on the total number. However, 
experience has shown that 1n many cultures, respondents have 
a tendency to under-report certain categories of children, 
for example children not liv1ng at home, female children, 
and children who have died; the under-reporting may be 
particularly serious 1n the case of female children who have 
died. It may be possible to reduce the bias by asking 
separate questions on each category of children, and this 
indeed 1s the practice followed in most censuses and 
surveys. For example, the ECA Manual on Demographic Sample 
Surveys in Africa (1974) recommends the total number of 
children ever born to be enumerated in six categories: 

boys living at home; girls living at home; 
boys living elsewhere; girls living elsewhere; 
boys who have died; girls who have died. 

The additional detail may not only result in improved 
reporting, but also permit checks on the quality of the data 
and possibly suggest methods of making appropriate adjust
ments at the analysis stage. For example, breakdown into 
boys and girls permits estimation of the sex-ratio at birth 
and of relative levels of male and female child morality. 
These estimates can be evaluated against data available from 
other sources and the more or less stable relationships 
observed in other populations. 
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Let us consider another less well-known example where 
the degree of detail has been shown to affect the complete
ness of reporting. In the World Fertility Survey question
naire, information on the knowledge of various methods of 
contraception was obtained in two forms: 

(1) Women were first asked to name spontaneously any
methods of contraception they have ever heard of.

(2) Subsequently, the interviewer was instructed to read
out descriptions of methods one-by-one, and ask
whether the method was known to and had ever been used
by the respondent.

Generally, tf1e first simple altc>rnative result,,,! 1n
lower levels of reported knowledge than the more elab�rate 
and time-consuming series of questions. Vaessen (1980)
reports the remarkable finding that 1n many cases women 
reported actually having used certain methods after detai le,l 
questioning, when they had not reported even a knowledge of 
the method concerned in the earlier general question! The 
differences were particularly striking for the more tradi
tional methods of birth control which (unlike the contra
ceptive pill or condom) did not depend upon obtaining 
supplies from a family planning institution or commercial 
outlet. The survey designers had intended to include 1n the 
concept of "method of contraception" not only the modern 
supply methods but also the more traditional practices of 
birth control such as abstinence and coitus-interruptus. 
But this concept could be communicated to many respondents 
only through detailed itemized questioning. 

3. 3. 2 But how much detail? Examples of variations in 
country practices 

Needless to say, absolute maximizing the amount of 
detail in the questionnaire is neither possible nor indeed 
necessary or desirable in all circumstances. Before dis
cussing the general considerations involved in choosing the 
appropriate amount of detail, it will be instructive to 
study variations in practices from a number of countries. 

Surveys on household consumption provide perhaps the 
clearest illustrations of this issue. To obtain a reason
ably clear picture of the total expenditure and pattern of 
consumption, it is necessary to take into account the 
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enormous variety of items which different households con
sume. Toe completeness of the 1nformat1on obtained would 
depend upon a number of factors such as the detailed listing 
of items of consumption 1n the questionnaire, how the 
details are actually conveyed to the respondent, the 
salience of the items in the respondent's mind, and the type 
and length of the recall periods. The cost of obtaining, 
recording and processing the information would also vary 
greatly depending on the methodology employed. Consequent
ly, countries have followed very different practices as the 
following examples illustrate 1n some deta1l. 

Illustrations 3.1 - 3.5 summarize the form in which 
information on household consumption and expenditure was 
collected in recent surveys in Ethiopia, Zimbabwe, Fiji, 
Thailand and India. Among the examples given, the ques
tionnaires from Ethiopia (Illustration 3.1) and Zimbabwe 
(Illustration 3.2) provide the range of variation in 
detailed itemization: in the former case consumption 1s 
enumerated within major groups on the basis of open-ended 
questioning and spontaneous reporting; 1n the latter case 
very detailed precoded lists of individual items are 
provided, to be read out and recorded one by one so as to 
enhance the chance of more complete coverage. The Zimbabwe 
example is Dy no means an ,extreme one. Toe un1 t for record -
ing the information here 1s the household as a whole. In 
many surveys a great deal of information on income and 
expenditure has been recorded separately for each 1ndiv1dual 
member of the household, generally resulting in a very long 
questionnaire. Ethiopia itself provides an e�ample of this 
in an earlier (1972) survey. The data thus collected could 
not, however, be processed; there is, indeed, a very import
ant lesson to be learned from this by the developing 
countries in their survey work. 

The examples from Fiji (Illustration 3. 3) and Thailand 
(Illustration 3.4) show the possibility of using alternative 
qpproaches within the same q11estionnaire, depending upon the 
type of information sought and the nature of the subject 
being investigated. At the same time, they show how differ
ent solutions have been adopted by different countries 
reflecting different circumstances and survey objectives. 
The variations may sometimes arise because of lack of 
general consensus as to which is the best approach. 

The example from India (Illustration 3.5) shows how in 
the context of a continuing survey programme, accumulated 
experience can be used gradually to enhance the coverage, 
detail and specificity of the questionnaire. 
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Illustratioq 1.1: Ethiopia Housenold Income, 
Consumption and Expenditure Survey, 1981-82 

This 1s an example of questioning in relatively 
limited detail. Tue questionnaire enumerates items of 
household consumption under the following six headings: 

Food, drinks and tobacco (reference period 3-4 days). 

Clothing, headwear, footwear and jewelry (reference 
period one week and 3 months). 

Housing, including house rent, building materials, 
fuel, light1ng and water (reference period one week). 

Household equipment, including furniture, furnishings, 
utensils, domestic services, and other household 
operational expenses (reference periods one week and 3 
months). 

Services (reference period one week). 

Other items of consumption (reference period one wee�). 

Non-consumption items and other payments (reference 
period one week). 

The unit of recording is the household as a whole 
(i.e. not each individual member separately). The important 
point to note is that within each group of expenditure, no 
specific list of individual items is provided to the 
respondent or the interviewer. In other words, the inter
viewer puts an introductory question in each group, follow
ing which only those items which are mentioned spontaneously 
by the respondent are recorded, 1n the order in which they 
are reported. Consequently, the questionnaire is relatively 
short (for this type of survey) - certainly in physical 
size, but probably also in the average time taken per 
interview. But it is al5o likely that the information 
obtained is less complete. Furthermore, data processing can 
be difficult and time-consuming, since special operation is 
required to code individual items as they are not recorded 
in any fixed order (except being assigned to fixed groups). 

,
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Illustration 3. 2; Z1mbab,n Pilot 
Household Budget Survey, 1983 

111is provides a contrast to the eKarnple from 
Ethiopia. Toe relatively long and comprehensive question
naire puts emphasis on pre-specification of as complete a 
11st 1s possible of individual it0·ns of consumption. These 
items are enumerated 1n two grou�s: 

Expend i titre ori food beverage and tobacco, 0numerated 
on a Jdily i1.1sis for a week. T11e deta1 led precoded 
list ,xtenrls over 10 full-siz0d pages. 

Final consu1n�t1on expenditure on other items, 
enumerated w1 t 1 a r3ference perio,l of one month. 1111 s 
gro•Jp i, •llv1d,�1l into 8 subgroups, w1tri the ,ht,nle,l 
precoded 11st covering hundreds of items and occupying 
18 full pages of the questionnaire. 

The 1nterv1ewer 1s expected to read out each specifuid 
item 1nd1vid11ally and record the appropriate response 1n the 
Fixed place provided for the item concerned in the question
naire. Suen a system facilitates more complete recording of 
household consumption, and avoids the difficult and time
consuming process of coding of items at the data processing 
stage. Relative disadvantages are a bulky questionnaire, 
longer interviews arid large size of tl,e res11lting data 
files. Asking for an excessive amount of detail cqn some
times also res11lt in low,,r1ng, rather t11an r,nsing, the 
�1alit/ of the information reported. Indeed there is a 
danger that the interviewer may be unable or un�1lling to 
read out long lists of items during the interview 1£ for 
most of the respondents, positive responses are obtained 
only for � small proportion of the items to be enumerated. 
There 1s also a danger that tile respondent may occdsio'l'll ly 
report for the sake of prestige, or just for a change, 
expenditures not really incurred. The above general remarks 
dre not meant to imply that such problems necessarily 
occurred in the Zimbabwe pilot survey. 
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Illustratiofl 3. 3: FlJl Household 
Expenditure Survey, 1983 

This survey provides an illustration of the use of 
alternative approaches for different types of items in the 
same questionnaire. The items of consumption and 
expenditure are divided into two main groups: 

Food and other i terns of frequent consumption, recorde,l 
over a week on a daily �asis. 

Other items of less frequent consumption, recorded 
with a recall period of 1, 3 or 12 months depending 
upon tl1e i tern. 

In tne first group, the quest1onna1re itself rloes not 
provide a prc-spec1Eie,l !1st of items. Instead t�e 1nter
v1ewer is provided wit'1 "prompt ca.rds" from ,,h1ch he/ she 1s 
instructed to read out items one-by-one and rec0rd on the 
quest1onna1re only those ite,ns which the household reports 
to have purchased or consumed. In this way an attem0t is 
made to retain the advantage of an un-precoded questionnaire 
(small size), but to capture as much detail as possible to 
the extent that the interviewers actually read out the lists 
provided. Possible problems are the difficulty t�e inter
viewer may experience in handl1nJ the questionnaire and the 
prompt cards at the same time, and in checking that the 
interviewer actually reads out the lists item-by-item. Also 
the recorded items still have to be coded after the 
interview. 

Tue second group of items is ,-irganized rather 
differently. Here the maJor items are individually 
specified on the questionnaire, and are asked one after 
another with responses recorded in fixed places provided. 
(These, of course, are always supplemented by an open "Any 
other?" question.) The pre-specified lists of items are 
less detailed than those in the example given above from 
Zimbabwe, but perhaps they focus more clearly on the 
important components of interest 1n the particular 
circumstances of Fiji. 

Tue difference in the approach between the two groups 
of items probably springs from the assumption th1t it is 
possible to identify a reasonably short list covering 
practically all important items of less frequent consump
tion; however, for food and other items of daily consump
tion, the variety and variation is too great to be captured 
by a pre-specified list of moderate size. 

Finally, we may mention another noteworthy feature of 
the Fiji questionnaire: a special effort 1s made to clearly 
distinguish between expenditure in cash and in kind, and 
between expenditures of the private household and those 
relating to the household economic activities. This import -
ant distinction has not always been maintained clearly in 
many household expenditure surveys. 
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Illustration 3.4; Thailand Socio-economic 
Survey, 1979-80 

In this survey dealing with family expenditure, 
somewhat different approaches have been followed for 
different sets of items. The items of expenditure are 
enumerated in several groups, but the major division is by 
food and non-food consumption. It is interesting to note 
that for these two major groups, the approach followed is 
almost exactly opposite to that in Fiji in the example given 
above. 

For food and related items daily records are kept, as 
in Fiji, over a 7-day period; however, the questionnaire 
provides a precoded list of nearly 170 items to be 
enumerated separately identified. In addition, information 
is obtained on the last purchase for a selected subset of 
important items. 

By contrast, the non-food items are enumerated in a 
partly or fully open-ended manner (1.e. without providing 
precoded lists of individual items). Reference periods of 
1, 3 or 12 months are used depending upon the item. The 
items are divided into 8 sub-groups, and for only a minority 
of the groups are partly precoded lists of individual items 
provided. For most of the subgroups, precoded lists are not 
included; rather, individual items are listed elsewhere in 
the questionnaire. These lists may assist the interviewer 
in probing and facilitate subsequent coding of the res
ponses, but unlike the prompt cards used in the Fiji, these 
lists are not meant to be read out to the respondent. 

Consequently, the interview is more "structured" (1n 
the sense explained in Section 3.2) for food and related 
items, but less "structured" for other items of expendi
ture. This choice may reflect the greater significance of 
food consumption items compared to other items in 
predominantly rural Thailand. 
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Illustration 3.5: Household Consumer Expenditure 
Surveys 1n India 

The Indian National Sample Survey (NSS) includes 
periodic rounds of consumer expenditure surveys. The most 
recent of such surveys were in 1973-74, 1977-78 and 1983, 
corresponding to rounds 28, 32 and 38 respectively of the 
NSS. The following example illustrates how in a continuing 
survey programme, cumulative experience can be used to 
improve the content of the questionnaire gradually, and make 
more and more questions precoded and structured. Consider, 
for example, a major section of the schedule dealing with 
''cash purchases and consumption out of home-grown stock of 
food, tobacco, intoxicants, fuel and light during past 30 
days". In the earlier rounds, the above-mentioned group was 
subdivided into as many as 19 subgroups for separate 
enumeration. However, within subgroups, the scedule did not 
specify detailed lists of individual items (with the excep
tion of groups dealing with grains and grain products). On 
the basis of accumulated experience, the 38th round intro
duced precoded lists of items in each subgroup and substan
tially expanded where such lists existed 1n earlier rounds. 
The same was done for several other major groups such as 
footwear and clothing. For groups where it was not consi
dered desirable or necessary to provide precoded lists for 
item-by-item questioning, such lists were nevertheless 
included elsewhere in the schedule for reference by the 
interviewer in probing and for subsequent coding (in the 
field itself) of these items. 

We may also note another important addition introduced 
in the 38th round to ensure a more complete enumeration of 
household consumption. This concerned the inclusion of 
eYplicit questions on social or religious ceremonies per
formed by the household and number of meals served by the 
household in these ceremonies during the reference period 
(30 days). These activities are an important occasion for 
consumer expenditure in the Indian cultural setting, and may 
have been under-enumerated in previous rounds due to the 
absence of explicit questioning. 
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Substantive and practical considerations limiting 
the detail 

Substantive data requirements of course are the 
primary consideration determining the degree of detail in 
which a particular topic is covered in the questionnaire. 
However, these requirements often have to be modified 1n the 
light of practical constraints and what is feasible. Some
times 1t may be desirable to collect some information in 
detail, but short, approximate methods may be used instead 
because of the practical limitation on length and complexity 
of the interview. Practical considerations may act 1n the 
other rlirection as well: sometimes reasonable completeness 
and quality of the information can be ensured only by 
collecting it 1n greater detail than is req11ired for final 
analysis and use. 

In addition to the householrl consumption surveys 
discussed above, surveys of householrl income also illustrate 
these points well. Sources of household income can be 
varied, a nd their enumeration in ideal circumstances would 
require very elaborate and complex questioning. However, 10 
practice, limits have to be imposed depending upon the 
specific objectives of the survey, structure of the economy, 
conditions under which the survey 1s conducted, as well as 
past experience and preferences of the survey designers. As 
an illustration, let us contrast again the quest1onna1res 
from Fiji and Thailand referred to earlier (see Illustration 
3.3 and 3.4). On income, the Fiji questionnaire includes a 
short sequence of only four questions as shown in 
Illustration 3.6 below. 
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Illustration 3.6: Sequence of questions 
on income in 1983 Fiji Survey 

- Whether or not any member of the house
hold was engaged in agriculture, forestry
or handicraft during 1982.

- Total annual income from each of the follow
ing sources: sugar cane, other crop5, live
stock and livestock product, fishing, forestry
and handicrafts. ( There is no further break
down within these categories, but as an aide
memoire to the respondents, the interviewer
is instructed to read out a li5t of individual
items as examples.)

- Total expenses on labour, materials, trans
port, etc.

Total amount of taxes paid on income derived
from any source.

By contrast, the Thai questionnaire enumerates 
information on economic activity and income through a much 
longer sequence of questions: 

Information is obtained on detailed labour force 
characteristics (primary and secondary occupation, 
industry, hours worked, etc.), on earnings from em
ployment, pensions, royalties, interest, dividends, 
grants etc. received by individual members of the 
household. For each self-employed person operating a 
non-agricultural enterprise, information is obtained 
on nature of activity, gross receipts and net earn
ings during past 12 months. Information is parti
cularly detailed concerning operation of household 
agricultural enterprises. Apart from general 
characteristics of the enterprise, it obtains 
1nformat1on on the amount and value produced and sold 
for each type of crop, livestock, livestock product, 
and production from hunting, fishing, forestry and 
gathering. For these, quantities and values of the 
product consumed by the household for private use and 
held in stock are also obtained. Also asked are 
receipts in cash and kind from renting out different 
types of animals and farm equipment. Costs are 



obtained in detail, separately for a number of items 
such as land rent, hiring of labour, equipment and 
work animals, various types of agricultural inputs, 
transportation, interests and taxes paid etc. This 
level of detail 1s considered necessary because the 
survey ob1ectives include not only assessment of 
income, but also details of household enterprise 
operations especially concerning agriculture. The 
latter, of course, also constitute the predominant 
source of household income. 

Let us consider some further example from different 
fields on how the substantive and analytical requirements 
of the survey may determine the degree of detail of 
questioning on a given topic. The following illustration 
concerns obtaining information on foetal losses and 
abort ions - induced or spontaneous - to women surveyed in 
the World Fertility Survey (WFS): 

In the WFS 'Core Questionnaire' the primary 
obJective of obtaining information on abortions was 
to discover whether any of these were in fact 
live -births but misreported as abortions. The 
primary objective of that survey was to obtain 
information on complete birth hi.stories of women. 
1he information on abortion, though useful 1n itself, 
was incidental to the primary obJective. Hence, a 
very detailed questioning on abortions was not 
justified within the overall obJectives of the 
survey, even though it was understood that more 
detailed probing may result in much better data on 
the incidence of foetal losses. Consequently, 
information on abortions was obtained in the 'Core 
Questionnaire' through a single question, followed by 
a single probe if the 1nit1al response was negative. 

By contrast, many countries carrying out fertil
ity survey under WFS were interested 1n obtaining 
more accurate information on the incidence of induced 
abortions. Consequently they applied a much longer 
sequence of questions on this topic, using the WFS 
'Abortion Module'. This version first obtains (as in 
the 'core') a chronological list of all live-births 
to each woman in the sample. 1hen, to obtain as 
complete a record as possible of all other pregnan
cies which resulted in spontaneous or induced 
abortions, specific questions were asked about the 
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occurrence of such pregnancies in each birth interval 
reported by the woman; i.e. during the period before 
the first reported live-birth, between the first and 
second live-birth, between the second and third 
live-birth ... up to the period following the last 
live-birth. This naturally leads to a fairly long 
sequence of questioning, justified in view of the 
substantive objectives of the survey which included 
obtaining reasonably accurate information on the 
incidence of abortion. 

Acceptance of simplified procedures and grouped 
responses 

Generally, the emphasis in this section has been that 
accurate information can be obtained only on the basis of 
detailed itemization and specification in the questionnaire 
of the complex concepts definitions and items of informa
tion sought. However, there are many situations in which 
practical conditions dictate the adoption of simplified 
procedures or short-cuts, even if it is understood that 
more rigorous and detailed procedures, if feasible, would 
meet the survey objectives more adequately. The following 
are some illustrations of the type of constraints which 
might make the adoption of simplified procedures 
unavoidable; 

(1) Difficulties in physical measurement. For certain
types of surveys, accurate information can be
obtained only by introducing physical measurements of
various types as a part of the interviewing opera
tions. Examples of possibilitie5 are surveys of
agricultural production where the actual measurement
of plot areas and cutting, drying and weighing of
crops for estimating yields has been widely prac
tised; in detailed food consumption surveys, quanti
ties of food purchased, in store and consumed may be
measured; medical examination may form a part of
detailed health surveys; similarly, nutritional
status surveys may require weighing and measuring
heights, arm circumferences etc. of children. In
other surveys, information may be obtained on the
basis of interviewers' observation, e.g. on housing
conditions, availability of household possessions,
availability of amenities in the community etc.; or
the interviewer may be required to verify the
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information on the basis of documentary evidence, 
e.g. on ages, hospitalization, purchases made by the
household and so on.

Such operations, however, can be taxing and tirne
consuming, and practical constraints may severely 
limit the extent to which they can be introduced. If 
so, the alternative can be either to confine these 
operations to a subsample, or seek more manageable 
approximate methods for the full sample. 

(2) Limitations due to the use of 'lay' interviewers. In
many circumstances, especially 1n developing coun
tries, the diversity of data require�ents can be met

only by 11sing a common pool of interviewers for a
variety of surveys. The interviewers need to be able
to handle a variety of subject matters, and may be
specialists 1n none. In such circumstances, the use
of 'lay' interviewers would preclude the introduction
of highly specialized topics, e.g. going beyond the
reported symptoms to determine causes of ill-health
1n health surveys.

(3) Toe inability or unwillingness of the respondents to
provide very detailed information. Clearly there is
no point in asking for details which are beyond the
respondent's capacity to provide. Respondents may
also be unwilling to provide certain detail either
because it takes too much effort it or becaus� 1t is
embarrassing or annoying. It is for these reasons
that the Cyprus Household Survey 1984 restricts the
questioning on income of household members to the
brief sequence shown 1n Illustration 3.7, even though
a longer sequence may have been desirable to meet the
survey obJectives more adequately.

(4) Constraints imposed by requirements of other surveys
and related operations. In the context of a con
tinuing survey programme, in particular, no survey
can be designed 1n isolation of the requirements of
other surveys and related operations. The Ethiopia
Rural Labour Force Survey 1981/82 provides an example
(see Illustration 3.8). In view of the workload
imposed by other components of the survey programme,
the questioning was confined to only a few items for
each household member (aged 10 and over), each item
being enumerated through a single question.

J 
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Illustration 3.7: Cyprus Household Survey 1984: 
Questions on Household Income 

�---------------------------·· ---·-·-

1. First, net income and receipts of each member is
obtained in income classes rather than as actual
amounts.

2. For each employee information is obtained on gross
salary, tax and other deductions from primary
occupation and gross income and net income from
secondary occupation if any. This last question is
preceded by a reminder that all information, here or
elsewhere, is being obtained only for stat1stical
purposes.

' 3. For farmers, and for other self-employed persons only
three questions are asked: number of paid employees;
receipts after expenses; and further deduction in
tax etc.

4. Income from other transfers is asked of the household
as a whole, and only for a carefully selected short
list of seven items.

The example from Cyprus (Illustration 3. 7) demon
strates a number of points, some of which are discussed at 
length in other parts of this document: 

The use of broad pre-specified categories of income 
classes, rather than an attempt to record actual 
amounts. This is sometimes a useful method of 
dealing with sensitive information, though its use is 
more common in and better suited to self-enumeration 
questionnaires than to interview surveys. 

The use of a reminder to the respondent that the 
information sought is only for statistical purposes. 
1his is done best immediately_ before asking a parti -
cularly sensitive question. In the above example 
this applies to the question on secondary occupation 
of persons employed elsewhere, which may or may not 
be entirely legal. 

The postponement of sensitive questions on income to 
the very end of the interview. 

The most relevant point in the present context is the 
attempt to cut down on details as much as possible, 
both because income questions are difficult, and 
because they are seen to be sensitive in the Cyprus 
context. The information sought is particularly 
brief concerning the employers and self-employed. 
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Illustration 3.8: Ethiopia Rural Labour Force Survey 
1981-82: Labour Force Questions 

3. 3. 5

Whether the person was engaged in productive 
work in most of the last 12 months 

If not: reasons (a short precoded 11st was 
provided) 

If yes: occupation, employment status and 
industry of the main occupation. 

Detail for conceptual clarity 

Often the concepts and definitions used in surveys 
are complex, and it is necessary to break down a single 
item of information required into a series of questions, 
not because more detailed information is required 
necessarily, but because that may be the only way to ensure 
that the respondent has a reasonable chance of understand
ing what is being asked for. Numerous illustrations of 
this may be given, but we will mention briefly only two 
examples. 

In the Cyprus Multi-Round Demographic Survey (1980), 
one of the objectives was to measure current activity 
status of individuals. Toe concept of economic activity 
included any work done during the last week, for any 
duration even if for only one hour, irrespective of whether 
it was done for wages, salary, profit, in the family farm 
or business, for payment in cash, kind or without pay. 
Initially, in the pre-test, this was formulated in the form 
of a single rather longish question as follows; 

"Did (name of the person ... ) work for pay 
or profit, or in a family business or farm with
out pay, during the last week even for one hour?" 

Experience showed that respondents frequently mis-
understood the question. It often happens in such form
ulations that respondents misunderstand specifications in 
the question of what should also be included (e.g. work 
without pay, work even for one hour) as conditions which 
must be satisfied for some activity to be included in 
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responding to the question. Some respondents may even be 
confused whether the above question includes work on family 
enterprise with pay, or work done for more than one hour a 
week. Others may fail to appreciate the broad definition 
of 'work' implied above because of the length of the 
question asked. For these or similar reasons, the above 
question was eventually broken down into the following 
three questions in the Cyprus survey: 

Is ... (name) currently working? 

(If No) Did ... work last week, even if 
only for one hour? 

(If No) Please report even if (name) 
worked in a family farm or business without pay. 

Here is another example. A common requirement in 
many surveys is to obtain complete lists of all household 
members. The interviewer may begin with a question such as 
"Please give me the names of persons who usually live in 
this household, starting with the head", and proceed to 
write the names of persons as reported. However, it has 
been frequently found that certain categories of persons 
such as young children, servants, other non-relatives 
living in the household, or temporary visitors (if they are 
to be included according to the coverage definition for the 
survey) etc. are easily missed. It may be useful to 
include in the questionnaire special probes to ensure a 
more complete coverage of these groups. Here 1s an example 
of the probes used from the WFS questionnaire. 

3. 3. 6

Are there any other persons such as small children, 
infants that we have not included in the list? 

In addition, are there any other persons that are not 
members of the family such as servants, friends, or 
lodgers who usually live here? 

Are there any visitors temporarily living in the 
house? 

Summary of main points 

This section has been concerned with a major issue of 
how detailed should be the questionnaire. It is clear that 
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between surveys, and between country practices even for the 
same type of surveys, there is a great deal of variation. 

The primary determining factors must be the survey 
objectives, the subject matter content, and the conditions 
under which the survey is conducted. Some topics, such as 
household income and expenditure and economic activity, 
almost always require relatively lengthy questionnaires if 
information of acceptable quality is to be collected, given 
the diversity of conditions and circumstances of individual 
households. But as many illustrations given above show, a 
great deal of variation is possible even in these cases. 
Some aspects of the topic may need greater emphasis and a 
more detailed questionnaire because of their greater 
significance in the social reality to be investigated (e.g. 
agnculturn in Thailand), or the specific survey obJectives 
(e.g. induced abortions in the fertilltf surveys discussed 
e'l.rl1er). 

Pract�cal constraints must also be given serious 
consideration in designing the questionnaire. For 
instance, in many developed countries extremely elaborate 
health surveys have been carried out using special 
arrangements and interviews; in many developing countries 
such surveys have had to be limited to the 1dent1fication 
of only major or basic aspects of mortality, morbidity, 
nutritional status, general health conditions and amenities 
which can be investigated using lay, non-specialist 
interviewers and taking into account the limited capacity 
of the population to provide certain kinds of information. 
For similar reasons, many surveys in developing countries 
have to focus largely on factual items rather than on 
attitudes and opinions though by no means excluding the 
latter altogether. 

Data processing requirement is another major consi
deration. Provision of precoding, summarization and manual 
data reduction before computer processing are important 
means of keeping the data processing workload to a minimum. 

A balance is needed between the requirements of 
accuracy and data quality on the one hand and considera
tions of cost and feas1bil1ty on the other. This does not, 
how-ever, imply that elaborate and detailed questioning 
always results 1n data of higher quality or that short 
abbreviated form of questioning is always more cost
effective. Asking for too much detail can often harm 
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the quality of the information, apart from practical 
problems of implementation. On the other hand, apparent 
brevity of a questionnaire can sometimes be very decep
tive. By failing to adequately itemize and break down 
complex concepts into easily answerable sequences of 
questions, a so-called 'brief' questionnaire may result not 
only in data of poor quality but may also be no quicker or 
easier to administer. In many good questionnaires, 
detailed questioning is introduced not so much to obtain 
more information but rather to obtain the required 
information more easily, accurately and even more quickly. 
Of course, both the length of the interview and the 
physical size of the questionnaire are important, and are 
often correlated; but they must not be confused to be the 
same. 

Our general recommendation would be that the sub
stantive content and scope of the surveys should be de
limited carefully taking into account the priority data 
requirements and all the practical conditions and con
straints erring, if at all, on the conservative side. But 
once delimited, it is generally preferable to be liberal in 
detailed itemization of the required information so as to 
ensure its greater specificity, clarity and communicability 
to the respondent - even if it results in a longer 
questionnaire. 

3.4 CHOICE OF THE REFERENCE PERIOD 

In many surveys, information to be collected relates 
to some specified periods of time, such as week, month or 
year. The choice of appropriate reference period is an 
extremely important consideration in the formulation of 
questions as it affects many aspects of questionnaire 
design. The NHSCP study on non-sampling errors (UN 1982, 
pp 122-130) describes the concept of the reference period, 
factors involved in the choice of its length and form, and 
provides illustrations of how non-sampling errors due to 
recall lapse may depend upon the reference period chosen 
for questioning. For convenient reference some basic 
definitions are given in the inset below. (See 
illustration 3.9.) 
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Illustration 3.9: Description of some basic terms 
and types of reference periods 

Surveys in which the information sought relates to 
some specified periods or dates in the past are called 
retrospective surveys. The specified period of time is 
callee! the reference period. The reference period may be 
the same for all respondents, i.e. fixed in terms of 
calendar dates e.g. from 1 January to 31 December of the 
year preceding the survey. Alternatively, 1t may refer to 
specified length of time preceding the day of interview, in 
which case it is called a moving reference period 
(depending upon when a particular interview is conducted), 
although its duration is constant. 

Response errors in retrospective surveys may arise in 
a number of ways: (1) omissions i.e. failure to report 
some of the events (occasionally over-reporting may also 
occ•1r); (ii) event displacement i.e. errors in locating the 
events correctly in time; and (iii) sampling variability 
determined by the amount of information collected 1.e. the 
length of reference period times the frequency of occur
rence of the events concerned. When event displacement 
results in erroneous moving of events into or out of the 
boundaries of the reference period, the resulting errors 
are sometimes called end effects. One way to control end 
effects is to use bounded reference penod. This means 
choosing the reference period such that no end effects can 
occur at one or the other or both boundaries of the 
reference period. Using a moving reference period auto
matically ensures that no end effect occurs at the later 
boundary since it coincides with the time of the interview; 
by contrast fixed reference periods (in terms of calendar 
dates) can be unbounded at both ends. In follow-up and 
prospective surveys where the respondent is visited 
periodically at appropriate intervals and events occurring 
between successive visits are recorded from direct 
observation and questioning, the reference period becomes 
bounded at both ends. 

1wo concepts related to the reference period are: 
the survey period, i.e. the time interval during which the 
survey field-work is done; and the length of recall, i.e. 
the time elapsed between the date of a particular event and 
the date on which the respondent is asked to recall it. 
When a moving reference period is used, the maximum length 
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(Illustratioa 3.9 - cont'd) 

of recall is t�e same as the reference period. It may 
exceed the reference period when the latter is fixed in 
terms of calendar dates. 

Retrospective information may be obtained in a number 
of alternative forms 1n which case the length of recall 
becomes a more crucial concept. For example, sometimes it 
is more convenient to obtain retrospective information in 
the form of the date of (or duration since) occurrence of 
the most recent event of interest, e.g. birth, the last 
payment made, the last migration etc. More elaborate 
information may involve soliciting chronological histories, 
i.e. d3ting of each of a whole series of events proceeding
backwards or forwards 1n time (see Sectio� 3.4.1).

3. 4. 1 Types of retrospective questioning 

The choice of reference and recall periods has to be 
based on logical considerations as well as on an evaluation 
of past experience as to how it affects the cost and 
quality of the information obtained. Firstly, what is the 
appropriate form of retrospective questioning for obtaining 
the required information most accurately? For some pur
poses, events or items may be most conveniently enumerated 
with reference to a period of fixed duration ('reference 
period'), as for example expenditure during the last week, 
month, quarter or year. For other purposes it may be more 
appropriate to obtain information as of date or duration 
since the last occurrence of the event. Generally speak
ing, the latter may be suitable when events are relatively 
rare, well remembered by the respondent, or occur with 
reasonably predictable frequency. For instance, it has 
been argued that information on recent fertility is 
obtained more accurately 1n the form of dating of the last 
birth to women in the household rather than asking for the 
number of births occurring in the household during a 
specified period such as the past year. The Cyprus 
Household Survey 1984 obtained information on several 
expenditures related to housing in the form of the last 
payment made (rather than payments made during a fixed 
period), making use of the regularity with which these 
payments are usually made, and at the same time facilita
ting cross-checking of the information obtained with 
records (bills paid etc.) which may be available with the 
household. In surveys on migration, there is debate as 
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to whether it is better to ask for the date of (or duration 
since) the last move, or ask for the location of the house
hold at a fixed time in the past. In some surveys informa
tion may be best obtained in the form of chronological 
histories, for example birth histories in fertility surveys 
or migration and employment histories in detailed surveys 
concerned with causes and consequences of migration. 

3. 4. 2 Length of reference period 

For items to be enumerated using a fixed reference 
period, the crucial que3tion is what is the appropriate 
length of the peno,L A longer reference period captures 
more events so that the sampling variability is corres
pondingly reduced. However, errors of omiss1on generally 
tend to De increased, while errors due to event misplace
ment ('end effects') vary with the length of the reference 
period in a more complex manner. They may be high for very 
short or very long intervals, and minimum at some inter
mediate value. Generally, for less frequent or more 
salient events, longer reference periods are appropriate; 
for frequent and less salient items shorter reference 
periods are used. A number of examples have already been 
given from household income and expenditure surveys in the 
previous section. In some instances there are widely 
accepted 'standard' reference periods which should be 
followed for comparability; for instance, reference period 
of one week for current labour force status, and one year 
for usual status. Reference periods which correspond in 
some way to natural groupings of events 1n the respondent's 
mind tend to suffer less from 'end effects': for instance 
5alaried people may be able to report incomes and expendi
t,ires more easily for calendar months, and farmers more 
easily for agricultural seasons. 

Beyond these general observations, it must be 
emphasized that the choice of the appropriate reference 
periods is an empirical question. It requires testing and 
evaluation, and systematic collection and analysis of 
experience. Even after a fairly long experience, no 
"perfect" solution may emerge, implying the need for con
tinued experimentation. It is in this light that we can 
appreciate, for instance, the introduction in 32nd and 38th 
rounds of Indian National Sample Survey (NSS) of two refer
ence periods simultaneously (past 30 days and past 365 

... 
' 
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days)for a number of consumption items such as clothing, 
footware, medical and educational expenses, and other goods 
and services. (See also Illustration 3.5.) Another 
improvement recently made in the NSS was a clearer speci
fication of the reference period; prior to the 38th round, 
reference periods were specified as "last month" and "last 
year" which could be confused with last calendar month or 
calendar year; in subsequent rounds, they have been speci
fied as last "30 days" and "365 days" respectively. 

Clear and definitive specification of the reference 
period both to the interviewer and the respondent is 
essential. Tn a recent large-scale survey 1n a developing 
country, 1t was considered that neither the "last year" (12 
months) nor the "last agricultural year" was uniformly 
better than the other as the reference period. It was left 
to the 1nterv1ewer to decide between the two case by case. 
Such practice is not recommended as 1t can easily result in 
confusion and an uncontrolled s1tuat1on. A more appro
priate solution would have been either to select, even if 
somewhat arbitrarily, one of the two for application 
throughout, or to use both the reference periods 
simultaneously. 

When different reference periods are required for 
different items in the same questionnaire, it 1s desirable 
to group together questions using the same reference 
period. Frequent changes in reference p�riod from question 
to question should be avoided. Here is a negative example 
(Illustration 3.10) from a recent survey where over ten 
changes in the reference period were encountered in a short 
series of question. 

Illustration 3.10: A Negative Example of 
Frequent Changes in the Reference Period 

Item or group of items 

Bills paid by the household 

Other payments, e.g. taxes, 
premiums 

Educational expenses 
Health care expenses 
Vacation overseas 
Vacation within the country 
Expenses on housing 

Reference period used 

Most recent payment 
made 

Last 12 months 
Last 12 months 
Last 3 months 
Last 12 months 
Last 3 months 
Repeated alteration 
between one year, one 
month and date of last 
payment made. 
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3. 5 QUESTIONNAIRE APPROACH VERSUS SCHEDULE APPROACH 

In the formulation of individual questions an import
ant consideration is how fully the questions should be 
worded and the extent to which the interviewer should be 
instructed to follow the wording precisely during the 
interview. This issue has to be decided quite early in the 
process of questionnaire development because it determines 
the physical size (hence production cost and required 
printing facilities) of the questionnaire, translation 
requirements in multiling11al situations, the appropriate 
form of training and mode of interviewing, and the quality 
of the data obtained. 

This section discusses the pros and cons of the two 
broad approaches to question formulation: the so-called 
'questionnaire approach' and the 'schedule approach'. The 
objective is also to clarify some common misunderstandings 
regarding what each approach entails. 

In a rigidly structured questionnaire, questions are 
printed 1n full, in the form in which the interviewer is 
instructed to ask the respondent. Generally this form 1s 
used when it is considered vital that the answers should be 
obtained to precise questions, not to approximations of 
these (Casley and Lury, 1981, p.103). In the schedule 
approach, questions are listed in an abbreviated form as 
items to be investigated, which guide the interviewer in 
asking the questions in a form which he/she considers most 
appropriate in the given circumstances. From the inter
viewing point of view, the verbatim questionnaire, if 
properly implemented, facilitates a more structured, pre
determined and precise approach; the abbreviated schedule 
allows greater flexibility and variability among inter
viewers as to how the interview is conducted. However, it 
is useful to remember that the degree of completeness of 
wording is just one of the dimensions determining the 
structuring and control of the interview. Several other 
dimensions are discussed in other sections of this Chapter. 

3. 5. l Some reasons for using verbatim questions 

Generally, it may be considered desirable to provide 
the interviewer with as exact a wording as possible for 
each question so as to ensure a uniform application of the 

,_ 
I 
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interviewing procedures. Clearly, some questions are so 
sensitive to the manner 1n which they are worded that it is 
necessary to insist that they be put exactly in a specified 
way, even when the interviewers are highly skilled and 
experienced. Consider for example the question (World 
Fertility Survey, 1975); 

If you could choose exactly the number of 
children to have in your whole life, how many 
children would that be? 

As the interviewers' instructions explain (WFS, 1975, 
p.67), the above question was asked to women in the child
bearing ages, to enumerate the total number of children
each woman would ideally like to have herself 'if she could
choose exactly', i.e. irrespective of whether she could
accomplish it, and irrespective of the number of children
she already had. Toe interviewers were instructed that, 1£
the women enquired what was meant by choosing exactly, "You
(the interviewer) simply say (that it means) what she likes
it to mean. If she wishes, she can take it to mea111f she
were younger and just married, or her husband did not have
any trouble with his job which he may be having, or she or
her husband's health were better, etc.; she can take it to
mean whatever she likes, but you must not suggest anything"
(emphasis in the original). Clearly the survey organizers
felt that to obtain even approximately comparable results,
the question must be worded and delivered exactly in the
manner spec1f1ed. A simple form such as "Ideal family size
(specify)" would not suffice.

Another example from the same questionnaire is the 
following, asked of women who were pregnant at the time of 
the survey; 

"How many more children do you want to 
have, in addition to the one you are expecting?" 

Here again, the emphasis was on the word 'want', 
which may be quite different from the number the woman may 
'expect' to have given her specific circumstances. And if 
the interviewer failed to communicate the second half of 
the question, there would be confusion as to whether or not 
the woman should count the child she is currently pregnant 
with in her response to the total number wanted. 
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The above examples are 'attitudin,1' q11est1ons, i.e. 
questions aimed at assessing attitudes, desires, opinions 
etc. of respondents. Such questions tend to be inherently 
sensitive to the manner and form in which they are asked. 
Detailed specification of how they should be asked is an 
attempt to control some of the transient factors during the 
interview which may affect the responses obtained. Similar 
considerations apply to questions which have the danger of 
being perceived by the respondent as irritating, threaten
ing or embarrassing. It may be preferable to provide the 
interviewers with carefully arrived at exact wordings for 
such sens1tive questions, rather than to depend upon their 
skill to improv1se appropriate forms of questioning and 
risk the respondent's annoyance, embarrassment or 
mi S'lnders tanding. 

It 1s 1,nportant to note that att1tud1n�l or sensitive 
questions are not the only types of questions where it may 
be necessary or preferable to use the quest1onna1re 
approach. Even for the so-called 'factual' questions or 
questions relating to behaviour or the respondent's assess
ment of the situation, precise wording can be important in 
communicating to the respondent the context, reference 
period, the exact 1nformat1on being sought, and what 1s to 
be included and excluded 1n the response. For example, 
while the household consumer expenditure survey of the 
Indian National Sample Survey utilizes the 'schedule' 
approach almost exclusively, the following question 1s 
nevertheless included verbatim in its 38th round: 

"Do all members of the household get two 
square meals a day?" 

As another example, in the Botswana Evaluation Survey 
of Primary Health Care (1983) many of the simple questions 
are 10 the schedule (abbreviated) form, but the following 
two are among the verbatim questions: 

"During the past 14 days did (name of the 
person) have any injuries such as skin or flesh 
torn, burns, fractures, etc.?" 

The objective of putting this question in a verbatim 
form is to specify what is meant by the technical concept 
of "injury". Another illustration is provided by the 
following question (WFS, 1975): 

-: 

-. 
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"As you know, many women work - I mean aside 
from doing their own housework. Some take up jobs 
for which they are paid in cash or in kind. Others 
sell things or have small business, or work on the 
family farm. Are you doing any such work at the 
present time?" 

This is a rather long "mouthful" question. However, 
the objective of giving several examples is to communicate 
to the respondent that "work" as defined in the survey is 
not just employment for cash, but also includes unpaid work 
for the family enterprise, work paid for in �ind, and 
regular as well as casual employment. In many surveys, 
serious under-enumeration of employment and labour force 
participation, particularly of women engaged without pay in 
the family enterprise, is common. The danger of such 
under-reporting is likely to be greatly increased 1f the 
question was lRft as a simple item such as "current work 
status (specify) ___ ", or "current activity status "
(Note, however, that care is required in using examplesin 
question-wording, see next section.) 

Verbatim questions can also help in smooth transition 
from one set of questions to another, and define the con
text for the new set. For example, in an employment sur
vey, after asking a series of questions about the current 
work of a respondent, questions about previous work 
experience may be preceded by a description such as the 
following: 

"Now I would like to ask some questions about 
the kind of work you did before you took up your 
present job. First, please think of the time im
mediately before you took up the present job (pause). 
Was there any period you were without work before 
you joined the present job?" 

Here is another example. Following detailed ques
tioning on birth-history of a woman, the WFS questionnaire 
introduced the more 'sensitive' topic of contraception as 
follows: 

"Now I want to talk about a somewhat differ
ent topic. As you may know, there are various 
ways that a couple can delay the next pregnancy 
or avoid pregnancy. Do you know of, or have you 
heard of, any of these ways or methods?" 
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Further examples of long "introductory" questions are 
given 1n Section 3.6.2. In many situations, obtaining 
relevant and usable information requires that the respond
ent be given guidance on the form in which to provide the 
information and the response categories to choose from. 
The quality of the responses obtained may depend critically 
on how well this is done during questioning. This issue is 
discussed at length in Section 3.7. While verbatim ques
tioning is not an indispensible part of ensuring structured 
responses, it certainly facilitates the latter in many 
circumstances. 

3. 5. 2 Limitations of the verbatim approach 

Notwithstanding the advantages of using the verbatim 
approach in certain circumstances and for certain types of 
questions, it is not possible, even desirable or necessary, 
always to specify exact and detailed wording of each 
question on the questionnaire. For instance: 

for relatively straightforward, simple questions, 
there may be little to gain by writing out in full 
the exact wording; 

in complex situations, where interviewing has to be 
carried out under diverse of circumstances, espe
cially where many languages and dialects are 
involved, there may be little point 1n providing 
precise wordings 1n the questionnaire; and even if 
provided, it may be impossible for the interviewer to 
follow the exact wording. At a minimum the use of a 
verbatim questionnaire would require the preparation 
of different versions for different languages in 
which the survey is to be conducted (see Section 3.8); 

the bulkiness and cost of production of verbatim 
questionnaires may be a serious limitation 1£ a great 
deal of information 1s to be collected and/or the 
available printing facilities are limited; 

sometimes, verbatim questioning can result in complex 
questionnaire form, with difficulties for the inter
viewer in following the flow of the interview, in 
seeing the relationship between various items of 
information and checking the data for internal 
consistency during the interview. 

,. 
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In many large-scale but relatively simple surveys, 
there 1s little to be gained by putting the questions in a 
fully worded form. Rather, the use of simple column and 
row headings can often make the physical appearance of the 
questionnaire compact, manageable and practical. The best 
example of this is the commonly used one-sheet question
naire for censuses and surveys to enumerate basic demo
graphic and background characteristics of the population. 
For example, the rows may list individual members of the 
household and columns record their characteristics such as 
age, sex, relationship to the head, marital status, level 
of education, occupation etc .. Clearly, there is little to 
be gained by titling a column as, say, "What is your sex?" 
rather than simply a5 "Sex". (Note, however, that tabular 
presentation, though more convenient and more commonly 
encountered in schedules, is by no means precluded in 
questionnaires. See Section 3.5.4.) 

In many circumstances, the complexity of the sub3ect 
matter and diversity of interview conditions make it 
unreasonable to expect that interviewers can strictly 
adhere to prespecified wording of each question. Rather, 
it may be more meaningful to focus on training the 
interviewers to deal flexibly with diverse circumstances 
and use their discretion in choosing the appropriate form 
of wording and probing to obtain the required information. 
Variation in languages and dialects spoken by respondents 
is an important limiting factor in the use of verbatim 
questionnaires. Nonetheless serious attention should be 
given during interviewer training and in the instruction 
manuals, on how the questions should be worded, although it 
may not be necessary, feasible or desirable to specify 
these wordings on the questionnaire itself. 

Spelling out the wording in full may result 1n 
excessively long questionnaires and the interviewer may 
find it difficult to compare various items on the spot for 
internal consistency. 

Illustration 3.11 is a particularly striking example 
of the misuse of the questionnaire approach, actually used 
in a recent survey in a developing country. In an attempt 
to obtain the work history a sequence of 30 questions was 
used, sprawling over three pages. 

Before returning to the main theme of this section, 
we may note that there are many other deficiencies in the 
the questionnaire shown in Illustration 3.11. 
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Illustration ).ll: Example of Misuse of the 
Questionnaire Approach 

1. What is your main work - either for wages, payment in
kind, self-employed?

2. 

3. 

4. 

How long have you done this work? (year
started).

-----

How are you paid for this work? ________ monthly/
fortn1ghtly/weekly�--�_daily self-
employed ____ Other (described

What form of payment do you receive?
---�-cash partly cash whole u1

kind ______ other (desc-r�i�b_e_)�----

5. Where do you do this work?

6. 

(for small village, 
add location) 

Is this at home or away? Home Away 
----- -----

The above is followed by an identical sequence of 6 
questions about secondary occupation, beginning with: 

7. Do you do any other work, either for wages,
in kind, or self-employed? yes

------

(continue) _______ No (skip to Q.13)

Describe

payment 

---------------------------

This is followed by identical sequences for up to 
three previous employments, the starting questions being: 

' 13. 

19. 

25. 

Have you ever done any work before this - either for 
wages, or payment in kind, or as self-employed? 

And before this, did you do any other work? 

And before this, did you do any other work? 
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Tue important point to note is that by putting the 
questions in a long series as in this example, it is 
difficult for the interviewer to keep an overview of the 
relationships between responses to different sets of 
questions and make sure that the dates or durations 
overlap, and that the pattern of answers make sense. 
Likewise, the respondent may miss the context and the 
specific job being referred to in the long series of "And 
before this ..... " questions. A concise tabular form would 
have reduced these problems. 

Tue 'Fertil 1 ty Regulation Module' of the World 
Fertility Survey extends over 14 to 17 page�, in six 
different colours, and employs complic;,ted "skip" patterns 
and repeated series of practically identical questions; yet 
substantively it covers only a handful of questions for any 
one respondent. Without noticeably affecting the content 
or form of questioning, the whole sequence was greatly 
reduced in length and considerably simplified from the data 
processing viewpoint in the adaptation of the questionnaire 
for the Turkish Fertility Survey (1980). 

3. 5. 3 Survey conditions which favour the schedule approach 

We have noted that, while for certain types of ques
tions the specification and adherence to exact wording is 
important, there are also possible drawbacks in following a 
strictly verbatim approach. There are indeed several 
situations where the use of exact wording is impractical. 
Insistence on precise wording can sometimes even be detri
mental to the quality of the responses obtained. 

The schedule form does not specify the wording to be 
used, but gives instead a summary description of the 
information to be obtained. An example is given in Illus
tration 3.12 from an Indian expenditure survey. Often the 
summary descriptions of the information look like column 
headings in a tabulation, e.g. "education-level" instead of 
"What is the highest level of schooling you have completed". 
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GOVERN:\11:NT OF INDIA NATIONAL SAll!:PLE SVRVEY 
s.hoa!•d 1, II , Hom@bold C•iu-or upoodilm• 

-

,. 
,. 
•• 

,. 

•• 

•• ,. 
•• 

, .. 

"· 

,. 
.. 

"'· 
... 

m 

(Ii U.a�ai.$:laii.;Mt @f Amrap!@ b@m®h@!d (2] �?.©Id @!wmW'!WNll!S!!, 

,_,_ 

S:i,@�«�@ 

--,..._ 
MW!;lMl'l will.agefbl@di"' 

110bmiwm/!a • .&. �@ 

Mmt1i@U�ld 

lll$�d4 

""" _,.. 
t@b:W{t.;.llffl@ 

m�•!l' 

@$$ii. 1mwd,t • 

!ffliM1-@.fl! !@ -di

I "' 

I 

I 

-'
, ..... , -

.. 1-

... 

�,.::\GM!©-2 

I m 

I 

11. •.m.!!.a� 00U�m<>"OO<>OmoH•••··•·�·• 

!l) .-ru: :!f.
"· 

... 

lo, 

"· 

!1. 

"·

... 

,,. 1&$1 
'turtii, 
.. , 

141 

!MMmlisll.(1!) e•<r,.UOOo••••Hn•noooo• 
(M} 1Mhdll f\%':!!d@ 

f(l!@dg,IJ.Q§;ty, 
"'l!!lfJ IV dii {ffl} e!all!d 
l,J,am/CW;@·, 

(to) a@,al iIDJiffl!°'!bl� ••s\�H•••u•••6•••••• 

l:Ml,@'ll® @trmM .................... ,. b@unb@I.:! 111111lld IP@�<m.!i©l:i (@ 00 $U\tli) 

!5.!lll'!'llilil @f � ••ouoOOOhOOmHoom ,. �l.lMlh@id st<M1Willey @S.-:1.<jl!4U@ilill ced@ 

......... ················ ........ •• t@u@t.e,!1£ mt>A€h,l! g,:i @®palls upem@�ilero {lib. • j 
!Uffl@ @l �@ HmeoeOHOOH• 

........... ··········· ........... 
,. irM:i,1m1@b@ld @f@is� Wed@ 

i!.eform&@!'; 

I-
r.Bi.111!!@& ¾lo .. &l�iw!.i:1 ll'W11il"©ffi ®@@@ 
.... 
E{&.s.@Kntirei@o@i>zm) 

t>l �� @f Wd W©sk 

I ' 

:!: 
.. .,,., 

Irr«oip �! @V®m«�@ /sm�I.Q 
ei!p.atU® 

I•! la:.i3"i!J»ld � ud thew clQ@gmp½..!1: �@..$!sd@.R \ .. ""'I-' 
8!aU&a !l'i:h.iC41� 

, ... 

I m I 1•1

I I 

"' I
R!atla@!&f@ �e,@, -

{m&l®,,,J, 
f=mst®<>lJ 

(2) I m 

,,. !l!Mlfii&l 
iuti ''"'" ...... 
... 

I (4) I m

' r-

'--

c-----

:-

' 

sddl:. 
W:h,f 
'""'" 

@eil©V&H 
.,,,_, 

., ---
I 

Fl I I I I 
I I I I

---
I 

I 
I I ,_ 

I I 
- I 

I I 
I 

-

I I I 

= 89 = 

a. 

...................... 

j - -·······••-00••·••0•• 

...... ' ....... 

I 
I 

-Fl 
~ 

I 

- I --~ 
ao-

- __ --· I 

- ---
I -I 
I 

El I I 

I 

~ 
J 

J 

l 
---, -

137 

Uo-,J/ial 
., _ 

--

rr 
II 

I 
I - . 

f 

l 

-

0 RI C'J:O.,U."' 
1/J\fl'U~U 

---
1-

1--=--
I 

_L~ 
i -

I -
----,-

-~ 
I i,-...._ 

·--- r-

I 



- 90 -

The diversity of languages and dialects used by the 
respondents may be a major reason for using the schedule 
approach. Preparation of standard translations, which are 
comprehensible and acceptable to respondents may not be 
possible or may be too expensive and time-consuming. In 
such situations it often becomes necessary to recruit 
interviewers with a knowledge of local dialects and 
conditions, and depend upon them for verbal translation of 
the questions in the field. (See, however, Section 3.8 for 
a fuller discussion.) 

Respondents may become suspicious or be ill-at-ease 
if interviews are conducted using standardized, formal 
wordings, especially if the interviewer is a stranger to 
the local area. The interview is likely to be more 
successful if the interviewer is allowed to improvise the 
wording of questions. Often interviews may become 'group 
responses', or at least take place unavoidably in the 
presence of other family members or neighbours. Respond
ent's prestige, and concern for socially desirable res
ponses may become exaggerated. Through several questions, 
and informal discussion of a conversational nature, with 
the respondent as well as with the bystanders, the inter
viewer can elicit more reliable information. This may 
apply for example to a question on the number of cattle 
owned by a small farmer, where this is a measure of social 
status. A great many other examples could be given of 
social, religious, or traditional customs or beliefs where 
abrupt direct questions would lead to biased answers, 
outright evasion or lies, or even hostility. In these 
conditions, reliance must be placed on the skill of 
interviewers to develop rapport with respondents. No 
questionnaire could ever give the exact wording an inter
viewer could use, or all the questions and comments needed 
to obtain reliable and complete information in particular 
circumstances. 

Sometimes, interviewers may not feel comfortable 
reading out a text developed by others, one that does not 
correspond to their own pattern of speech, or allows for 
their own pauses and intonations. The effect would be to 
give the impression to the respondent of a 'wooden', stiff
sounding recital by the interviewer who is not at ease. 
This may be particularly important in relation to the 
introductory statement to the respondent on the purpose of 
the survey and what is expected of the respondent, and 
asking the introductory questions which set the context for 
the interview. 
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Generally, schedule type questions lend themselves to 
factual or objective information. However, in many 
situations respondents cannot readily give factual answers 
and require careful probing and assistance from the 
interviewer. It is known, for example, that mothers tend 
to provide undercounts of live children they have borne 
especially children who died shortly after birth. In many 
societies a substantial proportion of respondents are not 
certain how old they are, and at best can provide rounded
off answers, favouring ages ending in O and 5. In all 
these cases, exact questions would probably tend to yield 
more biased responses than those obtained through careful 
probing at the time of interview. 

An important requirement for the schedule approach to 
work satisfactorily is the availability of experienced 
interviewers who have been trained to ask the questions in 
the same or comparable ways, having userl the instrument 
frequently either in a continuous survey or 1n other 
surveys with identical or similar questions. While the 
standardized questionnaire approach emphasizes the need for 
interviewers to use the wording as given, without changing 
1t, the schedule approach emphasizes the need for 
interviewers understanding the concept each question 
conveys, so that they choose the words in such a way as to 
minimize response bias. 

A major advantage of the schedule approach is that it 
cuts down the length of the questionnaire. This is useful 
where limitations on availab1l1ty of paper or printer 
facilities are significant, or where interviewers or field 
supervisors are required to transport questionnaires over 
long distances and under poor conditions, or to handle them 
over long periods of time. Toe greater economy of the 
schedule approach in terms of the size of the question
naire, and possibly also in terms of data editing, entry 
and processing convenience - is often a critical factor in 
favouring this approach. For example, the designers of the 
Botswana Evaluation of Primary Health Care Survey (1983) 
proceeded with the explicit requirement that the question
naire should be a single double-sized sheet printed on both 
sides - in view of the higher costs and problems of hand
ling and processing a longer questionnaire. 

[ 
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To summarize, the more concise schedule approach is 
preferable in circumstances where: 

3. 5. 4

the complexity and variability of the interviewing 
conditions require flexibility in the manner in which 
the information is obtained; 

the complexity of the subject matter and the respond
ents' limited ability to provide the information 
requires frequent recourse to in-depth probing and 
asking questions in alternative forms to extract the 
required information; 

the type of informat1on sought is largely quantitative 
and not sensitive to the exact words and phrases used; 

no complicated 'skip patterns' are involved, and the 
questions can be fitted into a concise form for con
venient data editing, coding and entry; 

it is important to keep the physical size of the 
survey instrument small; 

and, above all, the available interviewing staff are 
experienced and well-trained and can be relied upon to 
word the questions as appropriate in each situation 
encountered. 

The choice of style 

In considering the choice of style of question formu
lation, it is useful to clarify some rather common miscon
ceptions about the relative advantages and disadvantages of 
the questionnaire versus the schedule approach. 

Tabular presentation 

Sometimes the schedule approach is taken to be syno
nymous with tabular presentation of the question5, and it 
is assumed that the questionnaire approach precludes the 
use of tabular presentation. This, of course, is not 
always the case. Verbatim questions can be put into a 
compact tabular form as Illustration 3.13 shows (WFS, 1975). 
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Illustration 3.13: Example of Tabular Form 
in a Verbatim Questionnaire 

BIRTH HISTORY 

�]2 213 �14 215 

[n what Was it a !s th1� child If DEAD 
ITO month and boy or still living> For how 

year dtd your 
a girl} If YES long dtd the 2 4 

(first.second ) 
birth occur ) What 1s (his/ chtld live ) 

DJ IFDK.ASA her) name.--, 

HOW WA.VY 
YEARS AGO 5 7 

01 MTH YES 

[j] 
9 

q:i YR BOY[!] DJ □ □ NAME __ MOS 
GIRL(I] YRS NO CD- YRS 10 12 14 15 16 

AGO 

02 \ITH 
YES 

q:i YR BOY OJ [IJDJ □ NAME __ MOS 
YRS GIRL[}] 1'0 CD- YRS

17 19 2 I 

AGO 

03 MT 
YES 

� [jJ - - -- ,===i 

It is true that usually the shorter, abbreviated questions 
in a schedule are more easily put in the tabular form than 
the longer, verbatim questions. Nevertheless, there are 
examples where the design of verbatim questionnaires has 
suffered due to the failure to put long series of repeated 
subsets of questions into a tabular form. The long series 
of 30 questions on work history referred to in Section 
3.5.2 (Illustration 3.11) provides a good (or rather a bad) 
example of th1s. 

1· 

~ 
I 

[[] 

U--t-+-~~ rn □ 

□□ 22 23 

H 
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Skip instructions 

Another misconception is the claim that verbatim 
questionnaires always result in complicated skip patterns. 
Skip instructions are directions to the interviewer at 
various places in the questionnaire to go on to a question 
other than the immediately following one (see Section 
4.5). It is true that often verbatim questionnaires have 
more skip instructions than compact schedules. One reason 
for this is that 1n a standardized questionnaire different 
categories of respondents may need to be channelled to 
different parts of the questionnaire to ensure that ques
tions, even if identical in content, are worded appro
priately to reflect the particular circumstances of each 
category of respondents. Naturally, such skip instructions 
are avoided when the requirements of exact wording are 
relaxed, as in the schedule approach. 

Apart from the above, however, it is not fair to say 
that the questionnaire approach results in complicated 
skips or that the schedule approach avoids them. Firstly, 
most questionnaires can be designed to ensure that the skip 
pattern encountered is not complicated, difficult to handle 
by the interviewers, or prone to interview errors. Basic
ally, complicated skip patterns result from poor question
naire design. Issues related to the flow of the interview 
and skip instructions are discussed further in Chapter 4. 
Here it may be noted only that experience has proved that 
in many well designed standard questionnaires, the presence 
of skip instructions causes no particular difficulty to the 
interviewer. 

Secondly, sometimes the schedule type of approach only 
appears to have simpler skip patterns, merely as a result 
of ignoring the problem. The fact that some questions 
(column headings) are applicable to only certain categories 
of respondents is not specified on the schedule on the 
assumption that instructions can be taken care of in the 
interviewers' training and instruction manuals. 

Thirdly, for a given sequence of questioning, the more 
liberally spaced questionnaire may actually permit a 
clearer and easy-to-use specification of the skip instruc
tions than a schedule designed to conserve space. This is 
particularly likely if the schedule is in a tabular form. 
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Finally, it may also be noted that questionnaire 
approach may be preferred to the simpler schedule approach 
because of the need to accommodate a more elaborate skip 
patterns dictated by the subject-matter of the survey. In 
such situations, the relative complexity of the question
naire is a consequence of the given subject-matter require
ments rather than the choice of the particular style of 
question formulation. 

Communication to the respondent 

A clear distinction has to be made between what 1s

actually communicated to the respondent, and what may be 
simply put 1n the questionnaire primarily as a guide to the 
interviewer. 

In the following question quoted from a recent survey, 
for instance, it is not clear whether the phrase in 
parenthesis 1s to be read out to the respondent or not: 

"Have you done any gainful work (for 
pay, profit or family gain) during the last 
12 months?" 

Here is another example where clarity is needed; 

What was the nature of your principal 
activity? 

(al Industry (see code list). Where 
industry code is not clear, give name 
and address of your employer, and if 
self-employed, describe the nature of 
your work. 

(b) Employment status
wage earner
salary earner
etc.

In the following question there is apparently a confusion 
between qualifications in the designer's mind and the 
manner of communicating them to the respondent who 1s not 
supposed to� the questionnaire: 

r-

.: 
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"Has any member of your household made any 
payments during the past year for any kind of in
surance (other than those already listed under Ql7 
- Ql9) like health or accidents or personal belong

ings (not included in household goods under Q18)?"

Note also that verbatim questions may vary in the 
degree to which their 1a1ording is ''complete" in terms of 
communicating its meaning and intentions to the respond
ent. For certain types of questions (e.g. relatively 
complex, sensitive, attitudinal, hypothetical questions), 
it may be necessary not only to specify the exact wording 
of the question, b11t also to include as a part of it the 
range or the type of responses expected: only then can the 
responses obtained be considered comparable across the 
survey. Co�pare for example the questions: 

I. In what kind of area did you live mostly when you were
growing up say to the age of 12?

2. (Same as above, but continued by) was it a city, a
town, or a village?

Both are verbatim questions but the second is more
structured and more completely worded. It indicates to the 
respondent the type of response categories expected. 1he 
first question may result in all sorts of responses such as 
a "rich area", "poor area", 11 mountains 1t , "valley" etc. -
which not only lack comparability but also, and more 
seriously, may be irrelevant to the objective of the survey 
(for instance 1f the objective in the above question was to 
obtain an urban/rural classification of the respondent's 
place of residence). 

Here is the pattern of responses actually obtained to 
the question: 

Question 

"How many children would you say are there in a 
large household?" 

Pattern of responses 

5, 6 or 7 

how can I know? 
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lots 

many 

maybe 10, maybe 20

as many as you want 

don't know 

you find 6, 7, 8 or 9 1n a large household 

whatever we can afford 

how can I know other people's houses? 

whatever God gives 

1f there are many women then there are many 
children 

I cannot imagine 

1£ I see the household, I' 11 know 

If the objectives of the survey concerned were better 
served by maximizing the likelihood of obtaining numerical 
responses, a more complete wording may have been to con
tinue the above question by something like: 

3. 5. 5

" ..... Would you say less than 5, 5 to 8, 
more than 8, or just how many?" 

Conclusion 

In choosing the appropriate style of question 
formulation, one has to compare the advantage of greater 
control, standardization and clarity of the verbatim 
questionnaire approach with that of brevity, manageability 
and the greater flexibility provided by the schedule 
approach. Essentially, the question 1s how much guidance 
should be given to the interviewer and to the respondent 
through the questionnaire during thecourse of the inter
view. The appropriate solution depends upon the circum
stances of the survey, as well as on the type of questions 
being asked. It is clear that for certain types of surveys 
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involving a long list of simple items of inquiry the 
advantages of the schedule approach (simplicity, brevity, 
clarity) outweigh its possible limitations, whereas for 
certain other types of surveys involving the investigation 
of facts, attitudes, behaviours and opinions, detailed 
verbatim questionnaires are preferred. 

More often, however, the choice is less clear-cut. In 
practice, the issue is more of degree to which the survey 
instrument is designed to assist, guide and control the 
interviewer, respondent and the office worker, rather than 
of choosing between two sharply distinct approaches. In 
this connection, it is necessary to distinguish clearly 
between the following related objectives: 

(1) To communicate to the respondent as precisely as
possible the exact information being sought, including
its context, reference period, and what is to be in
cluded and excluded. This must be the primary
objective.

(2) To guide the respondent by indicating the type of
responses expected, in so far as that can be done
without biasing his actual responses.

(3) To guide the interviewer on how to ask the question,
solicit the response and record it on the question
naire.

(4) To facilitate the work of editing and coding of the
data obtained.

This section has considered some of the factors
involved in the choice of the appropriate question 
formulation and style to meet these objectives. It should 
be clear from the above discussion that it is not so much 
the form that matters, but its implications in terms of the 
guidance and control which the survey instrument and 
accompanying training provide over the interviewing 
operation. 

Writing questions in the abbreviated form does not 
preclude detailed questioning. It only provides some 
flexibility in questioning. It is usual to adopt the 
schedule approach more for convenience and economy than for 
permitting greater variability among interviewers. 
Similarly, the objective of spelling out questions in a 
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standardized way is often primarily to instruct the inter
viewer on how the questions may be worded appropriately in 
most circumstances (and verbally translated, if applic
able), rather than to take a r1g1d stand on exactly how the 
questions must be worded in all circumstances. In fact, a 
danger 10 using the s1mplifieischedule approach is that 

-

sometimes the survey designers never clearly work out how 
questions might actually be put since they do not have to 
spell that out in d0s1gn1ng the survey instrument. 

3.6 MORE ON WORDING OF QUESJIO�S 

1be wording of questions 1s perhaps the most w1,lely 
researched aspect of questionnaire design and development, 
especially 10 market and p11blic opinion oriented rese�rch 
and in developed countries in part1c,1lar. 

1he basic principle in question formulation is to 
ensure that each item included is spec1f1ed in such a way 
as to ensure that its context, scope, reference periods, 
units of measurement etc . are clearly understood by both 
the interviewer and the respondent. For example, a ques
tion such as "what is your income?", unless its context has 
been previously defined, is quite inadequate. Does "your" 
refer to the respondent alone or to the whole household? 
What is the time period - the last week, last month, last 
12 months, or what? What is to be included in income -
salaries and wages, tips, overtime pay, contributions, 
transfers, income from other sources? Is it �ross or net 
income? Does it include income in kind? And so on. 

Similarly, the term "household" can lend itself to a 
variety of interpretations, depending on the culture, 
social arrangements, housing available, and so on. Speci
fic 1nstruct1ons are usually necessary. In a 1955 Nigerian 
expenditure survey, for example, interviewers and respond
ents were advised to include certain categories of tenants 
as household members. A convenient and simple explanation 
was found to explain when to include a tenant: interview
ers were advised that "tenants are not house-members unless 
they eat from the same pot as the household". 

,, 
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It is all too easy to think that one can produce a 
perfectly worded questionnaire sitting in the office. In 
fact, it is very difficult to imagine all the possible 
interpretations and the variety of answers respondents may 
give, or the different circumstances or conditions which 
may alter the sense of the question. Review and evaluation 
of previous experience is the first source of information. 
In certain well tried fields, this may be sufficient to 
make a good beginning. In other fields, previous expe
rience may be insufficient, and appropriate wording of the 
questions can be developed only gradually after a period of 
experimental data collection. This means going out into 
the field and interviewing or observing interviews. It is 
important to become familiar with respondent reactions, 
speech patterns and vocabularies. Section 6.2 describes a 
number of special procedures such as group interviews, 
unstructured interviews with individual respondents, 
in-depth probing and intensive study through participant 
observation, which may assist in arriving at appropriate 
question formulations. 

The questionnaire designer should also be familiar 
with characteristics of the kind of interviewers used for 
the survey and the manner in which they work as these too 
affect the quality of the interviews. 

3. 6. 2 Length of questions and use of examples 

It is generally agreed that questions should be as 
brief as possible, and excessively long questions should be 
avoided. Long questions usually arise because adequate 
care is not taken to break them up into a series of small 
questions, or because the concept being used is inappro
priately complex in the given survey situation. 

In certain situations, however, rather long questions 
are unavoidable, to explain to the respondent the context 
and scope of the information and why it is being sought. 
An example of this are introductory questions which define 
the setting or important concepts used in the survey. When 
properly designed, a good part of such 'questions' really 
consists of an explanation, the actual question requiring a 
response appearing only at the end. Some illustrations 
were given in Section 3.5.l; here are some more: 
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"I would like to obtain the names of all persons 
who live in this household. We should include all 
family members as well as servants, lodgers and other 
unrelated persons who normally live here. If there 
are any residents who are temporarily away for less 
than six months, they should also be included. Now 
please give me the names of all residents starting 
with the head of the household." 

The 1984 Household Survey in Cyprus introduced ques
tions on seconday occupation of employees as follows, 
recognizing the possible sensitive nature of the questions: 

"Second we need Urn income for persons with an 
additional occupation; t�ese income data are asked, 
like all others you answered before, only for 
statisticc1l pur;)Oses. They are strictly confiden
tial. Nobody will have access to them except 
c1uthonzed personnel of the Statistical Office.'' 

This was followed by questions on name, and gross and net 
income of each person with secondary occupation. 

As the illustrations show, the ?rimary purpose of 
introductory questions is to convey as clearly as possible 
some basic concepc in the survey or to seek the respond
ents' co-operation. The 1nclus1on of examples in the 
question rs often useful in clarifying the concept. How
ever, where they are used, it is desirable to give more 
than one example and to make them as neutral as possible. 
ptherwise, respondents may have trouble understanding the 
underlying concept. They may also be misled by thinking 
just of the example or examples given, rather than the 
class or group from which the examples have been taken. On 
the other hand, giving many examples would make the ques
tion too long, resulting in the interviewer omitting a part 
of the question or confusing the respondent. On balance, 
it appears that a few carefully chosen examples help in 
clarifying concepts to the respondent. In any case, the 
specific quest1ons to be answered should not be lost in the 
examples and explanation, but appear clearly at the end. 
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3. 6. 3 Some types of questions requiring special care 

Order hias 

When respondents are asked to choose among a number of 
alternatives without any logical order, the emerging 
pattern of answers may follow the same order rather than 
the order of importance or relevance to the respondent. 
This bias is most noticeable in opinion questions but it 
may arise also in supposedly factual questions. For 
example, detailed questionnaires often include long lists 
of items to which respondents are asked to answer "yes" or 
"no". The lists may be made long in an attempt to ensure 
complete coverage of items 1n a diversity of circum
stances. However, for any one respondent, the appropriate, 
answer to most of the que,;tions may be "no". Sor�e res -
pondents may get bored with giving the same answer, and 
start answering "yes" more often to items later in the 11st 
even though that is incorrect. Sometimes the desire to 
appear more "co-operative" or attentive, or the fc,eling 
that the interviewer is disappointed at receiving too many 
negative responses, may also result in the same effect. 
Similarly, it has been observed that when respondents are 
asked to choose from an ordered set (e.g. from 'very good' 
to 'very poor'), they tend to choose the category in the 
middle. 

So clearly, the order in which questions or categories 
are presented may have an effect on the pattern of res
ponses obtained. A possible solution to this problem may 
be to use alternative ordering for different interviews in 
the same survey. This, however, is difficult to manage 
where many other problems of survey implementation and 
management may already be too complex. A more practical 
approach is to avoid long sequences of similar questions 
resulting in monotonously similar pattern of responses. 

'Double-Barrelled' Questions 

This refers to an apparently single question which 
really has two questions embedded in it. For instance, the 
question "Are you able to understand and speak English?" is 
really made up of two questions: "Are you able to under
stand English?" and "Are you able to speak English?". A 
respondent who is able only to understand but not speak the 
language may not be able to decide whether to answer 'Yes' 
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or 'No' to the double -barrelled question. Perhaps the 
intention of the designer was that 'Yes' means being able 
to both understand and speak. If so, there was no need to 
refer to "understand" since those who can speak the 
language also understand it. If 'Yes' was intended to mean 
either understand or speak, then there was no need to refer 
to "speak". 

One indicator of the likelihood of a 'double -
barrelled' question is the appearance of the conjunction 
'and' or 'or' in the question. 11le best way to avoid 
confusion is to replace double questions with two or more 
single questions. 

Social Desirability and Politeness Biases 

Respondents often tend to choose answers that favour 
their self-esteem, make them look intelligent or thought
ful, or conform to social norms. In some cases there is a 
general desire to be polite and co-operative, and respond 
in a manner to please the interviewer. Because of social 
desirability, respondents may exaggerate their possessions, 
lie about their age or make false claims about their know
ledge awareness and behaviour patterns. The history of 
birth control studies 1s full of examples of spurious 
results from respondent politeness bias, in which, for 
example, an exaggeratedly high use of contraceptives was 
claimed. (See Mamdani (1972). 

Family expenditure data from household surveys in the 
United States and in Canada consistently show reported 
expenditure on alcohol at about one-half of actual industry 
sales. Surveys about alcohol consumption have also 
suggested gross under-reporting. Regular surveys to 
measure the proportion of smokers in the general population 
have also registered a gradual decline over the last few 
years, al though industry sales have increased. The 
declining social acceptability of smoking may be respons
ible for the reported drop in the number of smokers. 

The only way to minimize the problem of response 
quality is  to avoid, as far as possible, questions which 
are susceptible to serious biases and train the inter
viewers to  be neutral while asking the questions. It may 
�e possible to reduce the bia s by emphasizing in the 
questionnaire that all responses are equally "desirable", 



- 106 -

for example, by suggesting as a lead-in to the question 
that undesirable answers as well as desirable ones have 
been given by other respondents; e.g., "Many people have
said ..... while others have said ..... What has been your 
experience?" A related bias i.s introduced by wishful 
thinking when respondents are asked about their future 
plans, or hypothetical questions; "What would you do if 
..... ?" In general such quest ions should be avoided, as 
they seldom yield realistic answers. 

Sensitive Questions 

These refer to the questions which are apt to be 
irritating, threatening or embarrassing to the respondent. 
In some cultures, questions on age are seen as sensitive; 
in others respondents may be reluctant to report physical 
or mental disability or deaths in the households; q11estions 
on income, especially of the self-employed, are widely 
regarded as sensitive. 

Special attention should be paid during field testing 
of the questionnaire to identify particularly sensitive 
questions and how they can be improved by rewording, 
placing them at a different place in the questionnaire, or 
better interviewing procedure. 

Sensitive questions should not be placed at the 
beginning of the questionnaire. At the start of the inter
view, the primary concern should be to gain interest and 
confidence of the respondent. It is best to begin by 
innocuous and relatively easy questions. 

It may be possible to position sensitive questions in 
the questionnaire where the respondent is more likely to 
see them as part of a "natural" sequence rather than as 
sensitive or threatening. Thus in a survey on work expe
rience that contains a set of questions on the current job, 
it would be logical to ask about the present hourly wage
rate and the number of hours usually worked, etc. along 
with questions on when the respondent started the job, what 
the job is, who he works for and so on. In this way, the 
sensitive income question may not seem out of place or 
threatening. Sometimes, highly 5ensitive questions are 
better placed at the end of the questionnaire. Any 
hostility or bias evoked by them will influence few or no 
further questions, as most of the other information will 
already have been obtained. 
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Proper wording of questions can often reduce the 
perception of sensitivity. One way is to assure the 
respondent that he is not alone in answering such ques
tions, and that many others who responded gave answers 
which may appear 'sensitive'. Open-ended questions (see 
next section) usinJ familiar words and asking for narrative 
responses may be better than more structured closed-ended 
questions using precoded responses. Long, discursive 
questions may be more acceptable than short crisp ones. 
Sometimes a deliherate introduction of vagueness or 
imprecision in the response sought may be helpf11l. Example 
was given earlier from a questionnaire where it was consi
dered pref3rable to ask respondents about t�eir broad 
income group, rather than seek their actual 1n�o�e. 

In any case, the explicit use of words 1h1ch may he 
s,oen as parlicuL,rly bl11r1t or seftsttiv,c, should '.:,e avoided. 
For example 1n asking women about the use of st0r1lisation 
as a method of birth-control, the sequence; 

"Some women have an operation in order not 
to have any more children. Have you ever 
heard of this method?", 

followed, if answer is "Yes", by 

"Have you ever had such an operation?", 

is likely to be better than an abrupt question: 

"Are you st"orilised ?". 

Similarly, in asking about induced abortion, it may be 
better to put a question such as: 

"Did you, or a doctor, or someone else 
do anything to end that pregnancy early?" 

rather than 

"Did you have an induced abortion?". 

The above considerations generally favour the use of 
verbatim questionnaires with carefully thought-out 
pre-specified wordings, as opposed to the abbreviated 
schedule approach, in dealing witn sensitive questions. 
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A final word about the use of sensitive questions in 
practical survey work. It has often been the experience 
that the concern of the survey designer about 'sensitivity' 
of questions were 1n fact largely unfounded. Respondents, 
especially in rural areas of developing countries, have 
been found to be surprisingly open and willing to answer 
questions. While co-operation of the respondents cannot be 
taken for granted, and their sentiments must be respected, 
there is also the danger of the survey designers being 
over-cautious and unnecessarily concerned. Similarly, one 
should also look out for questions that are perceived as 
sensitive only by the interviewers, when 1n fact they are 
not seen as sensitive by the majority of respondents. A 
few hostile reactions from respondents early in an assign
ment could lead an interviewer to this view, when in fact 
the problem may be far from general. 

3. 7 QUESTION FORM; OPEN-ENDED AND CLOSED-ENDED QUESTIONS 

Questions may be formulated in different ways to 
impose varying degrees of structure on the interview. We 
have already discussed two dimensions of this structure, 
namely (a) the degree of detailed breakdown with which in
dividual items or components are explicitly. specified, and 
(b) the degree to which the wording of the questions is
specified exactly. A third related dimension is the
structure imposed on the response categories. Here a
distinction is usually made between "open-ended" and
"closed -ended" quest ions.

3. 7. 1 Examples of Open and Closed-ended Questions 

In a fully open-ended question, both the respondent 
and the interviewer are unconstrained and allowed maximum 
scope for individual variation in the specification and 
recording of responses. The interviewer is expected to put 
the question in a general way, without influencing the form 
or type of response. The respondent is free to choose his 
own frame of reference and response terminology, which the 
interviewer records verbatim, again without guidance as to 
the type of response. 



Oo 109 -

At the other extreme are closed questions wn1cn 
explicitly specify the relevant dimensions, units of 
response and categories from which the response must be 
selected. These will h3ve to be complied by both the 
interviewers and the respondents. 

Often there is a choice in questionnaire design as to 
how 'open' or 'closed' the form of questions should be. 
Toe following are examples of questions whose content can 
be adapted to either type. 

Example 1. This illustration is from a health survey 
(adopted from the UK General Household Survey). A question 
in the open-ended form can be: 

"What sort of things do you do to try to 
improve or maintain your health?", 

with the 1nterv1ewers • instructed to record verbatim all 
activities as reported, without probing to elicit specific 
or more detailed responses. Alternatively, in the closed 
form, the question may seek 'Yes-No' responses to each item 
in a series of specified activities: 

"In order to try to improve or maintain 
your healt�, do you-

(a) take any tablets or
medicine regularly

(b) restrict what you eat
and drink

(cl take regular walks, 
say at least 1 mile a 
day 

(d) play sport or take
any other form of
ex:ercise,

and so on. 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Yes No 

Example 2. In an employment survey, an open-ended 
question addressed to an unemployed respondent may be: 

"What have you done to look for work 
during the last 4 weeks?" 
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Alternatively, the question may be broken up into a series 
of closed-ended probes: 

3. 7. 2

"In order to look for work, have you, at 
any time during the last 4 weeks: 

(a) 

(b) 

(c) 

(d) 

(e) 

(f) 

gone to a public employment 
office 

visited or contacted a 
private employment agency 

contacted a union agent 

asked friends or relatives 
about work available 

followed up advertisements 
in the papers 

followed up notices displayed 
in other places such as stores, 
or clubs 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

Continuum between fully open-ended and fully 
closed questions 

Before considering the relative advantages and limit
ations of the open and closed question forms, it is import
ant to appreciate that between the two extremes, there is a 
whole gradation in the degree of structure imposed. First
ly, many questions are fully or partially closed for the 
interviewer, but remain essentially open-ended so far as 
the respondent is concerned. The respondent, for example, 
may be asked the (open-ended) question. 

"What have you done to look for work 
during the past 4 weeks?", 

while the interviewer may be provided with a precoded list 
of response categories into which he tries to fit the res
ponse obtained. Another example from an urban household 
expenditure survey in Malawi is shown in Illustration 3.14. 
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Illustration I. l4: Example of a question 
completely closed for the interviewer but 

open for the respondent. 

What is your highest level of education or 
qualification? 

Never went to school 

Went to primary school and 
achieved Standard 1, 2, 3 or 4 

Went to primary school anrt 
achieved Standard 5, 6, 7 or 8 

Went to secondary schr)Ol hut d1rl 
not pass JCE 

Passed JCE but did not pass MCE 

Passed MCE or an equivalent such 
as 5 or more '0-levels' 

Trade test certificate, nursing 
qualification, non-university 
teaching qualification or at 
least 2 'A-levels' 

University degree or diploma 

Code l 

Code 2 

Code 3 

Code 4 

Code S 

Code 6 

Code 7 

Code 8 

1he objective of the above form is primarily to facilitate 
the task of recording and coding responses, rather than to 
provide guidance to the respondent. Often, the list of 
precodes may be ended by an open "other "specify" cate
gory. In this situation, the precoded categories may, of 
course, cover varying proportion of responses in different 
questions, resulting in questions closed to different 
degrees for the interviewer. Toe more the interviewer tries 
(e.g. through repeating the question, probing, mentioning 
response categories or giving examples to the respondent} 
to fit as many responses as possible into the specified 
response categories, the more likely is the question to 
become, in practice, closed-ended for the respondent as 
well. 
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This brings us to the second point: questions differ 
in the degree to which the range of "permissi!Jle" responses 
is communicated, explicitly or implicitly, to the respond
ent. Many questions require a simple 'Yes-No' response and 
this is implicitly obvious to the respondent: to him these 
are closed-ended questions. In other questions the res
pondent 1s asked to provide a number or a value (number of 
children, monthly income etc.), which may also be essen
tially closed-ended even if the possible range of values is 
very broad. In other questions, by contrast, the possible 
response categories may not be obvious from the question 
itself. Here the issue is how clearly and completely the 
question, as worded, communicates tl1e response categories 
to the respondent i.e. is closed-ended for hi,n. For 
example, the question may be only partially closed with 
only the important response categories read out to the 
respondent as examples of the type of responses expected. 
Two examples are provided in Illustration 3.15. 

Constructing fully closed questions, i.e. which are 
worded to present all alternatives to the respondent, is 
not always easy. It may res1lt in cumbersome and long 
question wording in which some other important information 
(such as the reference period) may be lost to the respond
ent. Yet it is possible that the inclusion of all sub
stantive alternatives in the question produces different 
response patterns from a question which does not list 
alternatives or includes only some of them. Consider for 
example the following set of questions. Two versions of 
each question are shown: one when the phrase in paren
thesis is not included in the question, and the second when 
it is included. It cannot be assumed that the pattern of 
responses will be identical in the two cases, though the 
magnitude of the difference can be established only empir
ically. ( The examples are taken from a draft document of 
Social and Community Planning Research (SCPR), 1982.) 

Do you think you get enough physical exercise (or too 
little physical exercise)? 

Do you think you take enough care of your health (or 
do you feel you could take more care of your health)? 

Do you think a person of your age can do anything to 
prevent ill health in the future (or is it largely a 
matter of chance)? 
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Note that the appropriate response categories to the first 
alternative set is always 'Yes/No'; £or the second alter
native they should be specified more explicitly, e.g. 
'enough/too little' etc. 

1. 

Il l11stration 3.15: Examples of Questions 
Partially Closed for the Respondent: 

Botswana, 1983. 1he following question -

"Is (name of the person) physically disabled -
that is, blind, deaf, lame or disabled in any other 
way?" 

included a partial list �f response categories. The 
interviewer was provided with a more complete 11st and 
instructed to check one of the following categories: 
Dlind, deaf or dumb; lame due to polio; lame due to 
other causes; any other disability; no disability. 

2. Refer to 'Example 2' in Sectiori 3. 7 .1: "What have yo•i
.-Jone to look for work during the last 4 weeks?" Here
is a partially closed version of the same question,
achieved by introducing a preliminary question:

3. 7. 3

"Have you contacted an employment agency, union 
agent or someone else, or followed up any vacancy 
notice during the last 4 weeks the last 4 weeks to 
look for work?" 

followed (if 'Yes') by 

"Please tell me all you have done in looking for 
work during the last 4 weeks." 

Advantages and Limitations of Open-ended Questions 

In certain circumstances and for certain types of 
questions, it is desirable to maintain the flexibility and 
spontaneity provided by the open-ended form. Open-ended 
questions, or more accurately, questions which are more 

l-
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open-ended, are frequently used to enquire into respond
ent's awareness or knowledge of a subject, their attitudes, 
beliefs and feelings, and especially explanations given for 
specific actions or beliefs. 

In relation to awareness and knowledge, the open-ended 
form measures 'spontaneous' response, and m1nim1zes the 
danger of false over-reporting which may result from the 
implied prompting in the closed-ended form. On the other 
hand, the lack of specific probing in the open-ended form 
may result in under-reporting of respondent's knowledge. 
Consequently it is common to employ both closed and 
open-ended questions in investigating awareness and 
knowledge. 

Questions on attitudes, beliefs and opinions tend to 
be even more sensitive to the form of questioning. It may 
not be possible, or even desirable, to restrict responses 
to such questions to particular dimensions. Rather, it may 
be important to maintain maximum flexibility and spon
taneity. 

The most common use of open-ended questions, however, 
are those concerning explanations of actions or beliefs. 
In many situations, the attitudinal q,iestions can be 
expressed in a suitably closed 'Yes-No' form, e.g. "Do you 
approve of induced abortion under any circumstances?"; but 
questions seeking explanations have almost always to be 
left in the open-ended form, such as "Why did you do 
that?", "What were the reasons ?11 

Specifying and suggesting answers may introduce very 
serious biases in such questions. This is basically 
because explanations for actions and beliefs are almost 
always complex and multidimensional, and it is important to 
gauge the salience or significance of a particular reason 
given by the respondent. Questions of the form "Did you do 
so and so because ..... ?" may produce large proportions of 
"Yes" or "No" answers as the case may be, with.out the 
reason mentioned in the closed question being at all 
salient in the respondent's mind. 

Several reasons for using open-ended question form may 
be summarized: 

(1) It may be necessary from the substantive point of
view, for example to measure salience of explanations
given, or spontaneous reporting of knowledge.
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(2) It may be desirable to use open-ended questions to
avoid biases which may result from suggestions implied
in the closed-ended form of questioning.

(3) Sometimes it is desirable to allow the respondent
flexibility to maintain interest or rapport during the
interview. Open-ended questions imitate the everyday
process of human communication. They may be used to
warm up a respondent at the beginning of an interview,
to introduce new topics, provide a smooth transition
between topics, or to p11t the respondent at ease an,l
allow opportunity for self-expression which may
facilitate co�tinued interest.

(4) Requests for further explanation, more details or
general probing for more complete answers usually takA
the form of a series of open-ended questions, e.g.
"Any other reason?", "Can you tell me more abo•1t
that?", etc.

(5) Open-ended questions can sometimes provide a short
c11t: a single open question may be able to replace a
long series of closed questions (see Examples 1 and 2
given in Section 3.7.1). Of course, the closed-series
may provide greater detail and precision, but some
times the less refined indication obtained though
simpler open-ended questions may suffice to meet the
objectives of the survey.

(6) Another practical reason for using open-ended ques
tions may simply be the lack of information available
to develop precodes to cover all possible or relevant
responses.

(7) Toe last mentioned reason accounts for the more fre
quent use of open-ended questions in preliminary or
exploratory studies, and in development and testing of
survey questionnaires. Verbatim responses can be use
ful in improving wording and form of questioning and
identifying response categories to facilitate
'closing' of questions for subsequent use in the main
survey.

Toe use of open-ended question also has many limit
ations, and in fact it is generally desirable to keep the 
number of completely open-ended questions to a minimum, 
particularly in relatively large-scale surveys. The task 
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of developing an appropriate coding frame and coding 
verbatim responses can be a taxing one. By definition, 
open-ended form of questioning makes it difficult to impose 
uniform standards, control and structure on the interview 
process, and there is likely to be greater interviewer and 
coder variability. Further, the process of coding verbatim 
responses makes implicit assumptions that it yields data 
that can be analyzed statistically as though they came from 
closed-ended questions, in which the respondents are of the 
range of permissible responses. This assumption may not be 
always valid. For example, some people are more reserved 
in their comments, and the unstructured questioninJ may 
capture unequal proportions of each respondent's experience. 

The simpler open-ended form may also fai 1 to com1JJun
icate the meaning of the question to the respondents as 
fully as the more specific closed-ended questions. For 
example, a general question on "looking for work" in an 
employment survey may not explain to the respondents the 
type of activities which are considered to constitute 
looking for work, while a series of closed questions on 
specific activities would convey the concept more clearly 
and fully. 

Often the substantive and analytic objectives of the 
survey require the identification of specific responses or 
response types, and this may be served better by using the 
closed form of questioning. Consider for example a survey

on utilization of health services, 1n which the general 
objective is to ·enumerate various place or facilities 
visited by respondents, but a specific, specially policy 
relevant objective is to measure as accurately as possible 
the level of utilization of community health centres. A

single open-ended question on places visited may fail to 
yield the required information on (and �ay indeed grossly 
underestimate) the frequency of visits to community health 
centres. The survey objectives may ·be better served by, for 
example, using a pair of questions; a closed question on 
"whether visited a community heal t:-t centre", and an open
ended question on "any other persons or places visited in 
addition". 

3. 7. 4 Closed and partly closed questions 

As noted earlier, the characteristic feature of a 
closed question is its explicit or implicit 5pecificat1on 
and communication of all relevant response categories to 
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the interviewer and the respondent. he degree of closure 
depends upon various factors such as the wording of ques
tions (and translation consideration in m11lti lingual 
situations), the form and completeness with which response 
categories are communicated to the respondent, the extent 
and method of probing (especially �ow predetermined the 
probing procedures are), and possibly also on the order, 
context and position of the question 10 the quest1onna1re. 
The closed-ended form has its limitations too: for certain 
types of questions it may unduly constrain and limit the 
responses, and introduce bias into the results. As dis -
cussed in tne previous subsection, certain types of ques
tions are best asked in an open-ended form. However, the 
major advantages of closed-end questions are that they 
facilitate; 

a clearer specification of the context and content of 
the question; 

a more appropriate and convenient form for obtaining 
and recording responses; 

generally a greater control over tl1e interview process 
and reduction in response variability; 

and above all, a simpl1fication of the coding and data 
processing task. 

For most large-scale surveys the advantages of closed
ended questions on balance outweigh their limitations, and 
it can be recommended that in general one should use ques
tions which are predominantly closed-ended. In fact, it 1s 
desirable that open-ended questions are introduced only 
when clear reasons exist to justify them, such as a demon
strated unsuitability of the closed-form for the particular 
question, lack of information to precode the question, or 
sometimes, the significant convenience and brevity which 
may result from using the open-ended form. 

A major requirement of closed-ended questions is that 
the questionnaire designer should be able to 1dent1fy the 
most common responses, design a manageable number of 
categories to accommodate all or most of them, and do so 
without introducing bias or "leading" the respondent to 
answer 1n a certain way. The type and number of response 
categories have to be chosen in relation to the expec ted 
rlistribution of responses, the objective of the question 
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and the type of analysis envisaged. Where insufficient 
information is available from prior studies covering 
similar topics and populations, it is desirable to carry 
out exploratory studies specially for the purpose, probably 
using open-ended questions on the basis of which full range 
of distribution of response can be identified. A number of 
points need to be kept 1n mind in the choice of the type 
and number of response categories: 

(1) The response categories should be mutually exclusive,
i.e. non-overlapping. Any particular response speci
fied by the respondent should correspond at the most
to one category. A trivial example is of age groups
specified as, say "20-30, 30-40, 40-51) ..... 11 where the
categories are not exclusive at the end points. But
in the design of survey questionnaire, this problem is
often far from a trivial one. Illustration 3.16
provides two negative examples from questionnaires
used in two developed countries.

(2) The categories should be easily distinguishable fro�
each other, and easily identifiable 1n terms of the
responses given by the respondents in their own
words. Toe use of numerous categories with subtle
distinctions can be confusing to the interviewer and
result in a high degree of unreliabil1ty in recording
of responses.

(3) To the extent possible, the specified list of cate
gories should be more or less exhaustive, i.e. cover a
vast majority of the expected responses. Otnerwise,
the advantage and convenience of precod1ng may be
largely lost. Nevertheless, it is generally desirable
to end the list with an open item of the form:

"Other (specify) ..... II 

There are two reasons for introducing the residu3.l 
open category: (i) tn cover responses outside the 
specified categories; and (1i) to permit the inter
viewer to record responses verbatim which he 1s unable 
to code during the interview - even 1f actually the 
response corresponds to one of the prespecified codes, 
to which it can be assigned during the office coding 
operation. 
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(4) Often it is desirable and possible to arrange cate
gories into some logical order, say proceeding from
most salient or common to the least, or in some other
way determined by tne logic of the situation. A 
proper arrangement can facilitate both the giving and 
reconhng of responses. Illnstrat1on 3.17 provides an 
exa,nple of a logically ordered 11st from the Tna1land 
Survey of Fertility (1975). The 11st proceeds from 
self-sufficiency in old age, to support from cn1ldren, 
other family, non-relatives, to no support at all. 

Illustration 1.16: Examples of Overlapping Categories 

-------- -----------------, 

A. In a question on leisure activit1�s dur1nJ a
specified perio,I the following response
categories appeared:

- VlSlted friends or relatives,
or had them come to visit you Yes No 

- listened to record or tapes Yes No 

- done any garr!en1ng Yes No 

- gone out for a drink Yes No 

The interviewer was asked to record all of 
these (and other) activities mentioned. But 
it is possible that in some cases different 
categories refer to the same activity or event, 
for example going out to a friend for drinKs, 
meal, listening to music and a b1t of gardening 
too. 

B. In a question on action taken to look for work,
the following categories appea�ed among others:

- followed up notices on notice boards,
in stores, at club etc.

- visited employers and asked about work.

Again, "following up" a notice may consists of 
the same thing as visiting an employer. 
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Illustration 3.17: Example of an 
Ordered List of Response Categories

( Thailand, 1975) 

When you are old or can no longer work for -,
any other reason, ,,hat means of financial support 
might you have? (TICK AS MANY AS MENTIONED; PROBE 
ONCE "Any other"?) 

SAVING OR INCO!!E FROM FARM, 
BUS I NESS, OR O JHER PROPER TY

PENSION OR SOCIAL SECURITY 

HELP FROM CHILDREN 

HELP FROM FAMILY OTHER THAN
CHILDREN 

CHARITY, OR HELP FROM FRIENDS 

NONE, OR WILL HAVE 10 KEEP
WORKING 

II 

/_ I 

Cl 

OTHER (Specify) __________ _ 
-- -------·----· - ------ -----------

(5) A clear distinction needs to be made between (1) 
questions in which the interviewer is to choose only 
one out of a number of alternatives given, and (i1) 
when the instruction is to check as many of the cate
gories as apply. Jhese two forms, referred to as 
single response questions and multi-response questions
are discussed further in Section 3.7.5. 

(6) Another very important question is to determine the 
appropriate number of response categories. Having too
many categories would make the task of the interviewer
difficult; it may also become difficult to keep the 
categories mutually exclusive and easily distinguish
able. Of course, forcing all the responses into a few
categories may introduce bias, and may in any case be 
inadequate for the purposes for which the data are 
obtained. Generally, a wise strategy would be to keep
the number of categories small, and near the minimum 
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required for analytical purposes. However, a little 
more detail than may appear immediately necessary is 
often desirable -- to cater for unanticipated needs, 
changes in analytical requirements, unexpected dis
tribution of responses obtained, and sometimes even 
for logical consistency and completeness. If more 
than, say, 5-7 categories are involved, serious 
attempts should be made to divide them up into smaller 
groups for the convenience of the interviewers and the 
respondents. Sometimes it may be even better to 
divide the question itself into two or more questions 
to achieve this. 

(7) As has already been noted, attention need be paid to
the completeness and form in which response cate
gories are not only specified in the questionnaire,
but also actually communicated to the respondents.

3.7.5 Single-response and multi-response questions 

Multi-response questions arise when more than one 
alternative may be "correct" for a given respondent. For 
instance, the respondent may be asked to give reasons or 
explanations (of which there may be several), or to list 
activities or events during a specified period. �ulti
response questions may be completely open-ended both for 
the interviewer and the respondents. More commonly, 
however, they can be precoded (closed-ended) for the 
interviewers, but left open-ended so far as the respondents 
are concerned. When formulated in this manner, multi
response questions are usually referred to as 'check-list' 
questions. For example, the respondents may be asked the 
question: 

•�hat types of places have you visited
during the last 4 weeks?", 

and the interviewers provided with a precoded list of poss
ible responses and instructed to 'check' as many of those 
as the respondents happens to mention. 

Such questions may be partly closed for the respond
ents by including in the question wording some of the 
response categories as examples, e.g. by continuing the 
above question with " ..... s11ch as (followed by examples of 
places)". To ensure that the respondents understand that 
they may mention more than one place (if applicable), 1t 
would be desirable to continue the above question, say, �5; 
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"Please tell me of all such places 
you have visited over the last 4 weeks." 

In any event, how fully the respondent answers the ques
tion may depend upon the manner in which the interviewer 
probes to solicit additional responses. In this, there may 
be considerable variability between interviewers, and 
sometimes 1t 1s desirable to impose greater control over

the interview process by specifying to the interviewer the 
extent of and manner of probing. For instance Illustration 
3.17 given earlier shows how an open-ended multi-response 
question specifies the manner of probing. 

In spite of such specification, however, it 1s 1rn
likely that different respondents perceive the same con
straints in the number of "allowable" response categories. 
The difference in the number of responses mentioned (e.g. 
reasons given) may sometimes depend more on the character
istics and background of the respondents, than on any real 
difference in their behaviour or attitude. 

A multi-response question may be adequately closed 
only by listing all relevant response categories and con
verting the question into a series of "Yes/No" questions 
asked separately for each of the response categories (see 
for instance the 'closed-ended' version of Example 2 in 
Section 3.7.1.). Rut in that case, it really becomes a 
series of single-response questions discussed below. 

For the reasons mentioned above, questions allowing 
multiple responses are generally more difficult to handle 
at the interview, coding and processing stages. They 
suffer from the usual problems encountered in dealing with 
open-ended questions, only more so than those permitting 
single response. Many multi-response questions also tend 
to be difficult to interpret and analyse. Several assump
tions need to be made which may not be valid. It is 
presumed that alternative responses are distinct and 
mutually exclusive, that alternatives are independent (in 
the sense that the response given on one is not affected by 
the response given on any other), that the interviewers 
probe for additional responses in a uniform and specified 
way, and, as already mentioned, that different respondents 
perceive the same constraints in the maximum number of 
responses they may give. In practice, it is unlikely that 
all these conditions can be adequately met. In attitudinal 
and opinion questions in particular, some interviewers and 
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respondents may see two responses as distinct (so that both 
should be recorded), while others may treat them both as 
the same response, only differently worded. Some of these 
problems may be reduced by precodin6 the question at least 
for the interviewers, but they cannot be completely 
eliminated. 

The major reason for us1n3 multi-response questions is 
the flexibility they allow in exploring complex issues such 
as reasons and explanations of respondents for their 
actions or opinions. They also conserve space and time 
when only 1pproximate or 1ndic�t1ve information 1s 
required, which would not justify a long series of closed 
questions. 

For most purposes, however, 1t is preferable to use 
single-response que3t1ons, in �n1ch at most only one 
response category is recorded or coded. Typically, tltese 
questions can be precoded, i.e. made closed-ended at least 
for the interviewer. They are often referred to as 
'multiple choice' questions as the interviewer can choose 
one from a number of response categories. In the fully 
open-ended form, the verbatim response is assigned a single 
code at the subsequent coding stage. 

In single-response questions, the response categories 
are mutually exclusive, so that logically only one category 
at most can apply. The usual "Yes/No" questions are a good 
example. In other situations, the question may be deliber
ately restricted to permit only one valid response, for 
,instance; 

"What type of place did you visit last"; 

or the respondent may be asked to make the choice, for 
eKample 

or 
"What type of place do you usuallv visit?" 

"What do you think. is the most important 
reason fo;:o ... ?11

Sometimes, the restriction may be made in the interview 
procedures or at the coding stage by using some additional 
criteria to choose only one response. For example, the 
United Kingdom General Household Survey included the 
following question: 
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"Apart from leisure classes and ignoring 
holidays, are you at present; 

- at a college or university
full time?

- on a sandwich course?

- training for a qualifica-
tion in nursing .... ? 

- etc.

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 

No 

Tue interviewers were instructed to begin reading the above 
list of series of 'Yes-No' questions one-by-one, but stop 
as soon as the first positive response is obtained. Thus 
at most only one response is recorded. 

If the response categories are mutually exclusive 
(i.e. at most only one can apply), the above form of ques
tioning is a more complete or forceful way of making the 
question closed-ended than for example the form; 

"Apart from leisure classes and ignoring 
holidays, are you at present at a college or 
�niversity full time, on a sandwich course, or 
training for a qualification in nursing ... etc.?" 

full ti•ne 
college/ 

university 
sandwich 

course nursing 

Toe first form may also be more manageable if the list of 
categories is long. However, 1n certain types of questions 
(especially attitudinal questions) it may suffer from more 
serious order-bias of the type discussed in the previous 
section. 

Tue type of questioning illustrated from the United 
Kingdom survey above may also be used to obtain a single
response question even when the categories are not mutually 
exclusive, provided that they are listed in decreasing 
order of significance and it can be assumed that positive 
response to any category higher up in the list makes res
ponses to the remaining categories irrelevant to the 
objectives of the survey. 
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3.8 QUESTIONNAIRE IN A MULTI-LINGUAL CONTEXT: 
TRANSLATION AND RELATED ISSUES 

It is obviously desirable that every interview 1n a 
household survey is conducted in the native language of the 
respondent. In many developed countries and some develop
ing countries as well, the national population is fairly 
homogeneo11s linguistically. Furthermore, due to higl1 
literacy rates and common cultural mores, there may be no 
serious hiatus between the different sections of popula
tion. In such situations, the survey questionnaire can De 
produced and administered in a single, official language of 
the country. All that is necessary is to avoid unnecessari -
ly formal or technical language in framing the questions, 
and choose words which are familiar to the majority of the 
survey respondents. ( This in itself is, of course, not a 
trivial requirement, as discussed in Section 3.6.1.) 

The situation in many developing countries is much 
more complex. As noted by Vaessen et al (1984):

"All countries have at least one official 
language. However, in many countries this language is 
more a vehicle for use by the bureaucracy and the 
educational system than a means of daily communication 
among ordinary people. In some countries literally 
scores of different languages are spoken. The problem 
1s particularly acute in Africa but it is also serious 
in much of Asia. In many cases for various reasons 
local languages have been maintained as the principal 
means of everyday communication. As a result of this 
situation, in wultilingual countries the official 
language is often unusable as a vehicle of commun
ication with the masses, in part or all of the coun
try. The need to interview respondents in their 
native language is, therefore, clear. Given this 
situation any nationwide data collection effort must 
deal with the problem of how to ensure that the 
meaning of each q11estion is correctly conveyed 1n all 
languages used. If the meaning is not exactly the 
same in all the languages it is i1npossible to be sure 
that differences and differentials observed reflect 
reality rather than being artifacts of translation." 

The problem becomes even more acute when relatively 
complex concepts have to be communicated to the respond
ents, or when the questions concern respondents' beliefs, 
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attitudes and opinions. If the native language of the 
interviewer, the language of the questionnaire or schedule, 
the language in which the interview is conducted and the 
mother tongue of the respondent differ from each other, 
then all sorts of misunderstandings and errors of inter
pretation and communication can arise during the interview 
process. Problems of language are a major source of errors 
in survey data in many situations; yet little attention has 
been paid to this issue. 

The general requirement is to eliminate or minimize 
the linguistic gap between the four links identified above, 
namely: 

the language of the interviewer 
the language of the questionnaire 
the language of the interview, and 
the language of the respondent. 

Ideally, the procedure would be to conduct a language 
pre-survey to identify the language of each respondent in 
the sample, prepare separate written versions of the ques
tionnaire in each language appearing in the survey, recruit 
interviewers wit� language capabilities to match these 
requirements, assign interviewers individually to respond
ents according to linguistic criteria, provide them with 
questionnaires in the right language for each case, and 
ensure that they take the correct version to each respond
ent and actually conduct the interview in the appropriate 
language. Apart from costs, the logistical problems in 
ensuring correct matching at all these stag es can be truly 
formidable in multi.lingual countries. This is well ill115-
trated by the experience of the World Fertility Survey, 
despite the fact that right from the beginning the WFS paid 
exceptionally close and serious attention to the linguistic 
issues in surveys in developing countries. The efforts 
made in the WFS are so exceptional in this respect that it 
is worth noting them here in some detail. The following 
draws heavily on the discussion of the issues by Vaessen et 
al (1984). The WFS adopted a number of procedures in 
multilingual surveys: 

Cl) The original WFS questionnaires were prepared in 
standard versions in four international languages 
English, French, Spanish and Arabic. Even in 
countries which officially used one of these 
languages, the standard wordings were adapted to 
reflect local variations in that language as used by 
ordinary people of the country. 
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(2) In most countries, the local languages differed from
the international languages. Thorough proced1.1res were
used to ensure correct translation. These involved
first translation from the international language to
the local language, then back translation of the
latter into the former, followed by reconciliation of
any differences of the result with the original, and
carrying out a field pre-test.

( 3) 

C 4) 

( 5) 
I 

An attempt was made to prepare written version of the
questionnaire separately for each major language in a
country. The result was an impressive array of multl
ling11al question11ai res as st10,m in Tllustratio'l ,. 18.
In l7 1ut of 42 partic1p�ting countries, written
versions of the questionnaire were prepar�d in more
than one language, and 1n six countries nine or more
languages were used.

In three countries 1nvolv1ng ,most complex situations
(Cameroon, Ivory Coast and Ha1t1), special studies
were carried out prior to the main survey to establish
what the main languages used were, their size and
distribution and related ling11istic issues. Pilot
surveys were also carried out in two countries (Zaire
and Ghana) 10 which ttie ling1nstic issue received
special attention. Some of these results have been
discussed by Gaisie and Gyepi -Gar::irah ( 1976), and Ware
(1977).

1he major problems in 1mplement1ng survey in multi
lingual situations are, of course, logistic and
o;ierational. Apart from identifying the size and
distribution of major languages, and determining the
languag es 111 which questionnaire versions should De
prepared, the most urgent problems are to: ( i)
identify the mix of languages for which interviewers
must be recruited and (i1) prepare and implement a
unified plan which matches interviewers' linguistic
skills to the respondents' requirements. A serious
attempt was made to tackle both these problems.

The logistic problems can indeed be very serious in
multilingual surveys, though the situation varies from 
country to country. As Vaessen et al note, 
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"In many countries the geographical d 1st ribution 
of languages is simple: each large area has its 
language and very few persons are found in the area 
who do not speak that language fluently. Where this 
situation prevails the languages of field-work are 
known in advance with reasonable precision and the 
logistic problem should be fairly easy to handle. In 
Africa, and particularly in West Africa, tl1e situation 
is often more complex. Iri some countries (Cameroon is 
an extreme example) fragment3tion is such that one 
cannot know, without conducting a specific study for 
the purpose, what languages one will find in a given 
selected area unit. In circumstances such as these 
only a first class organization and a highly discip
lined field force can ensure a correct matching of 
interviewers to respondents. One has only to ask what 
1s likely to happen when an interviewer, knowing only 
language A and lingua franca B, encounters a respond
ent knowing only her native language C but possessing 
a smattering of B. An interview conducted falteringly 
in language B with many misunderstandings will be the 
inevitable result unless strong discipline has been 
enforced on the field force from the outset." 

It is important to distinguish two aspects of the problem: 

(i) problems in the assignment of interviewers to
respondents according to language, and

(ii) the issue of preparing the questionnaire in
different language versions and the delivery of
correct versions to the respondents.

The first is generally the major practical problem; the 
second is often far simpler to handle. Although the task 
of preparing different language versions is troublesome, 
there is no reason why it should be very costly. Only the 
translators' fees and the typists wages are involved on the 
personnel side. The main cost is likely to be the 
increased number of questionnaire copies required to cover

the uncertainly in the numbers of interviews in each 
language - a margin the size of which will depend on the 
specific linguistic situation of each country. Often these 
costs are well worth the possible improvements in 
interviewers' performance. 
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Illustration 3.18: Numbers of Languages 
(written questionnaire versions) used in 

countries artici atin in the World Ferttlity Survey 
Source: Vaessen et al, 1984 

Number of language 
versions used 

l 

2 

3 

4 

5 

7 

9 

10 

11 

14 

Countries 

25 countries* 
Bangladesh, Malaysia 
Ftji, Nepal, Sri Lanka 
Mauritania, Senegal 
Pakistan, Peru 
Benin, Nigeria 
Philippines 
Ghana 
Ivory Coast, Kenya 
Cameroon, Haiti 

( Tot a 1 : 4 2 count rt,, s ) 

*Includes Sudan (N) and Indonesia, which used only
one printed version, but also used trained inter
viewers in oral versions of other languages, 3 in
Sudan and 4 in Indonesia.

The preparation of different language versions is, of 
course, likely to be much more critical in surveys 
requiring verbatim questionnaires, where it is essential to 
ensure that questions are worded in a specified way. The 
whole objective of using verbatim questionnaires would be 
compromised if properly translated versions were not 
prepared to cover at least the major or main languages 
encountered in the survey. The consequences of not using 
questionnaires in the right language can in fact be quite 
similar to not using fully worded verbatim questions. As 
Gaisie and Gyepi-Garbrah (1976) note in relation to a pilot 
survey in Ghana: 

"There was a tendency among the interviewers 
using the English version of the questionnaire to 
paraphrase some of the questions to such an extent 
that almost invariably the actual meaning of the 
questions was partially or completely distorted. The 

I 
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majority of them were also found guilty of skipping 
long introductions to questions and also of omitting 
an important part or parts of a question or questions 
when translation was done simultaneously with the 
delivery of the questionnaire." 

The advantages of preparing written versions 1n 
different languages used in the survey are not confined to 
verbatim questionnaires. Even the more abbreviated word
ings used in 'schedule' often provide the interviewer with 
key phrases and terms around which he can build the appro
priate wording for the full question during the interview. 
The availability of these key terms in the proper language 
can be of great help in the interview process. 

Finally, even if it proves too expensive or difficult 
to use correct language versions of questionnaires for 
actual interviewing, it remains highly desirable that 
different version be prepared for use at least in the 
training of interviewers. 



CHAPTER 4 

PRINCIPLES OF QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN: 

4. l IN TROD UC TI ON

OVERALL FORM AND STRUCTURE 

The previous chapter was concerned w1th the principles 
of formulating individual questions to be included in the 
questionnaire. This chapter considers technical aspects in 
the design of the questionnaire as a whole, i.e. with issues 
relating to its form and structure. 

In the first instance, every questionnaire needs to 
have an introductory section which provides information for 
identification of survey organization, the survey round, and 
of the particular questionnaire in the survey. It may also 
contain information for the interviewers on how and with 
whom to conduct the interview, as well as other administra
tive, sampling and operational information pertaining to the 
interview. This is discussed in Section 4.2. 

Section 4.3 provides a general discussion of the con
siderations determining grouping and ordering of questions 
in a questionnaire. Most questionnaires of any size are 
'divided into sections depending on who will provide the 
information, methods and units for which it 1s collected, 
and the subject matter. Within each section questions have 
to be arranged in a logical order, possibly into subsections 
or blocks, so as to facilitate the task of the respondents 
in providing the required information, and of the inter
viewers in obtaining and recording it. 

Listing of household members and information on their 
basic demographic and socio-economic characteristics is a 
necessary component of almost any household survey. In many 
large-scale surveys, such questions may in fact constitute 
the bulk of the information to be collected. Special 
attention is given in Section 4.4 to the design of household 
'rosters' for this purpose. 
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Not all questions in a questionnaire necessarily apply 
to each and every respondent selected in the survey. The 
questionnaire has to contain unambiguous instructions on the 
flow of the interview, indicating which questions apply or 
do not apply to a particular respondent. The design of 
appropriate "skip" and "filter" instructions for this pur
pose is an important aspect of questionnaire layout. This 
is especially the case in verbatim questionnaires where it 
may be necessary to channel different categories of 
respondents to different set of questions, not only because 
the content of questions, but also because even for similar 
questions the exact wording to be used may differ from 
respondent to respondent. As will be described in Section 
4. 5 , a useful tool in clarifying and designing the flow of
the question- naire is to construct "net-work diagrams".
Such diagrams are also useful for interviewer training as
well as during the data preparation and processing 5tages of
the survey.

Various provisions may be made in the questionnaire to 
facilitate cross-checking internal consistency and/or over
all plausibility of the information obtained, as well as to 
produce preliminary summaries of results for early release. 
Examples are, provision of subtotals and balance sheets at 
various places in the questionnaire, and deliberate intro
duction of redundant items to permit cross-checking and 
assess reliability. These aspects are discussed in Section 
4. 6.

Finally, Section 4.7 summarizes a number of other 
aspects of questionnaire layout, such as numbering of 
questions and provision of interviewer instructions and 
space for recording responses. Special attention needs to 
be given to these aspects in tabular presentation of ques
tions because of the generally more serious constraints of 
space with that form of presentation. In addition, the 
importance of ensuring processability of the questionnaire 
cannot be over-emphasized. The physical layout of the 
questionnaire and the coding scheme used affect both the 
speed and accuracy of the coding and data entry operations. 
Improper lay-out of questions and response categories, 
inadequate identification particulars, failure to precode 
questions or develop proper coding system etc. result in 
situations where data collected in a survey cannot be linked 
to data from other related surveys, cannot be fully util
ized, or much worse, cannot be processed at all. 
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Some of these aspects require special attention also at 
the stage of actual production and printing of the question
naire. For these reasons, they are taken up in fuller 
detail in Chapter 5. At the same time, the requirements of 
physical production need to be kept in mind from an early 
stage in developing and drafting questionnaires, and, 
therefore, a summary of the most important considerations is 
provided in Section 4. 7 . 

4.2 1HE IN1RODUCTORY SECTION OF 1HE QUESTIONNAIRE 

In any questionnaire, information is required to 
identify items such as the organization undertaking the 
survey; the particular survey or survey round being 
conducted; the address and geographic location of the 
responding unit; an identification number to control docu
ment flow, data processing and linkage between surveys; and 
operational characteristics of the interview. All such 
information is conveniently placed in the introductory 
section of the questionnaire, generally on the cover sheet. 
This section describes the type of information which may be 
included in the introductory section. 

4 . 2 . 1 Introduction to the interview 

For most household surveys the sample households have 
no legal obligation to respond. Even in those cases with 
specific legal liability the law is rarely enforced - and 
may not even be known to the respondent. The experience of 
many government agencies suggests that insisting on com
pulsory response is not worth pursuing in practice and may 
even be counter-productive. 

Therefore, it is important to explain to the respondent 
the context and purpose of the survey, assure him that the 
information he provides will be treated as confidential and 
seek his co-operation. A number of steps may be taken prior 
to the survey to gain public co-operation. These include a 
general publicity campaign, contacting and briefing of local 
leaders in the sample areas, and where the population is 
sufficiently literate, sending in advance (or carrying by 
the interviewer) letters of introduction, explaining the 

-. 
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objectives of the survey, the agency undertaking it, the 
confidential nature of the information, and the role of the 
interviewer. Ultimately, the interviewer will be required 
to make a personal statement and answer any additional 
questions the respondent may have. 

While much of this information may not form part of the 
questionnaire per se, certain minimum information must 
nevertheless be included: the cover sheet should record the 
name of the organization undertaking the survey, identify 
the date, name and round of the survey, the responding units 
for which the information is collected, and indicate that 
the information is confidential and meant only for statis
tical (as distinct from personal) use. Such information is 
needed not only for the respondent, but also for subsequent 
use (and prevent misuse) of the questionnaires. 

The following pages (Illustrations 4.1 and 4.2) show 
examples from the 1977-78 Peru Household Budget Survey and 
the 1977 Kenya Fertility Survey. In the example from Peru 
the form is identified in the upper right corner as PF-03 
(the Spanish words of which PF are the initials meaning 
Expenditures Form). Authority for collection, and assurance 
of confidentiality, are given in the first box. Subsequent 
boxes include the serial number of the form; the names of 
the Department, Province, District, Population Centre; the 
address and telephone number; sample identification codes; 
the names of the interviewer and supervisor; and the date of 
the interview. The cover sheet from the Kenya survey is 
simpler. Apart from identification of the organization and 
the survey, it shows: identification number of the inter
view; description of the geographic and sample location of 
the household; the date, time, duration, outcome and call
backs for the interview; the name of the staff involved for 
interviewing, field editing, supervision and office editing 
and coding; and dates when these operations were performed. 

We will comment on the other features of the examples 
in the next subsection, but note that both provide the 
essential information mentioned above. The example from 
Peru actually reproduces relevant sections of the statis
tical law governing the collection of statistical informa
tion and defining its confidential nature. This sort of 
information may be useful in certain circumstances, but is 
rarely necessary as the example from Kenya shows. General
ly, it is considered more important to give guidance to the 
interviewer on how to introduce the subject tu the 
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Illustration 4.2: Another Examule of a Cover-sheet 
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respondent. By and large, this is best provided during 
interviewer training and in the instruction manual rather 
than on the questionnaire; however, a brief statement on how 
to open the interview may be usefully included in the 
opening section of the questionnaire. 

Finally, another example taken from a Canadian Health 
survey is shown in Section 4.4.2 (Illustration 4.7). The 
upper part of the Household Record Card contains, to the 
left, spaces for sample identification codes and for the 
household address. The upper right corner provides space 
for interviewers to record dates and times of contact with 
the household, and a code for response. The shaded area in 
the lower part of the questionnaire (marked "CONTROL") is 
used to record completion of stages of the survey (several 
questionnaire forms were used). The following page, the 
front page of one of the questionnaires, provides space to 
record the dates and times of contact, plus comments that 
might help in making subsequent contacts with the household. 

4. 2. 2 Questionnaire identification numbers 

A suitable numeric code is needed to identify the ques
tionnaires. This is necessary for processing and analysis 
of the data and also for proper control of document flow at 
various stages of the survey. The code must identify each 
questionnaire uniquely within the survey'. When a number of 
surveys are involved, this identification should be unique 
not only within but also across related surveys. 

The system of identification must define all that is 
necessary to locate each survey questionnaire in the total 
data set. For example: 

(a) The survey programme may consist of a number of
"rounds", in which case an indication of the round
number should appear as a part of questionnaire
identification. Similarly, when survey rounds are
divided into sub-rounds the latter also need to be
identified.

(b) Sufficient information should be provided to identify
the sample structure (such as the domain, stratum and
cluster), as well as the administrative area if
relevant, to which each enumerated unit in the sample
belongs. It is only on the basis of such information
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that sampling variances can be computed. Where a 
series of surveys is based on the same common set of 
sample units, it should be possible to link the 
information for these units across different surveys. 

(c) Any given survey may involve a hierarchy of ques
tionnaires, pertaining to related units at different
levels. For example, there may be a questionnaire for
each sample area or community, followed by household
quescionnaires, and within each household, question-
naires for each sehold member. In the above
example, the identification number for individual
members may consist of codes for the survey round, the
sample area, the household and finally individual
member within the household; identical round, area and
household number should appear for the corresponding
house ld so as to permit direct linkage of the
household and individual member data. In fact, the
identification numbers should be defined in a way to
permit sorting and linkage of the entire data file for
various survey rounds and levels of units in any re
quired order, using common dara fields in a fixed
location for sorting and linkage.

(d) Frequently it is necessary to divide a questionnaire
into "record types", such as 80-column cards or card
images on disk or tape. It will then be necessary to 
include the record type as an element in the system of 
questionnaire identification. Also, a clear indica
tion of the record type should be provided: for 
example, natural breaks in the questionnaire such as 
new sections or pages should preferably form the 
beginning of new record types. 

Two points of practical significance may be noted in 
the choice of identification numbers. First, it is 
desirable to avoid the use of non-numeric characters. 
Secondly, it may not be possible to provide all the 
necessary information for record linkage as a part of 
questionnaire identification without making the identi
fication number too long. For example, a census may use a 
complex system of uniquely identifying enumeration areas 
which specifies the various administrative and geographical 
units to which the area belongs; in a sample survey, by 
contrast, a much smaller number of area units may be 
involved and a simple sequence of numbers may suffice to 
identify sample areas uniquely. The linkage of census and 
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survey da�a at t area level 1nay t�en be achie,ed t:1iou�h

a co�version table \1hici1 oaps the simpler survBy nr�2 
ide�ti£ication numbe1s onto t more c lex sy3te� for �he 
censusa detailed sample structure may be specified and 
map d onto the simple area 1dentificaticn n1J�bers :3 a 
s1m lar way" J\t a later st e 15;. the data process111g 
operatic�, the moxe complex area ident ficat1c� 11u�1be1s ,�ay 
b� tra�sfer=ed onto individual ques�ionna1res as new dat2 
fields. In a question�ai!e diiided into a ruwbsT of record 
types, t identificatio0 �umber needs to be �epeated a� 
each record type. 

Other items of 1nforrnat!on 

ln addition to tne essenti�l 1nf0=mat!on dtsc�ssed 
above, it 1s useful to include a variety of other oper2-
t1ona1 ancl control information in the 1Gtroductory sec�icn 
of the questionnaire� 

Ide!1tification in tne f1eld. ob1ective of tne 
qm,st-iorrnaire 1dentificat1ori num,ber (section 4,7, 2) 1s 

imarily to provide the necessary information for daca 
processing. 11 e document flow control. dltional 
information is requiTed to identify the respcnding unit in 
the field on location and address of the unit: such a� 
names oft administrative unit(s), locali , neighbour
hood and of the ehold head. �nformat�on and des
cription s to be s fic1ently detailed to permic easy a 
clear identification of the sample units by the field 
workers, Special care needs to he taken when r,o formal 
address sysiem exists which is usually the case 1n many 
ruTal areas and even in urban areas of many develoning 
countries. In such situations whatever fornal address 
systems exist may need to be supplemented Dy verbal 
descriptions and sketch maps. Special operations may he 
carried out to give numbers to dwelling units specially for 
the purpose of the survey, and there may be good reasons to 
�ecord these on the questionnaires. Sometimes it m be 
useful to make provision on the questionnaire for recordtng 
supplementary information in addition to the naille of tne 
head, for example head's occupation, name of spouse, size 
of household, ethnic group, description of the location and 
other characteristics of the house etc., to facilitate 
identification in the field, 
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Sampling information. For statisti cal estimation and 
analysis of survey results, it is essential that the 
necessary sample selection information is available for 
each sample unit. This may include information on 
stratification, sampling stages, selection probabilities 
and the associated sample weights (see Illustration 4.1). 

It should be noted, however, that usually it is not 
necessary to include such information on each question
naire, so long as complete records are available elsewhere 
to relate the questionnaire identification number to 
details of the sample structure. Such information can then 
be used at the computer processing stage to identify the 
sample structure, without having to transcribe it manually 
onto each questionnaire. 

0 erational characteristics of the interview. It is 
usefu to inclu e certain operational 1n ormat1on about the 
interview on the questionnaire, which may help in control 
of operations and subsequent evaluation of procedures and 
methodological research. One important item is the date of 
the interview. Another is a record of the timing and 
call-backs for the interview, duration of the interview, 
details of field supervision, and editing and coding. 

It is also useful to record the name of the respondent 
and whether the information was provided by the person to 
whom it relates or by someone else. 

Information of the type described above can be 
invaluable for a variety of methodological analyses. For 
instance, study of correlated response variances requires 
identification of the interviewers, supervisors and coders 
etc. who dealt with a particular interview. On the same 
basis, one can study drop-out rates for various categories 
of survey workers and how those relate to characteristics 
of the workers and the survey procedures used. One can 
study the factors affecting variations in interview time 
and the effectiveness of call-back strategies used, and so 
on. Such analysis is useful for improving the design and 
management of future surveys. 

Summaries of substantive information 

Sometimes provision is made on the cover sheet or in 
the introductory part of the questionnaire to record 

0 
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summaries of salient results from the interview. If 
relevant, such information may also be transcribed from 
some other related questionnaire to facilitate linkage 
between results of the two questionnaires. This manual 
transcription is especially useful when data processing 
facilities are limited. 

Though this practice is not widely followed, two 
useful examples are shown in Illustration 4.3. 

Illustration 4.3: Examhles of Items of Information
Summarized on Covers eet of the Questionnaire 

Indian Household 
Consumer Expenditure 
Survey 1977-1978: 

Household size: 
- adult males
- adult females
- children
- Total
Number of consumer
uni ts
Land possessed by
household
Household industry/
occupation code
Monthly per capita
household expenditure
Household group code

Religion 

House ownership 

Thailand Socio-economic 
Survey: Income and Work 
Experience, 1979-1980; 

Household size: 
- total
- children under 5
- children aged 5-12
Household type

House ownership 

Economic class code 

No. of income recepients 

No. of income earners 
Ann ual income 
Income class 
Type of household enter
prise 
Household head; 
- age
- sex
- occupation
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Space for remarks by interviewers and others: It is a good 
practice to allow space for recording comments by field and 
office workers on the conditions under which the interview 
is conducted and the reliability of the data. In certain 
types of surveys the sensitivity of the information may 
require that, if possible, the interview be held in private 
with the respondent concerned. In such cases it may be 
useful to record the presence of others at various points 
in the interview. Similarly, details of procedures used 
and the interviewers' impression of the reliability of the 
information for particularly difficult questions (e.g. on 
income, dates and ages) will also be useful. Of course, 
such information would be recorded at appropriate places in 
the questionnaire, not necessarily on the cover sheet or 
the introductory section. 

4.3 GROUPING AND ORDERING OF QUESTIONS 

Chapter 2 (Sections 2.4.l and 2.4.2) discussed various 
considerations involved in grouping of topics into surveys, 
and the possible need to group questions within a survey 
into different questionnaires. The next step is to consi
der the grouping and arrangement of topics within a given 
questionnaire, and the ordering of questions within a group. 

Questions should be ordered to facilitate answers by 
the respondent rather than that of the analysis of the 
data. The quality of responses will suffer if the ques
tionnaire skips irrationally from topic to topic, if it 
contains seemingly irrelevant questions, or if the inter
viewer gets lost in complicated, unclear questionning 
sequence. The following are some general considerations in 
determining the order of questions. 

4.3.1 Grouping of topics within a questionnaire 

It is usually a good practice to divide the question
naire into sections, each dealing with a particular topic 
or set of topics. When the questionnaire is particularly 
long and elaborate, it may be convenient to develop and 
test it in parts: sometimes, different parts of the 
questionnaire may be designed by different persons. In any 



case. the d1v1s1cn oft questicn�aire into sections can 
fac1iitate its design and development, and make it easier 
for the field and data processing staff to ndle. For 
example, decisions on sequencing and layout of questions 
can be made readily within groups. For the 1nter\·iewers, 
sections may provide conve11ient breaks during the interview 
when information already collected can be reviewed and new 
topics and concepts introduced co the respondent. Sections 
of the questionnaire may also reflect natural division tn 
the structure of coding (for example when 80 column cards 
are used, each section may begin on a new card) and of 
res•;lting data files, 

It 1s logical to group together questions on the same 
topic, questions relating to the same time 0r interif�l, 
questions with the same reference period, or with the same 
frame of reference. At the same time, a long sequence of 
questions in exactly the same form should be avoided, or at 
least should be broken up by inserting a different type of 
question occasionally. 

A number of other factors may be involved in deter
mining the grouping, For example, the type of respondent 
may differ from one set of items to another, A compromise 
may be needed between accepting proxy responses end direct 
answers by the ind1ifidual concerned. Some topics may be 
answered adequately by proxy, while others may require 
direct interview wich the individual concerned, and it 
would be convenient to group these topics accordingly. 
Indeed the respondent rules are often the first considera
tion determining the division of the questionnaire into 
major parts. 

A related factor is the type of units for which the 
information is recorded. Various levels of recording units 
may be involved in the same interview: 5uch as households, 
household enterprises, holdings, household members, 
mothers, children, and specific events, transactions and 
activities pertaining to any of the above. Lack of clear 
separation and smooth transition from one type of recording 
units to another is a common source of errors in surveys, 
Many surveys begin, for instance, with the enumeration of 
basic demographic and background characteristics of house
hold members, the respondent for which may be any adult 
member. Such a household roster would form the first major 
component of the questionnaire after the identification, 
administrative and control information, Following this, 
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there may be more or less detailed questions on the 
household or one or more individual members, each with its 
own specific respondent rules. For example, the 1983 
Botswana Primary Health Care Evaluation Survey Question
naire (see Illustration 3.15) consists of three maJor 
parts: general information on households and household 
members provided by any adult member; information on adult 
women, provided by the women concerned if possible; and 
information on young children, generally provided by each 
child's mother if present in the household. Similarly, the 
WFS questionnaire may be considered to have three major 
parts: information on households and household members as 
above; information on reproductive behaviour and related 
aspects on women in the child-bearing ages, provided by the 
women concerned in private to the extent possible; and 
information on the husband's background, for which the 
woman providing the information is encouraged to consult 
the husband if he is present. 

In further subdivisions of the questionnaire, the 
primary consideration must be to facilitate the respond
ent's recall and assist him to give the required informa
tion. Grouping in the questionnaire has to correspond to 
how items may be related in the respondents' minds. Most 
commonly, grouping by major topic and within that by 
reference period is appropriate by this criterion. How
ever, this may not always be the case. For. example, the 
1984 Cyprus Household Survey groups operational expenses 
relating to housing along with more general questions on 
housing conditions, rather than with other items of house
hold expenditure even if the two sets of expenditure 
questions used the same reference period. 

In arranging the sections of a questionnaire into a 
sequence or order, a number of factors should be considered; 

(1) Administrative information for ,identification and con
trol of the interview should always come first.

(2) Generally, the interview should begin with relatively
general, easy and descriptive questions, for example
basic background characteristics of the respondents.
Certainly, sensitive items should not come too early
in the interview, before a good rapport has been
established between the respondent and the inter
viewer. Such questions should be placed where they
are least likely to be perceived as sensitive (see
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also Section 3.6.3). Often it is better, if possible, 
to place particularly sensitive questions at the end 
of the questionnaire to minimize the adverse effect, 
including a refusal to answer any more questions. 

(3) In so far as some questions are more crucial than
others in relation to the primary objectives of the
survey, it is preferable to introduce the more
important questions as early as possible (bearing in
mind point (2) above).

(4) The need to ask some questions or sets of questions
before others may be dictated by the logic of the
situation. Some questions are required to identif/
respondents for subsequent quest1on1ng, or to route a
respondent to different sets of questions. For
instance, in a health survey, respondents might be
classed into: those who have never smoked any tobacco
products; those who smoked at one time but currently
do not, or have not in the last six months; and those
who currently smoke. Different sets of questions
could then be asked of each group.

(5) Care must be taken to avoid an order of sections that
might condition respondents by implanting an incorrect
frame of reference, such as a particular meaning of a
term or phrase, that is then carried over unintention
ally, and in error, to a later section. In a survey
on family planning for example, questions on awareness
and use of contraceptive devices should not be
followed without explanation by questions on contra
ception where methods other than use of devices (e.g.
abstinence; vasectomy or other operations) are intend
ed to be asked. Without proper explanation, respond
ents may fail to notice that the topic and questions
have changed.

The following example (Illustration 4.4) showing the
basic structure of a fairly lengthy questionnaire is from 
the 1976 Integrated Survey of Households in the 
Philippines. The objectives of the surveys were to measure 
the level of employment, underemployment and unemployment, 
and gather data on family-operated enterprises, on rice, 
corn and livestock production and on individual and family 
earnings. The rather elaborate questionnaire was divided 
into the following major sections/subsections. For further 
details see Sample Surveys in the ESCAP Region (fourteenth 
report, 1976), United Nations ESCAP (n.d.). 
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Illustration 4.4: An example of the basic structure 
and arrangement of topics in questionnaire 

Part I - Demographic and economic 
character1st1cs of 
dual members in the 
household 

A. Demographic characteristics

B. Economic characteristics:

1. Employment status
during past year
and past quarter

2. Industry, occupation, hours,
worked and wages.

3. Desire for work, search for
work, preferred occupation
etc.

C. Receipts from sources other
than work, including also
receipts from work by
children aged under 10.

Unit for recording 
the 1nformat1on 

Each individual household 
member. 

Each person 10 years old 
and over. 

Each person who worked 
(had job or business) 
during last quarter. 

Each person who did not 
work during last quarter. 

Separately for each 
member of the household, 
distinguishing children 
under 10 from others. 

Part II-A - Details of family-operated 
economic activities during 
last quarter in various 
sectors. 

A. Fishing

1. Production, distribution and
net receipts from enterprise.

2. Participation of family
in fishing.

Separately for each 
operator or self-employed 
member in fishing. 

Each family member (other 
than the operator) and 
unpaid worker engaged in 
fishing. 



3. Particioat1on of non-family
members� (wage employees)

B. Manufacturing and processing
(l <3 as above).

C. Service-type activities and
constructton (1-3 as above).

Da Forestry and loggjng, hu�t
ing and tappit:g � and. mining 
and quarry1 excludi 
activities mainly for own JJse 
(1-3 as above). 

E. Farming, gardening and l1ve
stock and poultry raisi
as above.

Part 11-B. Other Family susten
ance ac"civities, 
main 1 y for "lfioi'ae" 
consumption or for 
small-scale or 
irregular sale not 
included earlier. 
·Divided into
A-E as above.

Separacely for each 
operator or self�employed 
member 10 fisting. 

Each sehold member 
engaged in such activi 
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(Illustration 4.4 - cont'd) 

Par t III. Crops, livestock and 
poultry 

A. Storage of cereal stock as
of October.

B. Palay production.

C. Corn production.

D. Utilization of July
December palay and corn
production.

E. Damage on standing palay
and corn crops, July
December.

F. Farming, truck/home
gardening activities:
perennial crops; and
temporary crops other
than palay corn.

G. Livestock: stock, changes
and production at various
specified dates.

H. Poultry: stock, changes
and production at various
specified dates.

The household as a whole 
for each group A-H. 
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Some observations may be made on Illustration 4.4. Ques
tions in Part I, groups A, B(l) and C apply to all or nearly 
all members of the household. Hence, the questionnaire 
provides one line for each member, and all relevant in
formation for a member is entered on his/her line as deter
mined by the order of original listing of the members at the 
beginning of Group A. The same system is followed for 
sub-groups B(2) and B(3), even though at most only one of 
these is applicable for any particular member. Such a 
system is convenient, less prone to errors of recording the 
information in the wrong line, and makes it easier to check 
that all household members have been accounted for - even 
though there is some wastage of space. 

In Parts II-A and II-B, however, a great deal of 
detailed information is obtained, but only for a few members 
in each case. To provide one fixed line for each member as 
in Part I, irrespective of whether or not the information 
concerned applies to the particular person, would have 
wasted a great deal of space and made the questionnaire 
unmanageably bulky. Hence, the system followed was to 
allocate new lines, but only to persons for whom the 
information in each group in part II is applicable. The 
original line-numbers were copied out to link this informa
tion to that in part I for the particular person. Tnis 
system is economical, but prone to errors e.g. due to 
mistakes in transcribing line numbers or missing out members 
who should have been included. A crucial requirement is the 
correct identification and carrying forward of individuals 
in Part I to whom each specific group of questions in Part 
II applies. This is a good example of compromises and 
choices which often have to be made in designing survey 
questionnaires. 

Finally, the unit of observation and recording in Part 
III is the household as a whole, rather than individual 
members as in Parts I and II. The respondent rules also are 
probably different. In fact it is possible to canvass this 
part quite separately from the rest of the interview, and it 
is rather arbitrary whether to regard this as a part of the 
same questionnaire, or as a separate questionnaire though 
applied within the same survey. 
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4 . 3. 2 The flow of the questions 

Within the main body of the questionnaire, questions 
need to be arranged in some sort of order. Some of the 
principles in the ordering of questions are described in the 
next few paragraphs. The general objective is to provide a 
good flow, without awkward or illogical jumps. These 
supplement the principles for division of a survey subject 
into sub-topics, and ordering of the sub-topics, discussed 
in the previous section. 

(1) Once a general topic has been raised, all questions on
that topic should come together before a second topic
is started. Thus, in a question on work experience,
one group of questions could be about all the jobs the
respondent has had since he entered the labour force.
Then another group of questions could explore his
present job, asking more detail about it. There would
be no further reference back to past jobs. Each sec
tion of questions would have an introduction explaining
the general topic to the respondent; "First, let's
talk about all the jobs you've had since you started to
work. What was the first job you harl? ... "; "Now,
let's talk about your present job. When did you first
start working at that job? ... ", and so on. In a health
survey, questions on ill-health of family members in a
reference-period might best be ordered so that all
details are obtained for a given individual, before
details for a second person are sought. Initial ques
tions could, for example, determine a limited amount of
information about the household (number of people,
their age, sex, and relationship to the head of the
household). It might then be logical to follow with
questions on the extent of use of health facilities and
services over, say, a longer reference period. Next
could come questions on illness-preventive practices of
the family and its members.

(2) The questionnaire should be designed to serve the logic
of the respondent rather than applying the logic of
analysis to the flow of questions. This will establish
and maintain consistent frames of reference for the
respondent and assist recall. What may seem logical to
the designer who is very familiar with the subJect
matter of the survey because of extensive background
research, may not seem at all logical to the respondent
on whom the questionnaire is suddenly thrust. Suitable
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question sequence will often allow respondents to anti
cipate subsequent questions because such questions seem 
logical. 

(3) Not only should the general flow of questions appear
smooth to the respondents, but within the flow, they
should also be able to see the relationship of the
questions to the stated objectives. Questions should
relate to the overall purposes. Otherwise, suspicion
may arise just as it may with irrelevant opening ques
tions. Questions whose only purpose is to obtain
answers which it is "nice to know", and not related to
the objectives, should be avoided.

(4) Where applicable, questions should usually follow a
chronological flow, and usually from past to present,
although sometimes working backwards can be more
suitable. Chronological lead-ins can be valuable
memory aids for questions on such topics as migration,
job history or respondents' perceptions of attitudes
from the past. By focusing on events preceding those
being pursued in the questionnaire, the respondents may
be able to put themselves into the proper time refer
ence to remember specific details more easily. For
example, questions on job history could be preceded by
a question on the date of completion of formal school
ing or the date of a move to the respondents' current
place of residence. Questions on the duration, wage
received and other characteristics for each of the jobs
they have had, should ask all about one job before
going on to the next. 1t can be confusing to respond
ents (and possibly to interviewers) to ask for a
description of jobs, then go back to ask for duration
of each job, the wage received and any other character
istics in turn. The designer may prefer this from the
viewpoint of data analysis, but the respondents' logic
is more likely to be in terms of all the characteritics
of one job before going on to the second job.

(5) The above point may, however, be slightly qualified.
It is often more convenient to first obtain a listing
of all events/items/persons of interest, and then ask
for all the details on each in turn. This slightly
different approach 1s commonly used in obtaining
household data in a household roster. Commonly, one
person in the household is asked first to list all
members of the household by age, sex, and relationship

.• -· 
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to the head. Then further information is obtained 
about each individual in turn (e.g., education level, 
employment status, marital status, place of birth, 
places lived in, etc.). In this situation, it seems 
more logical to obtain a limited amount of information 
from the initial questioning in order to be able to ask 
more intelligently the questions that make up the 
second round. This two-step procedure appears to work 
well for the interviewers also. 

(6) A long sequence of questions in exactly the same form
should be avoided as far as possible, and be broken up
by a different type of question. Lists of questions in 
the same form can be boring or irritating, or can put 
the respondent in a frame of mind where he tends to 
answer mechanically without paying attention to 
individual questions. 

4.4 lHE HOUSEHOLD ROSTER 

The listing of household members and the enumeration of 
their basic demographic and background characteristics is 
such a common feature of household survey interviews that 
the design of this part of the questionnaire deserves 
special attention. Typically this takes the form of a 
single sheet roster, which may be used by itself or as a 
part of a longer questionnaire. In the latter case, the 
roster usually forms the first substantive section of the 
questionnaire. Its objective is to enumerate and define the 
population covered in the household and, as relevant, to 
identify individuals who are eligible for subsequent 
detailed questioning on the basis of certain specified 
characteristics. Examples of special sub-populations which 
may be of interest are agricultural holders, operators of 
other household enterprises, persons of working age, women 
in child-bearing age, disabled persons, young children, 
immigrants, students and so on. 

For many applications, information on basic charac
teristics of household members is required over samples of 
relatively large size. Furthermore, it is generally 
impractical to interview each member personally to obtain 
the necessary information. The typical pattern is for a 
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single member to report on all the members of the 
household. These requirements mean that: 

(1) In content, the household roster should be relatively
simple. The num�er of questions should be limited and
they should relate to simple matters within the capa
city of most respondents to answer, not only regarding
themselves but also regarding other members of the
household.

(2) In form, the roster should be relatively compact. The
idea arrangement is to pack in a fairly large amount
of information - say 10 to 15 items on up to 10 or 12
members of each household - on to a single sheet. Such
an arrangement is especially desirable in the case of
censuses and large-scale surveys, where the cost of
production and transportation of survey questionnaires
is a major component of the total survey costs.
Confining the questionnaire to a single sheet can
enhance the efficiency of the operations of data
editing, coding and their entry into the computer.

4. 4 .1 Some practical considerations 1n design of the roster 

Though alternative arrangements are possible (see 
Section 4.4. 2 ), the most commonly used form of the household 
roster for censuses and surveys provides for the listing of 
individuals in a household row-by-row, with particulars for 
each individual recorded under various column headings. An 
example from t he Philippine Integrated Survey of Households 
(1976) is shown in Illu stration 4.5. 

The main issues in designing such questionnaires are; 

the appropriate choice of questions, and their 
sequencing; 

the determination of column headings, widths, and 
other aspects of layout; and 

the provision for recording and coding of responses. 

The following description draws on the brief but tell
ing discussion provided by Casley and Lury (1981) of the 
practical issues in the design of household rosters. 
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As previously noted, the content of the household 
roster should be relatively brief and simple. It should be 
suitable for large-scale operations and responses by proxy 
by one household member on characteristics of other mem
bers. Consequently, it is best to confine the roster to a 
few relatively factual items which can be indicated in an 
abbreviated form as column headings. Most commonly included 
are questions on demographic characteristics such as age, 
sex, relationship to the head and marital status; and 
selected socio-economic characteristics such as literacy and 
level of education, ethnic group, work status, occupation, 
migratory and residential status. Surveys focused on 
population change often include a number of other questions 
on fertility, mortality and migration which, at least in 
form, are relatively straightforward. 

Sensitive questions, requiring skilled probing, or 
questions depending critically on exact wording, retro
spective questions extending over a number of years, 
economic questions such as income and hours worked, are 
unsuitable for the general household roster. 

Some questions such as, age, sex and kinship, apply to 
all persons. Other questions such as marital status, 
education and work status apply to persons above a certain 
minimum age; questions on occupation apply to those 
currently working, and so on. Appropriate "skip 
instructions" have to be included in the column headings to 
indicate clearly which questions apply to a particular 
respondent. The compact tabular format of the roster is, 
however, not convenient for handling complex skip 
instructions, as discussed further in the next section. 

Interviewers need to be told how to proceed down 
columns and across rows. The recommended practice is first 
to go down to obtain a complete list of all persons, record
ing their name, sex and relationship, probe to ensure that 
the list is complete, and then take each row separately to 
obtain further information on each person, one at a time. 

The tabular format listing questions as columns is not 
suitable for lengthy questions. Simple headings such as 
"age", "sex", "literacy" etc. are suitable, but not ques
tions such as "If you neither worked nor looked for work 
last week, when did you last look for work?". The above is 
quoted by Casley and Lury from a 1978 survey. Such a long 
question, printed in full as it is intended to be used by 
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the interviewers, is unsuitable for this type of question
naire, and is not in accord with the requirement that 
headings should be short and unambiguous. A problem to be 
avoided is to have column widths determined primarily by the 
length of the question rather than by the amount of space 
necessary for recording the answer. This means that the 
questions should be brief or suitably abbreviated as 
necessary. If occasionally it becomes essential to give the 
full wording of a lengthy question, then that could be done 
better in a footnote to the questionnaire, with only an 
abbreviated item code in the column heading. Details of the 
codes to be used should also preferably be in footnotes 
unless they are very simple and brief. An example of the 
last mentioned practice is shown from a survey in Ethiopia 
(Illustration 4.6). 

In short, careful attention needs to be given to layout 
and design. The column headings should be clear but brief. 
They should provide all the essential information, such as 
the information to be obtained, the sub-population to which 
it applies and the units in which the information is to be 
recorded. These cannot be relegated to footnotes. Other 
details can be indicated in footnotes to the extent 
necessary, or elsewhere as a part of the interviewers' and 
coders' instruction manuals. Long questions and detailed 
instructions squeezed into column headings are in any case 
difficult for interviewers to read. Furthermore, if too 
much space is devoted to column headings, the number of rows 
available may become too small to record information on all 
the members of a household, thus requiring the use of more 
than one sheet per household. This would negate many prac
tical advantages of having the roster confined to a single 
sheet. 

On the question of recording and coding the 
information, an important point to remember is that the 
volume of data generated in a typical household roster is 
often quite large, easily exceeding that in a standardized 
questionnaire extending over many pages. This makes it 
highly desirable to precode as much as possible of the 
information. Two possible methods of preceding responses 
are: 
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to provide "boxes" for each response category in a 
column, and ask the interviewer simply to circle or 
check one of them, or 

to ask the interviewer to write down the appropriate 
code for the response in the space provided. 

(a) (b) (c) (d) 
Sex Sex Sex Sex 

M = 1 

2 M F M/F F = 2 

(M) F ( 1) 2 M 1 

M (F) l (2) F 
M / ( F) l (2) F 2 

In the above, (a) and (b) are examples of method (i); and
(c) and (d) of method (1i) with the interviewer writing down
the codes say "M" or "l" in the first row for a male, and
"F" or "2" in the next two rows for females. Method (i)
maybe easier for the interviewer. But it requires listing
of all the response categories, which may not be con
venient if their number exceeds 2 or 3. The use of
appropriate symbols (e.g. M and F rather than 1 and 2 for
male and female) as in (a) and (c) is convenient for the
interviewers and less prone to error. However, its major
disadvantage is that in most cases data ultimately have to
be coded in the numerical form.

In view of the above, probably the most convenient and 
commonly used form is (d) as given in Illustration 4.5 from 
Ethiopia. 

It may not be possible to precode certain items of 
information, such as relationship of the head, occupation, 
industry, and place of residence. Adequate space needs to 
be provided for recording descriptive responses to such 
questions. This requirement is not always easy to meet in a 
compact tabular format. 

The roster should be designed in such a way that all 
items are either precoded, or can be coded onto the 
questionnaire itself for direct entry into the computer 
without the need to transcribe them onto separate coding 
sheets. This requires that: 

; 
2 

; 



(i) 

(ii) 

(iii) 

• 1 S 9 -

As many items as possible are precoded. 

Items which cannot be precoded have spaces 
provided on the questionnaire for subsequent 
entry of their codes. (See for example item 
numbers 11, 14, 21 and 23 in the illustration 
from Ethiopian Rural Labour Force survey). 

Information on the roster can be entered into the 
computer in the form of "records", such as 
80·column cards or card-images on disk or tape. 
For that purpose, the questionnaire should 
specify the position or "column number" of each 
item of information on this record. Column 
numbers 24·42 in the above-mentioned illustration 
are meant for that purpose. Columns 1·23 are 
used for ident1ficat1on and administrative 
information. 

These considerations related to coding and data processing 
are, of course, relevant to any questionnaire, not only the 
type of household roster being discussed here. These are 
considered more fully in the NHSCP study Survey Data 
Processing (United Nations, 1982) and will be referred to in 
subsequent sections of this chapter. They need to be 
specially emphasized in the present context for at least two 
reasons. Firstly, the efficiency of the coding and data 
entry operations is a more critical consideration here 
because this type of household rosters are frequently and 
repeatedly used in household survey programmes, the sample 
sizes involved are often relatively large, and, in contrast 
to the physically compact layout of the roster, the amount 
of data to be handled per interview is usually quite 
voluminous. Secondly, there have been many instances in 
survey practice which show that these considerations are not 
always appreciated and given insufficient attention in 
questionnaire design. In fact, it is not easy to find good 
illustrations of fully precoded household rosters. Even the 
otherwise well-designed household schedule recommended by 
the WFS, and used in many of the developing countries who 
participated in the programme, is not precoded, nor is the 
model Demographic Survey Questionnaffe recommended in the 
Manual on Demo�ra

)
hic Sample Surveys in Africa (United

Nations ECA, 1 74 . 
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4. 4. 2 Alternative arrangement of rows and columns 

It was noted above that the most commonly preferred 
arrangement is to list individuals in the household row
by-row and to record particulars for each individual under 
various column headings. Of course, it is possible to 
arrange the information the other way around, with columns 
for individuals and rows for items of information. Two 
examples of the latter format are shown in Illustrations 4.6 
and 4.7, the first from 1978-1979 Canadian Health Survey 
(already referred to in Section 4.2.1) and the second from 
1983 Encuesta Demografica Nacional (EDENH II) of Honduras. 

There are a number of possible advantages of the 
alternative arrangement shown in these illustrations. It 
does not suffer from the space constraints of column 
headings: questions and instructions can be more clearly 
and fully written out along the rows and they are more 
convenient and easier for the interviewers to follow. This 
format can also handle more complicated skip instructions. 
It is relatively easy to accommodate a larger number of 
questions by going on to a second and subsequent sheets. 

But there are also some serious disadvantages of this 
arrangement. Firstly, a sheet of manageable size can 
accommodate data for a relatively small numper of persons. 
This may not be a serious problem in developed countries 
with preponderance of small households; but it 1s likely to 
be so in developing countries with many large households. In 
principle, of course, it is possible to add additional 
sheets to cover more members and additional rows to record 
more items of information on each member. However, such 
"two-way extension" can be very confusing and should be 
avoided. A better arrangement in such a situation would be 
to provide entirely separate sections (one or more sheets) 
for each member, repeating all the necessary questions in 
each section. One way extension of �pace for additional 
rows or additional columns seems to be the general 
practice. The example for Canada (Illustration 4.7) 
continues downwards with additional sheets for more 
questions on each member; the number of persons that can be 
accommodated in the columns on a single sheet tend to be 
relatively small. The questionnaire from Honduras 
(Illustration 4.8) extends rightwards with additional sheets 
for more columns (household members) in view of the many 
large households encountered in the survey. 
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Illustration 4. 8 : Another Example of Transposed Household Roster
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The second major problem with this 'transposed' design 
can be the inconvenience in data entry. Usually data have 
to be entered person-by-person, i.e. column by column, 
breaking with the pattern usually followed in most of the 
questionnaires, and possibly in other parts of the same 
questionnaire. If more than one sheet is used, the data 
entry clerk has to flip repeatedly through pages for each 
person. With more sophisticated data processing facilities, 
it may be possible to minimize these problems for example by 
transposing the data after entry or using procedures such as 
optical mark or character readers which altogether elim
inate mechanical data entry operations. But in the develop
ing countries with limited data entry facilities these 
considerations need to be taken more seriously. 

It is for the above reasons that the format described 
in section 4.4.l is widely followed in censuses and large
scale surveys, in which the items to be enumerated are 
relatively simple and small in number. However, the 
alternative arrangement is worth considering for more 
detailed enquiries, with more items of information and more 
elaborate skip patterns. The arrangement may be parti
cularly suitable for surveys aimed at selected sub-groups of 
the population in which several but not all members of a 
household are to be interviewed. In this case, the limita
tion in the number of persons (columns) which can be 
accommodated onto one sheet may not be important. This 
design in such a situation is really an alternative to 
having separate questionnaires for each individual res
pondent, has the advantage of being more compact, economical 
and easier to handle, and permit more error-free linkage of 
the data on individuals within the same household. 

4.5 SKIPS, FILTERS AND O1HER ASPECTS RELATING TO 
SEQUENCING OF QUESTIONS 

4.5.l Skip instructions 

Not all questions in a questionnaire necessarily apply 
to each and every respondent selected in the survey. For 
example, in a general demographic survey, questions on 
marital status, education and occupation apply only to in
dividuals above a certain age, and those on fertility only 
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to women in the child-bearing ages (and often to only 
ever-married women). Similarly, sections of the question
naire may be meant for specific groups such as mothers, 
children, old persons, the head of the household, employed 
persons, farm operators, immigrants and so on. Often ques
tions fall into sequences in which the leading or filter 
question determines whether or not subsequent questions in 
the sequence apply to a particular respondent, as for 
instance in the question: 

Are you now married? Yes (1) (go on to Question 2) 
�o (2) (skip to Question 8) 

The instruction following each response category indicates 
to the interviewers that only married respondents are to 
answer questions 2-7. Unmarried respondents only answer 
questions from 8 onwards. 

The questionnaire has to contain unambiguous instruc
tions on the flow of the interview, indicating which 
particular questions apply to a particular respondent. 
Directions to the interviewers for this purpose are called 
"skip instructions". The objectives of such instructions 
are: 

(al to avoid asking irrelevant questions to the respondents; 

(bl to facilitate the work of the interviewers to ensure 
that all the relevant and only the relevant questions 
are asked, and that generally the interview flows 
smoothly; 

(cl to ensure a clear distinction between questions which 
are not applicable to a particular respondent, and 
those which though applicable were not asked, answered 
or recorded; 

(dl and related to the above, to facilitate processing of 
the data by ensuring that the flow of the interview 
follows predetermined rules on the basis of responses 
already obtained. Without such rules it may be im
possible to distinguish "not applicable" from "not re
corded" questions, and to edit and tabulate the data 
and compute various rates, ratios and other estimates 
correctly. 
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Skip instructions may be indicated in various forms: as 
explicitly written out instruction to "skip to question so 
and so", as arrows drawn to indicate the flow of the 
questionnaire, as column headings in a tabular format, by 
enclosing questions in boxes and so on. The basic 
requirement is that of clarity and convenience for the 
interviewer. Illustration 4.8 is a good example of clearly 
laid out skip instructions from the WFS questionnaire. The 
arrow following "Yes" in question 514, for example, directs 
the interviewer to the next applicable questions (515-516). 
The latter questions are enclosed in a box to provide a 
visual aid to the interviewer to skip over these questions 
if the response to question 514 is "no" or "undecided". In 
addition, skip instructions are also written out explicitly 
following these response codes. 

Sometimes branching in the questionnaire depends in a 
more complicated manner on responses obtained in some 
previous question or questions. This requires the inter
viewer to check back to those earlier questions. Care has 
to be taken to ensure that the process of referring back is 
not too complex as otherwise it confuses the interviewers, 
break the flow of the interview, or make the respondents im
patient. It is a good practice to provide an explicit 
"filter" to transcribe the earlier information to where it 
is needed to determine the branching of the question 
sequence. This "redundancy" also facilitates checking that 
the interviewers followed the instructions correctly, and 
can be useful during the computer editing stage. Question 
513 in Illustration 4.9 is such a filter, referring back to 
question 211 earlier in the questionnaire. 

Sometimes it is convenient to divide the questionnaire 
into separate blocks, each applying to a different category 
of respondents. Such blocks can be convenient for the 
interviewer even if some (hopefully a minority) of the 
common questions need to be repeated in more than one 
block. For example, following a question on employment 
status respondents may be branched into different blocks (i) 
"currently working", (ii) "not working but looking for 
work", and (iii) "others", depending upon their response to 
the question. Blocks can be clearly demarcated by putting a 
title prominently at the beginning, enclosing them in 
thickly marked boxes, using different pages, or even pages 
of different colours if such facilities are available and 
affordable. It might be worth repeating some questions 
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which apply to all categories of respondents, e.g. on demo
graphic characteristics, in each block for the convenience 
of i:he interviewers. The "net-work diagram" shown later in 
this section provides another illustration of this technique. 

Illustration 4.9: Example of Wall-laid Out Skip Iustructions 

513 

514 

INTERVIEWER TICK APPROPRIATE BOX (SEE 21 I) 

N0LIVE ONE OR MORE 
BIRTH LIVE BIRTHS 

I !SKIP TO 517)

Do you warn to have any children? 

YES ] NO IT] UNDECIDED u) 
(SKIP TO 522) (SKIP TO 522) 

515 Would you prefer your first child to be a boy or a g1ri.., 

BOY W GIRL IT] EITHER W 

OTHER ANSWER ______________ _ 
(SPECIFY) 

516 How many children mall do you want to have':l 

(NUMBER) 
(SKIP TO 522) 

□ 
23 

24 

25 

26 

□ 

□ 

[D 

': 
-, . 
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As noted in Section 3.5, a basic reason for a more 
complicated skip pattern in a standardized questionnaire is 
that different categories of respondents need to be chan
nelled to different set of questions, which even if equal or 
similar in content, may have to be worded differently to 
suit the exact circumstances of the different categories of 
respondents. (Naturally such skip patterns are avoided when 
the requirement of exact wording are less stringent.) For 
example, future child-bearing desires of women are enu
merated in the WFS questionnaire as shown in Illustration 
4. 10.

Illustration 4.10: Example of Alternative Wordings 
for S1m1lar Questions 

For women who have never had a child; 

"Do you want to have any children?" 

followed by, if "yes": 

"Would you prefer your first child to be 
a boy or a girl?" 

For women who have had one or more children, the 
corresponding sequence is: 

and 

"Do you want to have another child 
sometime?" 

"Would you prefer your next child 
to be a boy or a girl?" 

These sequences appear in different parts of the 
questionnaire, to which the interviewers skip 
depending on characteristics of the particular 
respondent. 
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Experience shows that in many situations it is 
possible, with proper design and layout, to avoid skip 
instructions which are difficult to handle or are prone to 
errors by the interviewers - provided the designer is 
willing and able to be liberal with space and spread out the 
questionnaire over many pages, clearly separating out 
sequences of questions for different categories of respond
ents. Difficult to handle skip patterns may result when too 
much effort is made to conserve space, or simply because of 
poor design and layout as for example in Illustration 4.11 
(Casley and Lury, 1981); 
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Illustration 4.11: Examole of Poorlv Designed and Laid-out Questionnaire 

Has (s)he ever been employed ·before7. (Note 
replies 101 O. 11, and 15 balore asking question) 
Yes, within last year . 1 

} Yes, one lo f111e years ago 2 -4 
Yes, more than five years ago -- 3 

50 

No. never employed before 4 ➔ 61)

Particulars of-work 

Indicate whether the enJerpnse 
Yes No Pon·t know 

(a) requires a licence?
(bl is reg1sler�d?
(c) is externally audited? ·--- ----
( d) has a pension scheme 7
(e) issues invoice?
(!) gives paid leave ?

50 (a) Describe the lond of economic 
I I 55-How many.persons were engaged in the -enter'-

acuvity (industry, business or ser• prise?
vice) al the enterprise m wh,ch the Ten or more ➔ 57 Don't.know ➔ 56
person was mamly employed (or less than !en
most recently employed) ,.__ 

(a) Number ol hired workers
(b) · Number ol unpaid family workers

{b). Interviewer check item 
(c) Number of apprentices
(d)-Others·(speciy)

(Mark 'appropi,aie· code) 
56 What was the approximate value of tools,-equip-Agriculture 1 Non-agriculture 2 

51 Pescnbe the kind al work (occupation) j I 
men! used for production? 
5,000-Rs or more •➔ 57 

(s)he was doing at that enterprise t:ess than 5,000 Rs. 2 
(Specify val�e)-

- -51-indicate the means of operation of the main-
52 Was this person : productive equipment of the-enterprise 

Seif-employed Manua· , 

..: employer 1 Animal power "2 

- own-account worker 2 Mechanical 3 

- unpaid family worker 3 61) Electric1ty;·tuel orpower 4 

- member o! a producer Other (specify) 5 

coope;-:tive 4 
-

Paid employee 58 ·1nd1ca1e the nature of the Jocat,on o!"the -enter 
· - regular wage or salary earner -5 prise 

- casual worker ·6 Fmed, withm own hem" i 
Other (specify) -7 Fixed, outside own horn "2 

-- Not fixed 3 
53 Interviewer checlntem 

59 What was his/her average monthly income 
ll 2 in 50b and 1 m 20 I Otherwise➔60 from employment? 
If 2 in 50b end i or 2 in 30 .. Rs per month ➔ 60 

labour time disposition 

60 Whal was the DAILY econom,c ac1,v1ry oJ 
this person during the last 7 days 
(Circle day al interview and begin with the Mo 'Tu We Th Fr Sa Su 

precedmg day) Tollll 
Enter 2 for full-day ac1,v11y, 1 for hall-day 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
act,vity 

----
-

I J 

l 
. 

I 

--

-
-
-

---

-
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Do you have a Job or business or do you 
normally work on the farm belonging to the house
hold, but did not work yesterday? 

Yes/No ---- Go to 2,4,1 if 2.2.1 eq, No 
Go to 2.3.4 if 2.2.1 eq, Yes 

And, later in the same questionnaire: 

Were you seeking work [employment 
yesterday? 

Go to 2.5 1£ 2.1.1, 2.2,l and 
2,3,l eq, No. 

Yes/No 

As noted previously tabular forms of presenting 
questions, though compact, economic and convenient for 
checking, are less suitable for handling complex skip 
patterns than more liberally spaced out questionnaires 
schedules, There are many examples where, due to lack of 
space, the skip patterns are allowed to become too complex 
to handle and check. Consider the following, taken from a 
recent labour force survey: 

17. Did (name of person) work previously?

Yes ( l ) Go to 18, 19 and 2 5 , then end 
interview. 

No ( 2 J End interview for this person. 

,5, Ask for those who answered 3, 4 or 5 in 25 
except the cultivator. 

Number of persons working in each business 
except employees. . ... , . 

These are more complicated skip instructions than simple "go 
to ... " referred to earlier. In Question 17, the inter
viewer is not only asked to go to Question 18, but also 
given the sequence to be followed subsequently. There are, 
of course, no corresponding instructions in questions 18, 19 
or 25, nor could those be easily accommodated since the 
sequencing in those questions for other categories of res
pondents is not the same as those for persons coming from 
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4.5.2 Net-work or flow diagram for the questionnaire 

A diagrammatic representation of the questionnaire can 
be a very useful tool to develop and clarify the structure 
of the questionnaire, and determine appropriate sequencing 
and skip instructions. Illustration 4.13 is an example of 
such a net-work diagram for part of the questionnaire used 
in the 1982 Labour Force survey of Thailand. Following the 
"filter" on age, the sequence of questions applies to each 
household member aged 11 and over. Two separate blocks are 
developed; one for those who worked during the reference 
week, and the other for those who did not. To avoid mi�ing 
the two groups (which would complicate subsequent skip 
instructions considerably) two questions - on principal 
occupation and industry - are repeated in each sequence. 
After completing the relevant sequence for each member, the 
questioning returns to the level of household farming 
activities. 

Network diagrams can be useful in a number of ways 
(see also Sirken, 1972); 

(1) They can help in questionnaire development by clari
fying the flow, structure and layout of the question
naire. They can show how complications in the skip
pattern may be reduced by properly sequencing the
questions, for example by dividing them into major
blocks for separate categories of respondents, and
possibly repeating a small subset of questions in more
than one block to obtain a clear separation. Illus
tration 4.13 provides an example of this. In fact the
questionnaire from which this illustration is adapted
did not repeat the questions on principal occupation
(marked with an asterisk in the illustration) in the
two blocks, and consequently the skip instructions
involved in that questionnaire became substantially
more complex than implied in the illustration.

(2) Sometimes the actual questionnaire may itself be laid
out in the form of a network diagram - using boxes,
arrows etc. - so that the interviewers can follow the
flow of the interview with greater ease. Illustration
4.9 given earlier provides a good example of this.
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Illustration 4.13: Example of a Net-work or Flow Diagram of Part of a 
Questionnaire 

-l- - - -

1 

1~----
1 

No I 

I 

I 

I 

I 
l 
I 

� 

? 

Yes 

Days and hours worked 
last week; usual hours 
worked week 

wants to work 
more? 

Pr1!1C:!.pal occupation and :w
" dustry during last year; 

occupation, industry, work 
status durin last week 

l'nlployee self-anployed, ! Engaged 

Form and 
amount of 
wages re
utlved in 
cash and kind 
last month 

�loyer in in 
non-agriculture faming 

No. of � oyees 
and profit during 

t month 

Yes 

) 

I I 

No 

Had been 
looking, 
thinks no 
work is 
available 

, I 

Yes 

House won:, 
student too old 
or unfit, does 
not want to work 

ts:lp:)rarily 
a:way fran job 

Princ:i: oca: Jation 
,, industry durir J past year; 

occupation, ir lustry and 
work status of last 'ob 

I J._ - - -- - - - -
-----------

I - - - - - - - - -- __ l 

Whether household does any arming. I so, 
amount of cultivated land rented and owned, 
and amount of land and/or nUl!tler of trees 
for a ified list of s. 

NOl'E: 'E' = end of questioning for the household rranber concerned.
= Identical subset of questions is repeated for the two groups of 

respondents to avoid more o:mplex skip patterns. 

I 
i 

j j 

r l 
I I 

F";:aours=--- ~1.-e_s_s~-a=:;3~5"='?-~ r ) 

No 

---~-------.. -- J } 

C 

--- - ......,_, - e.- ---- - -- --- ~, 
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(3) Network diagrams can be helpful during interviewer
training by clarifying and providing an overview of the
structure of the interview. For this purpose, a
hierarchy of diagrams may be developed giving increas
ing levels of detail: starting with an overview show
ing major sections of the questionnaire, down to
detailed diagrams for each section or subsection
showing individual questions.

(4) Such diagrammatic representation can also be extremely
useful at the data preparation and processing stages.
Once a diagram is prepared showing the range of answers
to each question together with the skip and filter
patterns for the entire questionnaire, it becomes an
invaluable instrument for the specification of various
types of computer editing checks, for recoding and
processing of the data, as these specifications can be
directly and readily obtained from the net-work diagram
itself. Illustration 4.14 is from an earlier version
of the WFS Data Processing Guidelines. It shows the
net-work diagram for two short sections of the ques
tionnaire. Since the diagram is designed for use at
the processing stage, it is not considered necessary to
include in it the actual wording or description of the
questions - only their sequence numbers. The diagram
is followed by an explanation of the conventions used
to secure maximum clarity in the diagram.

4.6 SUMMARIES AND SUBTOTALS 

It is useful to provide various provisions in the 
questionnaire to facilitate cross-checking of internal 
consistency, to assess plausibility of the information, to 
produce preliminary summaries of the results for quality and 
operational control as well as for early release of the 
data, and so on. These and other objectives of providing 
summaries and subtotals at various places in the 
questionnaire are discussed below. 
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The structure of a net-work diagram 

The diagrams consist of a series of boxes 
enclosing question numbers and range values, with 
branches connecting the boxes. Below are two examples 
highlighting all features of the diagram; one is from 
section 6 and the other from section 4 of the (WFS) 
Core Questionnaire. 

Illustration 4.14: A net-work dia ram develo ed to 
acilitate data processing 

1 ,9 \ Q601 

Q602 

Q603 * 

Q605 Q604 

Q413 00-15,99 

vii. Q501 

D 
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Below follow explanations of the notation used in 
the net-work diagrams: 

i. This notation is used to indicate which
question(s) immediately precede the first ques
tion on this page; in the example, Q599 precedes
Q601 unconditionally (it is possible to specify
more than one question; each question can have a
condition attached).

ii. All questions with a heavy line on top of the box
are always asked of all respondents; this means
that the NA (Not Applicable) code is not valid
for these questions.

iii. In this example (which also applies to Q601 and
Q605) the value of the question determines the
next question to be asked. The complete range of 
codes (except the NA code) is contained in the 
"question box". 

iv. This question (and it also applies to Q604) is an
example where the answer to the question has no
bearing on the next question to be asked, i.e.,
regardless of the answer to Q603, Q604 will
always be asked (provided, of course, that Q603
was asked in the first place).

v. The(*) indicates that the range values for this
question are to be determined at a later stage;
this asterisk may sometimes a·ppear together with
a (partial) list of codes.

vi. The "arrow" at the right hand side of the box is
used to indicate that the filter question Q605
derives its answer from Q604.

vii. This notation is used to· indicate that the next
question in sequence is to be found on another
page; this notation is usually used between
sections or subsections, which are normally coded
on separate pages.



- 179 -

4.6.1 Cross-checking internal consistency of the data 

In surveys involving the collection of very detailed 
information (for example surveys of household income and 
expenditures, and economic activity), the primary objective 
in providing subtotals for various categories and sub
categories of items is to verify that the quantities and 
values reported are reasonably consistent with each other 
and that the patterns of response are plausible. For 
instance, the recording of individual items of expenditure 
under a category such as food may be followed by a total of 
expenditure in the category. Similarly, at a later stage 
during the interview, a balance sheet may be drawn to com
pare consumption expenditure and incomes in cash and kind 
for each sample household. The objective would be to 
provide the interviewers with an idea of the overall pattern 
of responses, so that any major discrepancies or implaus
ibilities in the data can be identified during the interview 
itself. This would enable the interviewers to probe further 
and correct or explain the information obtained, as the case 
may be. Illustration 4.15 is an example from the Indian 
household consumer expenditure survey. Illustration 4.16 is 
another example taken from the income and expenditure survey 
in Argentina. 

4.6.2 Quality and operational control 

A closely related objective of maintaining summaries is 
to enhance control over various survey operations and data 
quality. This facilitates the checking of the information 
by the interviewers during the interview itself, scrutiny of 
questionnaires by field editors and supervisors, and keeping 
a tab over the overall pattern of the results being 
obtained. The usefulness of such information for monitoring 
and evaluation of survey operations is enhanced 1f the 
information is summarized according to individual inter
viewers, interview teams, sample areas, survey rounds or 
other administrative divisions of the survey. 

4.6.3 Production of preliminary results 

Another important objective of summarizing the detailed 
information collected during the survey is to facilitate the 
production and early release of the preliminary results. 
Especially for relatively detailed surveys with field-work 
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spread over an extended period, prompt release of the main 
findings, even in a preliminary form, is often an im
portant requirement, In many situations, the preliminary 
results have to be issued on the basis of manual compilation 
and tabulation, and the questionnaire has to be designed to 
facilitate manual extraction of the main results. For 
instance, as mentioned in Section 4.2.3, space can be 
provided on the cover sheet of the questionnaire to record 
selected items of information for easy reference and 
summarization (see Illustration 4.3). Similarly, basic 
information on employment and income may be extracted from 
the questionnaire for quick summarization of the main 
results. Illustrations 4.16 and 4.17 provide examples from 
an income and expenditure survey from Argentina. 

4.6.4 Data reduction 

In many surveys a distinction needs to be made between 
the degree of detail which is necessary to ensure the 
collection of the information required with reasonable 
accuracy, and the detail which is actually necessary for the 
analysis of the data, If the former significantly exceeds 
the latter, consideration may be given to manually reducing 
(summarizing) the data before coding and entering them into 
the computer. Data reduction is all the more important when 
original data are voluminous and data entry is expected to 
be a critical and time-consuming operation. For instance, 
in a survey of household economic enterprises, information 
on various inputs, expenditures and gross sales may have to 
be collected to make reasonably reliable estimate of net 
returns from the enterprise. In so far as only the net 
returns are of analytic and substantive interest, there may 
be little point in coding and entering the preceding details 
for further processing and analysis. Of course, something 
is lost in reducing the data before computer processing -
for instance their internal consistency cannot be checked so 
rigorously. However, the advantage of reducing the coding, 
data entry and processing workload may be overwhelmingly 
more important. 
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Illustration 4.15; 
Ex end1ture Surve 

Indian Household Consumer 

The questionnaire has been divided into a number of blocks or 
sections. In Block 10, the interviewer transcribes a summary of the 
information on consumption collected in detail for individual items in 
earlier blocks of the questionnaire. The value of monthly cash 
purchases, as well as home-grown and total consumption is recorded for 
the following subgroups. The number of individually recorded items 
totalled in each subgroup is also indicated below; 

Subgroup 

Food 

Cereals 
Grams 

Cereal sub-
stitutes 

Pulses 
Milk and milk 

products 
Edible oils 

1'.1eat, egg, 
fish 

Vegetables 
Fruit and 

nuts 
Sugar 
Salt 
Spices 
Refresh-

ments etc. 

Subtotal-
food 

Individual items 
totalled 1n sub
group 

21 items 
2 items 

l item

Open (up to 5)

Open (up to 7)
Open (up to 5)

Open (up to 4)
Open (up to 8)

Open (up to 7) 
Open (up to 4) 
Open (up to 2)
Open (up to 5) 

Open ( up to 5)

(Up to 76 items) 

Total consumer expenditure: 
Household size 
Per capita consumer
expenditure 

Subgroup 

Non-food 

Intoxicants 
Fuel and 

light 
Clothing 

Footware 

Miscellaneous 
goods and 
services 

Rents and 
taxes 

Durable goods 

Subtotal
non-food 

Individual items 
totalled 1n sub
group 

open (up to 23) 
open (up to 13) 

open (up to 20) 

open (up to 10) 

Open (up to 34) 

Open (up to 5) 

Open (up to 32) 

(Up to 137 items) 

1977 -1978: 
Summarizing Deta1le ormat1on 1n 
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4.6.5. Facilitating data linkage between surveys 

In a system of related surveys carried out over a 
common sample of respondents, the tabulation and analysis 
plan may require drawing information simultaneously from 
more than one survey or questionnaire type. Ideally, this 
would be achieved by constructing a data file linking the 
various surveys at the micro-level i.e. at the level of 
individual units. However, linking of records is often a 
difficult operation. This becomes even more formidable if 
the types of units in different surveys are not all of the 
same type or hierarchy (e.g. households in one survey, 
individuals in another), or if there are frequent errors in 
questionnaire identification numbers, or if the units 
covered by different surveys are not the same due to changes 
in the sample over time. In such circumstances, it is 
simpler to have the essential items of information 
transcribed to another questionnaire and processing it 
separately. 

This sort of situation frequently arises in surveys 
involving two or more arrangements, for instance when a 
larger scale survey is used to screen or identify respond
ents for a subsequent smaller, but perhaps more intensive, 
survey. Some of the information collected in the first 
survey may be relevant for analysis of the"second survey, 
and may be manually transcribed on to the questionnaires for 
the units selected for the latter. An example might be 
useful. Consider a household survey in which information is 
obtained, among other items, on income, socio-economic 
status and housing conditions. Subsequently, selected 
individuals in the households are interviewed in greater 
detail on some other topic using a different questionnaire. 
Some of the information on household characteristics 
obtained in the first interview may be pertinent 1n the 
analysis of individual survey results. If this involves 
only a limited number of items, it may be simpler to trans
cribe these items from the household to each individual 
questionnaire in the household than try to link the data 
files from the two surveys. 
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4,7 SOME OTHER ASPECTS OF QUESTIONNAIRE LAYOUT 

Several other aspects also need to be considered in 
determining the form and layout of the questionnaire such 
as: the numbering of questions; instructions for the 
interviewers; space for recording responses; record layout, 
coding scheme and other details for processing; and so on, 
While these aspects need simultaneous attention along with 
the questionnaire design, form, layout and structure 
discussed so far in this chapter, they are, relatively less 
dependent on the particular subject matter content of the 
survey. They are discussed more fully in the next chapter 
concerned with physical production of the questionnaire and 
supporting documentation. 

In the following paragraphs, some of the salient points 
concerning these aspects are summarized, The summary should 
also serve as a reminder that they should be kept in view 
right from the beginning in drafting questionnaires, and 
that the close involvement of data processing experts from 
an early stage is essential to ensure that the data produced 
by the questionnaire is processable, 

4,7,1 Numbering of questions 

It is necessary to decide on a convenient system of 
numbering of questions which, apart from being clear and 
easy to use, should ensure that each question is uniquely 
identified, Usually, it is convenient to have the numbering 
system follow the sequence of maJor sections of the ques
tionnaire, for instance to use a number '101' to indicate 
the first question (01) of Section 1, and '413' to indicate 
the thirteenth question of Section 4 etc .. For relatively 
brief questionnaires, it may be more convenient to number 
questions sequentially and consecutively through the whole 
document irrespective of its sections. Both these (and 
other) variations have been followed in the past as 
illustrations given in the next chapter (Chapter 5) show. 
Convenience of use has to be the determining factor. The 
system adopted should aid the smooth flow of the interview, 
help the interviewers in correctly following the skip 
instructions, and should make it easy, without ambiguity, to 
refer to specific questions in interviers' instruction 
manuals, during training, at the editing, coding and data 
processing stages, and in the survey report. 



- 186 -

4.7.2 Interviewers' Instructions 

Provision of interviewers' instructions in the ques
tionnaire plays an important role in structuring the 
interview and ensuring uniform standards. Two basic issues 
to be considered concern (i) the appropriate amount of 
detail to be included and (ii) the most effective location 
of the instructions in the questionnaire. On the one hand, 
it is important to include clear and plentiful instructions 
on all essential and critical points; for example, inter
viewers should know who the respondents should be, how to 
skip and follow the flow of the interview, in what units to 
record the answers, and, where relevant, on how to probe to 
seek clarification or additional information. On the other 
hand, it is equally important to avoid unnecessary clutter
ing of the questionnaire with elaborate instructions: after 
some training and field experience interviewers soon learn 
how to handle most questionnaires, and it often becomes 
neither necessary (nor desirable) for them to read through 
detailed instructions during each and every interview. 
Instructions should be placed nearest to where they are most 
necessary and most likely to be referred to. The best place 
is to have them next to the question to which they apply; 
for example, units for recording a response should be 
written underneath or alongside the space provided for 
recording the response. Some general instructions applic
able to a whole section may be written at the beginning of 
the section concerned, or occasionally at the beginning of 
the questionnaire. It is not appropriate to relegate 
critical and important instructions to the interviewers' 
manual. 

4.7.3 Recording of responses 

The form in which answers need to be recorded depends 
upon the nature of the questions. It is generally desirable 
to minimize the amount of writing which the interviewers 
have to do during the interview. It is most convenient for 
them to check or circle appropriate boxes rather than write 
the answers; an attempt should be made to maximize the 
proportion of such check questions. A little less con
venient are the questions where the interviewers write in a 
simple numeric or alphanumeric code such as '12' or 'F'. 
Recording of verbatim or descriptive responses is time
consuming not only for the interviewers but also for the 
coders: their use at least in large-scale surveys should be 
minimized, though the descriptive form is clearly unavoid
able in certain types of questions. 
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Whatever the form of recording, an obvious requirement 
is that an answer-space should be clearly identifiable with 
the question to which it applies, and, even more important, 
with the response category to which it refers to. Clutter
ing the questionnaire to save space and paper is almost 
always a false economy. The recorded answers should stand 
out, to be easily noticed and picked up by the interviewers 
(to check their own work), editors, coders and data entry 
clerks. Several other considerations should be kept in view 
in the placing of answer spaces, for instance: where the 
responses have to be coded or transcribed onto a different 
place, they should be located as near to that place as 
possible; they should be placed so as to facilitate manual 
tabulation and summarization of the data where necessary; 
similarly, they should be placed so as to help the inter
viewers in correctly 'skipping' and following the flow of 
the interview. 

4.7.4 Coding and other data processing aspects 

It has been repeatedly stressed in this document that 
careful attention must be paid in questionnaire design to 
data processing requirements. Failure to do so has resulted 
many times in long delays in the release of the survey data, 
and even in no release at all. In designing questionnaires, 
it is essential to consult - early, regularly and often -
with data processing staff. Furthermore: the individual(s) 
responsible for survey data processing should be included as 
p�rmanent members of the questionnaire design team. In the 
design of questionnaires careful attention has to be paid to 
the systems used for coding and data entry. 

Coding is the process in which questionnaire entries 
are assigned numeric values, in order to prepare the data in 
a form suitable for entry into the computer. Coding may 
involve (i) assigning numeric codes to responses recorded 
in words or in some other form which needs to be modified 
before data entry, or (ii) simple transcription of already 
assigned values into special spaces provided on the ques
tionnaire or on separate coding sheets, or (11i) no action 
at all when the responses as originally recorded can be used 
directly for data entry. Especially, in large-scale surveys 
it is generally desirable to minimize (i), avoid (ii) and 
maximize (iii) as far as possible. Whatever the system, it 
is important to ensure that the coding layout is designed to 
facilitate accurate data entry. 
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There are two basic systems of coding: source coding 
and fixed field coding (see Section 5.3.1 for a descrip
tion). Fixed-field coding is the more commonly used 
system. With this system, the questionnaire is broken down 
into one or more "record types", each record type consisting 
of a specified set of data items, and each data item 
assigned a fixed location within a record. For instance, a 
questionnaire may be divided into five record types, each 
record corresponding to say one section of the questionnaire 
and consisting of 80 columns reserved for specified 
questions in fixed locations. Some details and examples of 
record layout will be discussed in Chapter 5. Here it is 
enough to note that careful attention needs to be paid to 
record layout in designing the quest1onnaire. Record types 
should be clearly 1dent1f1ed, each preferably beginning at a 
new page and/or beginning of a new section, with the 
required number of columns reserved for questionnaire and 
record identification; spaces provided for coding the 
information should also indicate the corresponding column 
numbers on the record, and so on. 

The coding system should be clear and consistent. For 
instance, if "yes" is coded as "l" and "no" as "2" 1n some 
question, the same system should be followed in all the 
other questions where these response categories appear. 
Similarly, "not available", "not stated", "not applicable", 
etc. should be coded in a uniform way, and distinguished 
from each other as necessary. Except for questions where 
the number of response categories or codes is large (say 
exceeds 6 to 8), an attempt should be made to specify the 
codes on the questionnaire itself. This would save time and 
reduce the incidence of coding errors. Particular care is 
required in devising codes for open-ended, semi-open-ended 
and especially multiple response questions. 

The system used for entering the data into the computer 
also affects the questionnaire design. Data entry refers to 
the transference of data to a computer readable medium. 
Depending on the sophistication of available facilities, we 
may distinguish between two approaches; 

(1) Reading the data directly by optically scanning the
questionnaire (or coding sheets). This system can have
advantages when dealing with large volumes of data, but
it requires sophisticated facilities, precision in
design and printing of documents, and use of high
quality paper and special ink for printing. These
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conditions are not generally satisfied ln developing 
countries - indeed, the technique has been rarely used even 
for full-scale censuses in developi countries. 

(2) The alternative and more appropriate approach in many
circumstances is operator-controlled data ent
Increasingly with the development of micro-computer and
distributed computer power, countries are acquiring
facilities for interactive data entry. 1s means that 
data can be scrutinized as they are entered. Also, 
with suitable software the data ent clerks can be 
aided in other ways; for instance, t y can be provided 
with video images of each page of the questionnaire as 
they enter the data. se facilities have the 
potential of greatly facilitating the task and reducing 
the incidence of data entry errors. In relation to 
questionnaire design, they permit greater flexibili 
in layout of questions and coding boxes etc. so that 
gceater weight can be given to the requirements and 
convenience of the interviewer vis-a-vis subsequent 
stages of data handling, in the design and layout of 
the questionnaire. 

However, in the present circumstances, the bulk of 
survey data entry continues to remain an operator
controlled, non-interactive keying in of the coded data on 
to cards, tape or dislc And in this context, the problem 
remains of insufficient attention being given in question
naire design to the requirements of efficient, convenient 
and accurate data entry and subsequent computer processing. 
The basic requirement is that the data entry proceeds 
systematically, in an orderly and almost mechanical manner 
and at a high speed without introducing too many errors. 

All these considerations are discussed in greater 
detail and with illustrations in the next chapter. 

ng 

The 

ry 
he 

Th 

ry. 

ty 

:. 



S. l INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 5 

QUESTIONNAIRE PRODUCTION 

In the previous two chapters we have considered 
principles of questionnaire design from a substantive point 
of view: determination of survey content, formulation and 
wording of questions, specification of response categories, 
grouping and sequencing of questions, provision of intro
ductory and control information, and so on. This chapter 
deals with a number of other, more formal, aspects of the 
questionnaire design, such as its physical size, shape, 
typographic style, coding and other data processing 
requirements, printing and reproduction for the full-scale 
survey. It also briefly describes the nature of inter
viewers' aids and supporting document which need to be 
developed before the questionnaire can be administered in 
the field. 

To a certain extent, the aspects of questionnaire 
design discussed in this chapter are less specific to the 
particular subject-matter of the survey. They require 
expertise in draftmanship, a knowledge of survey data 
processing requirements and procedures, and familiarity with 
printing and reproduction of documents. While all these 
requirements need to be kept in view from the outset, they 
require special attention while finalizing the questionnaire 
for printing. It may become necessary at this stage to add 
to the design team persons with special skills in these 
areas. 

In the following discussion reference will be made to 
several illustrations taken from various country surveys. 
They are; 
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Illustration 5.2 

Illustration 5.3 

Illustration 5.4 

Illustration 5.5 

Illustration 5.6 

Illustration 5.7 
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Labour force survey, Jamaica 

Agricultural survey, Dominican 
Republic 

Socio-economic survey, 
Nicaragua 

Health survey, Canada 

Survey of leisure activities, 
Canada 

World Fertility Survey, Core 
Questionnaire 

Employment survey, Tunisia 
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Illustration 5.1: From Labour Force Survey, Jamaica 

SECTIONS II TO V FOR PERSONS 14 YEARS ANO OVER ONLY 

SECTION 11 - ECONOMIC ACTIVITY 

What were you dmng most of the time dunng Survey Week? 

Working With ,ob looking Keepmg School Crippled Other 

Cu GJ [iJ w GJ GJ 
Not working for work House Disabled {Specify) 

Go to O 16 0 17 Q 17 0 13 Q 13 Stop .. 
I Other Specify i 

13 Although you had no Job and were not work mg, dad you wish to work' 

GJ Yes {Go to Q 15) w No {Go to 0 14) 

14. Did you wish to work at any time durmg the past three months?

GJ Yes {Go to Q 15) w No {Go to O 171 

15. What would prevent you taking a job 1f offered during Survey Weeki

Would Would not be Pregnant No one to care Had no Not 

GJ GJ GJ GJ w 
accept prepared thus unable for children need for Job reported 

Goto017 0 17 Q 17 0 17 0 17 Q 17 

16. 

17 

18. 

l!l. 

How many hours chd you work during Survey Week? 

1 · 8 9 · 16 17 · 24 25- 32 33- 40 41 -48 49+ 

w w w GJ GJ GJ GJ 

How many months did you work durmg the 12 months pnor to Survey Week? 

None Under 1 1 & Over 2 &Over 4& Over 6 & over 8 & Over 

w w w GJ GJ GJ GJ 
Not 2 Not 4 Not6 Not8 Not 10 

What kmd of work were you doing during the Survey Week? 
(1f unemployed during Survey Week, state previous occupation) 

in what kind of business or industry was this Job? 

. . . . . . . . . . .  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . � . . . . . . . 

I 

· I

10 & Over 

w 
Not 12 

I 

I 

Q 13 

NA 

w 

12 NR 

w w 

I I 

I I 

Col No 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

30-33

34-37

w 

w 



Illustration 5,2: F:rom Agn_cultural Survey, Dominican Republic 

SECCION IV - INSUMDS Y l'RDDUCCION DE CUL TIVOS - G,,,iioY@o!<l<l 

ENTREVISTADOR � S, hay cultnv@s zecl.!nd@Xtos, w.! h@cer !as pregue1us '.'.U-37 @£1:@ i.egur@ cl@ ill'id!!Jk 
rodes 1os 1nsumos utdozados parn to<lo'.'o kis cu!tivos asccl®11:fos. (p,-,indi;:illl!es y �eetlf!1.farfoz;)0 

21@. t5® wHB.:om:i-� fwrtllia@<>iH, !61Hdktd@it/ h•rbiclda,, hn1iici4'H@ un 

pl©liJllJO:od@1 en @i.t@ 11:t1hAv@ clyf@f!t® !@s i:rit1m@!ll dot@ 11eus?., o • • • •  

j CJ s( - S1gd a 21 b 
2 :] No - Pase a 22a 

b Espec1f1qu� e 1 t1p0, f6rmula, costo I cant1dad de ftrtduames q1Jlrfl1cos usados. en este cuft1vo 
durainte io,;, Jlt1mos doce meses, 

F6rl""1u1a ,fo PARA USO DE Cant1dad Un1dad Peso per PARA USO DE C@%1@ l'@Nil 
ab.-,rios e;ulr111cos lA OFICINA Un1dad lA OflCINA 

0113 C!id,go 
{I) 

oun C6d1go 
(:I) 

iHU C6d1go 
(ll 

(4) ,Us6 ut@s 1ertili:J1:@mhrn «m b@H @ WH©M@IFld@Hd@nH &@ uw. 
•n41i1i1 q■f111ic• d@i i!l11.11@!i;, ? •••••••••• , •• ®. � •••• � ••• ,. 

c. C@iillhd@:d 'i �©%t@ t@t@I cl@ @b@ll'J@S e:9�nico1 �@w@ Ht® t:wh1v@ 0 ' ' • • •

Carmda© Urudad Peso pm umd.;,;d 
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?@!Nil ®Sf® ;:iwhn,,@ .................. , ••••••••• � •• �" ••• 

®· Cost© Nhel fie @f?@S pr@dMti@s qufmk@s (7erhicida,, ,::: )@§) 

p@r@ @st@ c•ltl•• ...... , � .... � ........... 0 • • • • • • • • •

I. COST() TOT Al (Sum• 21 o-21 o) 

12 •• eS@ irrit' Ht® euhiw@ dur@111.t@ l•a i{him@§ d@i!@ rnuniH? ••••••• � •• 

� t.Ga�@tH w@i::H diiH@rd'@ ei dd@ a@ r@� ui@ ewhh�@1 � ,,,_". � • ,. ,, , • ,. 

P, IMSl!MOS - MAQUIMAl!IA 
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Illm,trat:!.cn 5. 3: From Socio-e.concm1c St.:.::--ev, :t.ca-:a;;•Ja 

V. CAIU.CTER.r.STlc.45 SOCIO.ECONOMJCAS
I 

(Para .Personaa de l O 1..::.01 y r;;.,U de Edad.) 

No. iu.Ll""" ! 2-a 1 CD Hombre y Apellidc::

I. TILUA.10 LA SEMAl'IA PASAOA! !TI 
(Se refi«@ a c:ualQumr Act:lvtdad l..&borai 111ailud.a une horn 

1,101 NOQa(P,,.,11 mamanail o FM8 uc:!uyer.do al tnba;o 'Vmunt:llil'ic y Im queM-
l!illnS dOfi'mtieosl. 
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{S4.!e.kk:I, •4'10, er:im1s16n. gammcia o especiel. :R □, (P ... ,71 iroO, 

:I. CIIA!ff.U IIOUl! Ill! U. Slll4ANA P AliADA .rn □ M_,,do!SHn.r.l@m. 1 (Pan & "" 
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15 H,.JSom. o - Q 2 "'-•11
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a!!.CIINSTANCAL! 

s1□ 1 "" .. 71 N002 
(V-- -ad. fflfflmidol!, fsl<II <Is lmumo,, <Is 
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·-
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Naso ............... .' ..•...• ••• 09 

10. A QUE SE DE!l!CA LA EMl'l<ESA, ESTMUC!lllll!NTO, 
1,s-1!.J 

I 
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Illustration 5,4: From Health Survsy, Canada 
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Illustration 5.5: From Hospital Survey, Canada 
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I11ustration 5,6: From World Fertility Survey, Core Questionnaire 
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1\hlPTOTABLE '\SK409
TH h APPROPRl \ TE BOX l�
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Illustration 5.7: From Employment Survey, Tunisia 
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5.2 PHYSICAL DESIGN; DRAFTMANSHIP 

Once the questionnaire s been drafted, reviewed, 
tested and finalized in content, its physical form and 
layout needs to be carefully worked out before it is sent 
for printing and large-scale reproduction. A variety of 
points need to be attended to in the final layout: the 
numbering of questions, placing of interviewers' instruc
tions and response categories, the provision of answer
spaces as they would actually appear on the printed version, 
use of abbreviations, punctuation and typographic differ
entiation between questions, response categories and 
instructions, inclusion of more than one language version in 
the questionnaire, and so on. 

5. 2. l �umbering of questions 

As noted in Section 4.7.l, it is necessary to decide 
on a convenient system of numbering to ensure that each 
question is uniquely identified, and that the system is 
clear and easy to use at the interviewers' training, data 
collection and processing stages. 

For a relatively brief questionnaire1 it may be most
convenient to number the questions sequentially through the 
whole document, starting with 'l' at the beginning and 
proceeding onwards till the end without paying attention to 
the sections into which the questionnaire may have been 
divided. Illustration 5.1 follows this system. Questions 
in Section I (not shown) are numbered 1 through 11, those in 
Section II simply proceed from 12 onwards. Each question is 
given a unique number, and under each number only a single 
question appears. 

Illustration 5.2 follows the _same system with 
sequential numbers, disregarding the sections: for example, 
Section IV begins with question number '21', '20' being the 
last question in Section III (not shown). However, small 
sequences of consecutive and closely-related questions have 
been given a common numeric number, and individual questions 
within the sequence are distinguished by an additional 
character (e.g. 22a and 22b). This system emphasizes the 
connection between questions in a group. For instance in 
Illustration 5.2, questions 2l(a) to (f) all refer to the 
use of fertilizers and insecticides, and questions 22(a) 

ha 
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and (bl to irrigation. Apart from pointing to a logical 
relation between questions in a sequence, this system can 
also facilitate skip instructions. Frequently, the first 
question in the sequence calls for a "yes-no" answer, and 
the remainder of the sequence is applicable only if the 
response to this is "yes". Question 2l(a) in Illustration 
5.2 is of this type. This system can be helpful to the 
interviewers in following the skip instructions correctly 
and easily. Another situation where the system may be 
convenient is when long, pre-specified lists of items have 
to be enumerated, as for example in a survey of household 
expenditure. In such a situation, a group of items may be 
identified by the main question number, and individual items 
in the group by sub-numbers such as (a), (b), (cl ... or 
(i), (ii), (iii) ... etc. 

Occasionally, more than one level of sub-numbers may 
be used, as for example questions Zlb(l) - (4) in Illus
tration 5.2. However, such a system can easily become 
cumbersome; more than two sub-levels should be avoided. 

Another point to be noted is that the sub-numbers 
should identify a clearly demarcated list of items/questions 
of the same type, i.e. they should represent a natural 
grouping. This, for example, is the case for questions 
2lb(l) - (3) in the illustration, which is an open-ended 
list of chemical fertilizers. However, question Zl.b(4) 
does not belong to this subgroup, and it would have been 
preferable to number it as Zl(c), with appropriate 
adjustment to the numbering of subsequent questions. 

In longer questionnaires, it is generally more 
convenient to number the questions separately within each 
section. For example, in Illustration 5.3, Section V (as 
any other section) begins with question number 'l'. The 
section and the explicit question number together can be 
used to identify each question uniquely, e.g. "V.3" for the 
3rd question in Section V and IV.4" for the 4th question in 
Section IV although this is not done explicitly in the 
illustration. The World Fertility Survey questionnaire 
provides perhaps a better variant of the same system. Here 
the questionnaire is divided into seven sections, numbered 1 
to 7, and questions are given 3-digit number: the first 
digit identifying the section and the next two digits the 
sequence within the section. Thus the very first question 
is numbered 101; question 224 is the 24th question of 
section 2 and 508 the 8th question of section 5. 
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Whatever be the system, it should be clear and easy to 
remember and refer to. For instance, the use of numbers 
longer than 3 digits (or characters) can be cumbersome and 
should be avoided. Usually it is also not convenient to mix 
roman and arabic numbers such as IV.8. The use of purely 
arabic numerals is perhaps the most convenient, especially 
at the data processing stage. For the same reason it may be 
desirable to use a system with fixed numbers of digits (e.g. 
101, 112 etc. rather than 1.1, 1.12 for the 1st and 12th 
questions in section 1). Finally, it is better to have the 
section number explicitly included in the question number, 
especially if skips from one section into another are 
involved. 

Occasionally, it may become necessary to introduce one 
or more additional questions at a relatively late stage of 
questionnaire development. A choice has to be made whether 
to renumber the entire questionnaire to accommodate the 
added questions properly, or to leave the existing numbers 
unchanged and give the added questions special numbers (such 
as "21A" for a question added after existing question 
"21"). Renumbering is preferable to retain simplicity and 
clarity. However, sometimes it may be too inconvenient to 
adjust all the numbers, e.g. if the change would involve 
modifying all the interviewers' manuals and instructions, 
data processing specifications and computer programs. Such 
changes may be especially inconvenient in repeat surveys for 
which the system has been set up and the interviewers are 
already thoroughly familiar with the existing question 
numbers. The final choice would depend upon a balance 
between these factors. 

One final remark: at the beginning of this subsection 
it was emphasized that the numbering system chosen, apart 
from being clear and easy to use, should ensure that each 
question is uniquely identified. For instance, if parallel 
series of questions are developed for two categories of 
respondents, then the questions in each series should 
preferably be numbered distinctly from questions in the 
other series. This has not been followed for example in 
Illustration 5.4, though in other respects the questionnaire 
is very well laid out. The two sequences ("Part A" and 
"Part B" in the illustration) following question 2 are both 
numbered 3-8, even though the questions and the coding 
schemes in the two sequences are not identical. Generally 
this practice is not recommended. 

:~ 
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5. 2. 2 Space for recording responses 

Type of responses 

Responses during an interview can be recorded in 
various ways such as checking a box or circling a code, 
entering a code or a number, or writing the information in 
words, either verbatim or in a condensed form. More 
specifically, five forms of recording may be distinguished 
(World Fertility Survey, 1976): 

(a) Fixed-alternative questions: in this case all
possible or alternative answers are predetermined
(such as yes/no) and the interviewer simply checks or
circles only one of those.

[b) Multi-coded questions: same as above, except that the
interviewer checks or circles as many codes as apply.
An example is of questions enumerating reasons for
something, when more than one reason may be given by
the respondents to a particular question.

[c) Number or value questions: here the answer is
specified as a numeric value which can be directly
used as the code. Examples are age,.number of persons.

(d) Open-ended questions: here the response is
descriptive either because the possible answers are
too many to be precoded, or are too complex or unknown
for this purpose.

(e) Semi-open-ended questions: these represent a mixture
of types (a) - (c) with type (d). Ideally, the
"fixed" part covers the great majority of responses,
but provision exists for recording open-ended
responses where necessary.

It is usually more efficient to adopt alternatives (a)
- (c) since they take less space, require less time during
the interview and reduce the amount of coding required in
the office. By contrast, the coding of open-ended questions
can require substantial time and effort depending upon the
complexity of the answer. Sometimes it is not possible to
avoid open-ended questions without sacrificing the com
pleteness or richness of the responses. However, an effort
should be made to keep the number of open-ended questions
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within limits, and to choose the "fixed" or at least the 
"semi-open-ended" form where possible. For a detailed 
discusssion, see Section 3.7 above. 

Positioning of answer spaces 

Whatever be the form of recording, an obvious 
requirement is that answer-spaces could be clearly iden
tified with the question to which they apply. The following 
example illustrates the kind of confusion that can arise, in 
a question on age class, when the answer-spaces are too 
crowded: 

under 20 20-34 35 -49 50-64 65 or over 

An interviewer, faced with a respondent whose age falls in 
one of the middle classes, could easily enter the check-mark 
to the right rather than to the left of the correct cate
gory. Even if the answer-spaces are shown to the right of 
the questions, as might seem more logical in terms of read
ing from left to right, there is still a danger that the 
answer could be checked in the wrong place. A better layout 
would be to list each class on a separate line, one below 
the other. If that is not feasible, the following layout 
would be an improvement: 

under 20 n zo-34 n 35-49 /7 etc. 

Even if the answer-spaces are listed one below the other, 
with answer-spaces right justified, errors might still occur 
if the space between the question and the answer-space is 
too great. For instance, the interviewer's eye could slip 
up or down a line in the middle of the following layout: 

under 20 
20-34

35 -44

45-54

55 -64

65 -74

75 and over 
don't know 
refused 

• I 
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If it is not possible to position the category names 
close to the answer-spaces, a dotted line connecting the 
answer and the recording space could help cut down errors in 
recording. 

Illustration 5.3 from the Nicaragua Socio-economic 
Survey provides an example of a well-designed and clear 
layout. The spaces for recording responses are clearly 
distinguished from the questions and instructions. The data 
can be entered into the computer directly as recorded 
without the need for any transcription into separate coding 
boxes. 

Both forms of placing response categories - along a 
vertical line near the margin, or stringing them hori
zontally below the questions - have been widely used in 
practice. Illustration 5.5 provides an example of the 
former; Illustrations 5.1 and 5.6 are examples of 
horizontally placed answer-spaces. Each system has its 
advantages and disadvantages. 

If answer categories are placed one below the other 
along a column near the margin (right margin for languages 
read from left to right, left margin for those read the 
other way round), it is easier to code and enter data for 
computer processing. For instance in Illustration 5.5, the 
responses as recorded in the boxes can be directly used for 
data entry, whereas in the horizontal arrangement the 
recorded responses have to be usually transcribed onto 
special coding boxes on the margin for the convenience of 
data-entry (see Illustration 5.6). Transcription requires 
more time and may introduce additional clerical errors. 

Placing of answer categories along a vertical line can 
also facilitate manual tabulation and summarization of the 
data. For manual tabulation, if all the codes to be counted 
are towards the right edge of the page (e.g., in the last 2 
or 3 centimetres), it may be feasible to pin or staple 
several copies of the same page from completed question
naires so that just the code-area of each page is visible. 
The tabulator can then readily add values across several 
pages for each question. 

When the response category labels or descriptions are 
long, or when a response has to be written out at length the 
necessary space is more easily provided by placing the 
response categories one below the other rather than hori
zontally in a line. The same applies when the number of 
categories is too large to be accommodated on a single line. 

• 
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However, the major disadvantage of placing response 
categories vertically is that this arrangement requires 
additional space. If there is a large number of list-type 
questions, putting them all one below the other would result 
in a questionnaire of many pages long, with the left half of 
many pages almost completely unused. In these circum
stances, it may be better to allow for lists of answer
categories to be spread across the page, or even be shown in 
the form of a matrix or a table. 

One advantage of placing response categories strung 
across a line is that it is usually easier to lay out the 
skip instructions, using boxes, arrows and explicit "go 
to ... " instructions etc. placed 1n the immediate vicinity of 
where the response is recorded and the decision to skip is 
taken. A comparison of Illustrations 5.5 and 5.6 would 
clearly demonstrate this point. 

With recent developments in data entry facilities in 
many statistical offices, it is becoming possible to avoid 
the need for transcription even with the latter type of 
layout. 

5. 2. 3 Interviewers' instructions 

Provision of interviewers' instructions in the ques
tionnaire on how to proceeed with the interview and how to 
ask and record specific questions plays an important part in 
structuring the interview and ensuring uniform standards. 

Two important questions to consider are; how much 
instruction to provide and where to place the instructions 
in the questionnaire. It is important to include clear and 
ample instructions on a number of aspects of the interview 
including the following: 

Instructions on who the respondent is and to whom the 
information applies, for the whole or parts of the 
questionnaire. 

Instruction on skips and filters at various points in 
the questionnaire to direct its flow. As discussed 
earlier, these instructions can be conveyed in various 
forms. For instance the use of arrows and boxes as 
well as explicitly written out "skip to ..• " instruc
tions can be used to direct the flow of the interview. 
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Instruction on recording the information as required 
for each question. It is most important to ensure 
that the units in which the information is to be 
recorded are clearly specified. 

For specific questions, it may be necessary to provide 
explicit instructions on how to probe, to seek clari
fication or obtain additional information. For 
instance, if the objective is to obtain a complete 
list of household members, the questionnaire could 
indicate the special probes required to enumerate more 
completely categories of persons easily missed such as 
infants and toddlers. 

Sometimes it is useful to give detailed instructions 
on how to complete a particular section of the 
questionnaire which may be particularly difficult or 
important. For instance, the WFS questionnaire 
includes fairly detailed instructions on completing 
the birth history section and the section on knowledge 
and use of contraceptive methods. 

In relation to the last point mentioned above, it is worth 
noting that it is equally important to avoid unnecessary 
cluttering of the questionnaire with elaborate instruction. 
Through training, study of instruction manuals, and above 
all through practice, interviewers can learn the detailed 
procedures to conduct interviews. It is neither necessary 
nor possible to include a description of all these pro
cedures in the questionnaire. One has to be selective and 
concentrate on the most critical areas. 

Instructions to interviewers concerning a particular 
question, or group of questions, should be placed directly 
above the question(s) concerned. In this position, they are 
most likely to be read and acted upon. The next best place 
is at the beginning of each section -of the questionnaire. 
Yet another way is to put them at the beginning of the 
questionnaire. There is, however, the risk that they may be 
read once and then forgotten. Critical instructions should 
not be relegated to the interviewer's manual. If it is ever 
read, it is very unlikely to be referred to again especially 
in the middle of an interview. The interviewers' manual is 
primarily for training, or for clarification of doubts and 
should not be expected to be used as a reference guide 
during the actual interview. 
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The end of instructions referring to a group of 
questions should be signalled clearly, usually by another 
instruction. 

5. 2 . 4 Abbreviations, punctuation and typographic 
different1at1on 

Abbreviations should be avoided, unless they are 
definitely known to be very common and understood by all 
respondents. 

Care should be taken in choosing labels for 
categories which make the meaning of the category 
and clear to the extent available space permits. 
some examples (based on Illustration 5.6); 

response 
explicit 
Here are 

1. Were you man:-ied only once, or more than once?

Only once /; More than once II 

2 • Were you married more than once? 

Yes, more No, only 
than once n once /7

Note that in the first example above, the question specifies 
both the alternatives, but the second version explicitly 
states only one of the alternative responses. In the latter 
type of questions, in particular, it would be clearer to 
have the response categories labelled to reflect the actual 
response as fully as possible, rather than simply as "yes" 
and 11 non

0

Similarly, it is useful to specify the units in which 
a value is recorded, even if that is clear from the ques
tion. Here is a good example (see Illustration 5.4): 

About how many cigarettes did you usually smoke 
daily? 

About/ / / a day 
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Care should be taken to properly punctuate the questions. 
This can be especially important in verbatim question
naires. It is often helpful to underscore (or print in bold 
letters) important words or parts of the questions which 
need to be emphasized, for instance, to a change in 
reference period: 

"Now we'd like to talk about last week, did 
you .... ?" 

Typographic differentiation of various types can be 
used to make the layout of the questionnaire clear, and at 
the same time more pleasant to the eye. For instance, 
different types of lettering may be used to distinguish 
section headings, question wordings, labels of response 
categories, interviewers' instructions, spaces for coding 
and so on. Illustrations 5.1 - 5.7 provide a number of 
useful examples. For instance, Illustration 5.1 uses bold 
letters and 5.3 capital letters to distinguish question 
wordings from response categories. Illustration 5.6 uses 
this system in reverse: capitals for response categories 
and interviewers' instructions (in romans and italics, 
respectively), and ordinary type for question wordings. 
Illustration 5.2 marks "PARA USO DE LA OFICINA" (for 
official use only) very prominently, while Illustration 5.3 
distinguishes the main questions from examples and probes 
which the interviewer may use. Note how Illustration 5.4 
handles multi-response questions; in questions 1 and 6, 
either only the last category applies, or any number of the 
other categories may be checked. The layout of the ques
tionnaire makes this clear. The same clarity is attained in 
question 3, where the instruction is to go on to Q4 if the 
last category is checked ("used to smoke daily"), or to skip 
to Q8 if any of the others is checked. 

Similar care is required in designing the space for 
coding of responses. In Illustration 5.6, the responses 
marked during the interview are later transcribed to the 
coding boxes on the right hand margins. In most of the 
questions, the interviewer simply circles the box within 
which the appropriate code to be transcribed to the margin 
is already preprinted. Underneath each box is written the 
appropriate column number as defined by the record layout 
(see Section 5.3.1). This facilitates data entry. The 
system followed in Illustration 5.7 is similar, except that 
instead of 5pecifying the column numbers, the coding boxes 
are accompanied by an abbreviated description of the item 
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of information to be coded there. By contrast, Illustra
tions S.l - 5.5 avoid the need for transcription altogether, 
though the actual layout used differs from one case to the 
other. 

Illustrations 5.4 and 5.5 also show how spaces 
provided for recording responses may be designed to 
distinguish between the type of information to be entered. 
For instance, closed boxes of smaller size are used where 
the interviewer is supposed to simply check or circle a box, 
while slightly larger and open "boxes" are used where a 
numeric value is to be written, and simple lines are pro
vided to write descriptive responses. Another example is 
provided by Illustration 4.7 in the previous chapter. Here, 
circles are used to indicate responses that have to be 
checked, open boxes to record numerical responses, and 
closed boxes where categorical responses are to be coded or 
described. 

5. 3 CATERING FOR DATA PROCESSING REQUIREMENTS 

The basic principles of designing questionnaires to 
cater properly for data processing requirements are 
relatively simple. Many questionnaires, however, fail to 
meet these requirements adequately probably due to a failure 
to involve data processors in questionnaire design, as also 
due to a tendency among some other survey specialists to 
overlook even elementary data processing considerations. 
This section provides a general description of some of these 
considerations. 

5. 3. l Record layout 

Record layout refers to the scheme of organizing 
information collected in the questionnaire for further 
proces5ing. A record refers to the information pertaining 
to a particular unit in the sample according to this 
scheme. In principle, it is possible to define a record as 
a complex structure consisting of information at various 
levels for a hierarchy of units. For example, in a survey 
involving interviewing of households and individual house
hold members , a 'record' may be defined to consist of both 
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the household and individual levels of information put to
gether with one record for each sample household. In 
practice, it is more convenient to divide a questionnaire 
into a number of (simpler) record types. Frequently, 
individual record types are defined in the form of 80-column 
(or some other size) cards or card images on disk or tape, 
confined to one level of data. For instance in a general 
household survey collecting information of household 
characteristics and basic socio-demographic attributes of 
individual members in the households, the questionnaire may 
be divided into two record types: 

(i) A record for the household level information. 

(ii) A record for the information on each household
member, (one record per member).

If a large amount of information is collected on each
member, it may sometimes be convenient to divide this into a 
number of separate record types. Frequently, one record type 
is defined to cover each section of the questionnaire. One 
reason for limiting each record type to 80 columns is that 
it facilitates the use of certain computer package programs 
for survey data processing. For some applications, it may 
be more convenient or efficient to use a subset of the 
record types at a time, rather than the whole interview. 

There are essentially two systems of organizing 
individual items of information within a record: the use of 
"fixed format" record types, or the use of "source codes". 
The former is the more traditional approach whereby the 
questionnaire is broken down into a fixed number of record 
types, and each item of data is located in a fixed position 
on a particular record type. This results in each record 
having a fixed length. A number of examples of this have 
been provided in this and the previous chapter. For 
instance, in Illustration 4.2, the information on the cover 
sheet is coded in 41 columns, comprising a record type 
numbered "10" (preprinted in columns 1-2); each item of 
information appears in a fixed location, for example the day 
of interview in columns 27-28. Similarly in Illustration 
4.6, one record is created for each member, In all, 41 
columns of information are recorded on each record according 
to a specified format. Columns 1-3 identify the record type 
(same - "202" - for all records of this type); columns 4-19 
provide identification information and 20-21 the date of 
interview (same for all members in a household); columns 
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24-25 give the sequence number for each person, which is the
same as the serial number of a record within a given house
hold; this is sometimes referred to as the "record sub
type"; finally, columns 26-41 give substantive information
on each member.

See Illustrations 5.1 and 5.6 for additional examples. 

The alternative system using "source codes" implies 
the assignment of a unique code to each item of data in the 
questionnaire. This code identifies what item of informa
tion is being coded, and is followed bythe actual informa
tion (value fields) for that item in the particular ques
tionnaire. The data are entered as a series of source code 
and value fields. Within a record, all source codes are of 
the same length. Only these items or source codes which 
actually have values need to be entered. Examples of use of 
this system are provided in Illustration 5.2, 5.4 and S.S. 
In the first illustration for example, the four-digit source 
code "0177" to 0196" identify the i tern being coded; each 
source code is followed by a certain predetermined number of 
columns giving the value for the item. If, for example, in 
a particular questionnaire, questions 22b and 24 are not 
applicable, source codes 0194 and 0196 need not be entered 
at the data-entry stage. However, when this system is used, 
it is often useful to reformat the data to obtain records of 
fixed length before further processing. 

Each of the two systems 
advantages and disadvantages. 
and examples, see NHSCP study 
13-17).

described above has its own 
For some further discussion 

Survey Data Processing (pp. 

Records of variou� types put together for units in the 
sample comprise the data file. The relationship between 
different record types determines the structure of the 
file. This structure can be quite complex in surveys 
involving the collection of information on a variety of 
units of different types. This is even more so in a con
tinuing programme of surveys where linkage of the data 
between surveys (often of different types) is an important 
consideration. In finalizing the design of a questionnaire, 
attention also has to be paid to the resulting file 
structure the data would generate, and the link of these 
data to those from other related surveys and questionnaires. 
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Broadly, two types of file structures are encouraged 
in surveys; flat or rectangular files, and hierarchical or 
structural files. For a description, see Survey Data 
Processing (pp. 32-34). In general, processing of flat 
files is simpler than that of hierarchical files. Indeed, 
much available general purpose software requires data in the 
flat form. In any case, the questionnaire designer should 
appreciate the type of data structure that would be 
generated, how this will be linked to data from related 
questionnaires and surveys, and what the data processing 
implications and requirements are. 

Most important in this connection is the need to adopt 
a proper sfstem of identification of records which will
permit lin age between data from different records, as well 
as include sampling and other information, as required for 
tabulation and analysis. These requirements have been 
discussed at length in Sections 4.2.2 - 4.2.3. 

5. 3. 2 Choice of the coding system 

Coding is the process in which questionnaire entries 
are assigned numerical values in order to prepare the data 
in a form suitable for entry into the computer and subse
quent processing. A number of aspects need to be taken care 
of in designing the questionnaire to ensure its process-
abi 1 i ty. 

First of all, a decision has to be made on how 
information from each question will be coded. Each possible 
response to the question has to be represented by a code. 
Generally, it is best to use numeric codes; and each ques
tion must have a code of fixed length, determined by the 
maximum value encountered. For instance, if responses to a 
question vary in the range 1-12, a two-digit code with the 
range '01' to '12' will be required. Provision has also to 
be made to cater for special codes such as for non
applicable, not available and not stated cases. If, for 
example, the range of values encountered in a question is 
0-9, a two digit code will still be required to accommodate
these special codes. As noted earlier (Section 4. 7.4), the
coding system chosen should be clear, consistent and uni
form. If for example 'yes' is coded as 1, 'no' as 2, and
•not stated' as 9 in some questions, the same system should

be followed in all the other questions where these cate
gories appear.
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Particular care is required in coding multiple 
response questions: for example in determining the maximum 
number of responses to be recorded, and whether or not the 
code should indicate the relative priority or order in which 
the various responses appear. 

A very important consideration in questionnaire design 
is to provide maximum possible information on the coding 
system on the questionnaire itself. This will facilitate 
and speed up the coding process and minimize coding errors. 
For instance, where the response categories have been 
predetermined, the code corresponding to each category 
should be preprinted within (or along) the box or circle 
which the interviewers check to record the response. 
Numerous examples of this have been cited before (see 
Illustrations 4.7 and 5.6). Where the interviewers have to 
enter the code, or the number of categories involved is not 
too large, they should be specified on the questionnaire 
itself (see Illustrations 5.5 and 5.6). Finally, to the 
extent possible, questionnaire should be designed to avoid 
unnecessary transcription, or separate coding sheets. 

5.3.3 Data entry considerations 

The layout for recording and coding of responses 
should be designed to facilitate efficient and accurate data 
entry. In most situations, data entry for sample surveys is 
operator controlled and it probably will continue to remain 
so 1n the foreseeable future. The data entry operator 
should be able to scan the responses as recorded or coded 
easily and systematically, without having to shift from 
place to place or turning pages back and forth. It is for 
this reason that placing the response categories or coding 
boxes along the margin of the questionnaire is recommended. 
Furthermore, the questionnaire should indicate, as far as 
possible, how the various items of information to be entered 
are located on the corresponding data records. Depending 
upon the system used, each item of information should be 
accompanied either by the source code (as in Illustration 
5.2) or the appropriate column number (as in Illustrations 
5.1, 5.3 and 5.6). This requirement can be related with 
some new interactive modes of data entry which are becoming 
available. In most situations this remains a critical 
requirement, and unfortunately it does not often receive 
adequate attention in questionnaire design. 
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5 .4 PRINTING AND REPRODUCTION 

5.4.l General format 

A number of other decisions have to be made regarding 
the physical size and form of the questionnaire depending 
upon the available printing facilities. When the quality of 
paper available is relatively poor, and printing facilities 
limited, the only option may be to have simple typed 
versions cyclostyled onto single side of paper, and have 
single sheets put together by stapling on an upper corner or 
two or three times down the side. This form of printing has 
been quite common in the past, and some experts have strong
ly recommended that for large-scale surveys in developing 
countries, questionnaire should be printed simply, and on 
one side of paper only. However, improved printing 
facilities are gradually becoming available to many 
statistical offices, and fairly sophisticated forms of 
questionnaire reproduction are in evidence, as numerous 
illustrations from developing countries in this document 
demonstrate. 

With the availability of better printing facilities, 
countries can take advantage of more sophisticated formats 
of questionnaire reproduction, which are easier for 
interviewers to handle, less prone to errors in data 
collection and processing, and probably less bulky. For 
longer questionnaires, our recommendation would be to have 
questionnaires printed on both sides of paper in a book 
form, i.e. on large sized paper (30 ems by 42 ems) folded in 
the middle and "saddle-stitched". For special purposes, 
more sophisticated designs may also be considered. For 
example, where the questions to be asked of each household 
member run across several pages, the names of household 
members may be listed on the inside flap of the cover sheet 
such that they can be seen and referred to in entering the 
information on any subsequent page of the questionnaire. A 
number of countries such as Thailand and Indonesia have used 
such formats successfully. Another possibility is the use 
of coloured pages to distinguish different sections of the 
questionnaire applicable to different categories of respond
ents. The World Fertility Survey, for example, encouraged 
this practice on a large-scale. This can be convenient for 
the interviewers, but may be too expensive. Some countries 
adopted the less expensive procedure of printing different 
colour bands on the top corners of pages to distinguish 
different parts of the questionnaire. The coloured corners 
provide an easy visual identification of each section. 
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Sometimes the same effect has been achieved by 
printing in different colours on ordinary white paper. 
However, care should be taken to ensure that colours chosen 
are not hard to read as often the interviewers have to work 
in poor or artificial light. Certain colours (such as blue) 
are also not reproducible by certain kinds of photocopying 
procedures. When coloured£� are used, it is best to use 
light pastel shades since black print on dark-coloured paper 
may be hard to read. 

5. 4. 2 Type-setting vs. off-set printing 

Another choice to make in the production of 
questionnaires 1s between type-set and off-set process of 
printing. Type-setting may provide a greater fleHhtlity 
and compactness in the design, layout, formatting and 
typographic differentiation. On the other hand, th� time 
required, and possibly the cost also, would be higher. 
Off-set printing of a typed version can be much faster, and 
ofren less expensive. The appropriate choice depends upon 
available facilities and time. Where questionnaires have to 
be produced in large numbers and/or repeatedly for use in 
several survey rounds, it may be worthwhile to have them 
type-set. For example, the Indian National Sample Survey 
has almost invariably used type-set questionnaires. For 
smaller scale especially one-time surveys, or when the 
questionnaires have to be produced quickly, off-set printing 
from a typed version may be more convenient and economical. 
In �he latter case, the use of good quality electric 
typewriters is desirable so as to achieve an evenness of 
quality, and, if possible, to introduce typographic 
differentiation. Since few electric typewriters can 
reproduce such symbols as arrows or circles, these may have 
to be drawn by hand. Good draftmanship can be handy here -
and often such skills are available among the data 
processing staff in statistical offices. It might also be 
feasible to acquire books of sets of symbols (such as boxes, 
arrows and circles) that can be cut out and pasted onto the 
pages to prepare camera-ready versions for off-set 
printing. In some cases it may be possible to have access 
to computer facilities that include a text editing program 
with various symbols, which can be used to prepare a 
camera-ready copy. 
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Needless to say, in many situations only rather limited 
printing facilities are available, and there is an accute 
shortage of paper. It is even possible that the limitation 
1n paper and printing facilities may be an important factor 
in determining the length of the questionnaire - including 
the choice of a more compact "schedule format" as opposed to 
a lengthier verbatim questionnaire form and, in restricting 
the number of languages in which written versions are 
produced. For these reasons it is always desirable to 
determine early in the planning brocess just what printing
and duplication facilities will e available, as these may 
fundamentally affect the type of questionnaire design chosen 
and even the plans for interviewers' training. 

5 • 4. 3 Handling different types of questionnaires in the 
same survey 

It is also worth-drawing attention to a special 
consideration which may arise in surveys with more than one 
type of questionnaire, for example separate questionnaires 
for the household and for each household member. Should the 
various types of questionnaires be all put together to make 
a single "book" which caters for each household and its 
individual members? Or should the various types of 
questionnaires be kept separate and used flexibly as and 
when required in each type of interview? The first option 
can be helpful in orderly implementation of the survey and 
automatic linkage between related questionnaires (e.g. from 
the same sample household). But it can also be wasteful as 
several questionnaires in the booklet may remain unused. 
The choice depends upon the sampling arrangements and 
whether there is a one-to-one or at least a predictable 
correspondence between various types of units to be 
interviewed. 

An example would be useful here. In the World 
Fertility Survey, usually two types of interviews were 
held; a household interview using a short household 
schedule, and a detailed interview of all women of child
bearing age in the sample household using a lengthy 
individual questionnaire. In many countries, the latter 
interview was confined to ever-married women only, and it so 
happened that the average number of eligible women per 
household was often close to one. Furthermore, a large 
proportion of households (often around 75%) had exactly one 
eligible woman per household. The strategy adopted was to 
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bind the household and the individual questionnaires (one 
of each) together. This facilitated easy linkage between 
interviews from the same household. In a majority (about 
75%) of the cases, both parts of the resulting question
naire were fully used; in 15% or so of the cases where the 
household contained no eligible woman as well as 5-10% of 
the households which could not be successfully contacted, 
the lengthy individual questionnaire was wasted; and in 
5-10% of cases where the household contained more than one
eligible woman, the household schedule went unused for the
second and subsequent woman. The above figures are
approximate, but fairly typical of the situation encoun
tered. The most serious wastage was the unused individual
questionnaires, and it is debatable whether the 20-25%
wastage was justified in relation to the resulting gain in
operation al convenience and control.

In some other countries, the WFS involved inter
viewing all women in the child-bearing ages, irrespective 
of marital status. Here the average number of eligible 
women per household tended to be substantially larger 
(about 1.4), and consequently the proportion of households 
with no eligible woman notably smaller. As a result, 
compared to the previous case, the proportion of unused 
individual questionnaires tended to be much smaller, while 
the wastage of household schedules was greater. But since 
the first questionnaire was many times bulkier than the 
second, the net advantage of putting the two questionnaires 
together was more than the previous case. 

In yet another variant, the household interview was 
carried out over a larger sample, and the individual inter
view was confined to a subsample (often 25%) of the 
former. Here the solution was to have two versions of the 
questionnaire; one consisting simply of a household 
schedule applied to households where no eligible woman was 
selected for the individual interview; and the other 
consisting of both the household and individual 
questionnaire bound together, applied to the remaining 
households. 

5.4.4 Questionnaires in more than one language 

Where survey interviews have to be conducted in more 
than one language, various options exist; 
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Written versions of the questionnaire may be 
produced in only one language, and interviewers 
trained to verbally translate the questions into 
other languages during the interview. This has 
been by far the most common practice in 
multilingual surveys, especially in developing 
countries. 

Separate written versions may be produced in 
different languages of the survey. 

Questions in more than one language may be printed 
in the same questionnaire. 

Or some combination of the above may be adopted for 
different parts of the survey. 

Whether to produce written versions in different 
languages is an important substantive question which can 
greatly affect the cost and quality of the survey; see 
Section 3.6.4 for a brief discussion of the issues 
involved. If a decision has been made to produce written 
versions in several languages, choice has still to be made 
between options (ii) and (iii). Where the use of different 
languages is reasonably clustered into identifiable sample 
areas, the number of questionnaires required in different 
languages can be predicted reasonably well, and the 
delivery of different questionnaires to respondents 
according to their language can be managed, the alternative 
of producing entirely separate versions in different 
languages will probably be more convenient and economical. 
This will be necessary in any case if the number of 
languages exceeds two or three. 

Sometimes, however, it is more convenient to print 
the questions in more than one language in the same 
questionnaire. One way is to write all questions and 
instructions in various languages one after the other, but 
to provide a common space for recording of answers and/or 
coding for each question. Illustration 5.5 provides an 
example of this. The system followed in Illustration 5.7 
is similar, except that common spaces are provided only for 
writing the descriptive responses; as in question 7 of Part 
2 and question 1 of Part 3. In questions where only a 
precoded response is to be circled, the codes have been 
printed separately for each language version. 
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Printing questions 1n two or more languages in the 
same questionnaire necessarily makes the layout more 
congested and the physical size of the questionnaire mo1e 
bulky, Typographic differentiation between different 
languages can be helpful in obtaining a clearer layout, 

Another possibility is to have a combination of forms 
(ii) and (i1i), i,e, to have the two language versions

inted in the same physical questionnaire, but on separate
sets of alternative pages. When printing can be done on 
both sides of paper, the most convenient layout is perhaps 
to print the languages separately in a back-to-back or 
"tumble" format. 1n other words, the que5tionna1re is 
printed in a book form and reads 1n one language from one 
side, and in the other language when turned over from the 
other side. 

5, 4, 5 Number of questionnaires to print 

Finally attention needs to be pa1d to the appropriate 
number of copies to print. Printing too many is wasteful, 
but printing too few can be disastrous, or at least incon
venient and expensive. Enough copies of questionnaires 
should be printed to meet various requirements in addition 
to the planned sample size: 

(i) Trainers and trainees need copies to work on, for
classroom training as well as pretesting in the
field.

( ii ) 

(iii) 

Provision has to be made for the possibility that
the actual sample size turns out to be substan
tially larger than the planned size. The
variability in sample size depends upon the design,
and its likely range can b e  predicted, at least
approximately, in many situation. For instance, if
the sample is selected from a pre-existing list of
ultimate units to be interviewed, the sample size
can be controlled quite accurately. On the other
hand, if the sampling units consist of clusters of
variable and uncertain size, the number of inter
views actually obtained may vary considerably,

There is always a certain degree of spoilage or
loss of questionnaires, some indication of the
magnitude of which may be available from past
surveys in similar circumstances.

·j 

pr 
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Provision needs to be made for mismatching in the 
distribution of questionnaires to various inter
viewers and sample areas. Firstly, each inter
viewer must have enough copies to meet any 
eventuality. The desirable safety margin would 
depend upon how predictable workloads and speed of 
work of individual interviewers are, and how 
frequently interviewers can be resupplied under 
prevailing conditions of travel and communication. 
Secondly, the possibility of mismatches increases 
when different types of questionnaires are required 
for different categories of respondents. This 
would require a larger safety margin in determining 
the number of questionnaires to be distributed. 

Finally, additional copies will be required for 
general distribution to interested individuals, 
national and international agencies etc. as well as 
for filing and inclusion in the final survey report. 

Anywhere from a minimum of 10% to a maximum of 100% 
of the expected number of completed interviews may be 
required in excess depending on the nature of the survey, 
respondent population, sample design etc.. As a rough 
rule-of-thumb, about 25% more than the expected number of 
interviews would usually be adequate for surveys of up to 
3,000 interviews, with a smaller proportion beyond this 
number. If the expected total sample size is not known 
with precision, clearly a larger margin of printing overrun 
will be required. Extra copies should, of course, be 
printed in all the language-versions if applicable. 

It is important to realize that, as far as possible, 
the necessary number of copies should be obtained in a 
single printing run, as it is often costly and difficult to 
arrange for reruns. This is because usually preparation 
charges have to be paid for each printing run regardless of 
the number of copies printed; and even more important, 
there can be serious delays in printing. 

5.4.6 Quality control of printing 

The copy sent to the printer and the galley proof 
received from the printer, should be reviewed with great 
care to detect typographical errors. When the printed 
questionnaires are received they should be subjected to a 
sample inspection. As stated in the UN Handbook of 
Household Surveys: 
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"It is not uncommon to find that certain batches 
of the printed form may be too light, or smudges, or 
missing certain sections, etc. A sufficient sample 
of each batch should be examined to be sure that 
these problems do not exist. Otherwise, it may be 
discovered too late that there is an inadequate 
supply of usable forms." 

5. 5 INTERVIEWER AIDS AND ACCOMPANYING DOCUMENTATION 

In implementation of the survey, the questionnaire 
needs to be supported by various types of other documents 
and aids to facilitate the collection and processing of the 
data. 

5. 5. 1 Instruction manuals 

Firstly, instruction manuals are required to explain 
the survey procedures and content to the trainers, inter
viewers, supervisors, editors, coders and other categories 
of workers engaged in the survey. While lengthy, 
discursive manuals (which few survey workers would read) 
should be avoided, it is necessary to develop compre
hensive documentation covering all important points. For 
large-scale surveys, in particular, developing good 
instruction manuals is an important means of ensuring the 
application of uniform methods and procedures. The more 
diverse, and long-term the survey activity is, the more 
necessary and, at the same time, more cost-justifiable it 
is to devote care and resources to the development of 
detailed survey manuals. The following types of manuals 
may be considered; 

(1) A manual on survey organization. It may cover topics
such as the objectives, general nature and organiza
tion of the survey programme; administrative and
organizational arrangements including line of author
ity and functional responsibilities at various
levels; the scope, time-table, overall technical
content and design of the survey programme; rela
tionship between various surveys and survey
operations; possibly some information on costs and

-~ 
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resource requirements; and so on. The main purpose 
is to describe the detailed plan of action and 
overall procedures; the audience should include not 
only the senior and middle-level management of the 
survey but also the user community and other organi
zations interested in or collaborating with the 
survey organization. 

(2) A manual on training. This may be aimed primarily at
the trainers and supervisory staff, including those
engaged in field pretesting and evaluation of the
questionnaire. The manual may cover topics such as
the objectives, organization and procedures of the
training programme; identification of the role and
training needs of survey staff at various levels;
general content and timing of training for various
operations such as preparation and selection of the
sample, pretesting, recruitment and selection of
field and office staff, field supervision, inter
viewing, editing, coding, data entry, and subsequent
processing of the data. For each category of person
nel and each operation in the survey programme, the
manual should describe the outline of the training
programme; training facilities required (documenta
tion, lecture room and other space requirements,
duration and hours for which the trainers and
trainees should be available, the type of trainers
needed, training aids, lists of sample units where
field practice will be due, etc.); training methods
e.g. demonstration, role-playing and field practice
interviews, use of tape recorders or other audio
visual aids, procedures for evaluation of trainees'
work, procedures for dealing with special require
ments such as training in more than one location or
in more than one language; and a detailed time-table
for the training course.

(3) An instruction manual for field supervisors. This
manual may highlight the organizational and
administrative aspects of the survey which are of
direct concern to field supervisors and other inter
mediate level staff. It may define, for example, the
role of the supervisors, what their functions and
administrative duties are; arrangements for field
supplies, travel, accommodation, despatch of the
completed questionnaires, supervisory functions they
have to perform; assignment of work to interviewers,

• 
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spot-checking and observing their work, dealing with 
non-response and other problems of implementation, 
reporting on interviewers' performance, producing 
summaries of results, etc,. Two major tasks of field 
supervisors are (i) scrutiny of questionnaires com
pleted, and (ii) monitoring and control of survey 
operations. The instruction manual should provide 
detailed instructions on both of these aspects of the 
supervisors' work. 

(4) An instruction manual for interviewers. In a certain
sense, the interviewers' instruction manual is the
most critical document accompanying the question
naire, since the interviewers are the personnel most
directly concerned with its implementation. Apart
from defining the interviewers' tasks and providing
instructions on interviewing procedures and tech
niques, the manual should provide detailed explana
tion of each question in the questionnaire and the
underlying concepts and definitions, how each ·
question should be asked, how probing may be done to
obtain more complete information, and how responses
should be recorded. It should focus on common
practical difficulties ich the interviewers may
encounter in conveying the intention of each question
to the respondent and soliciting relevant and com
plete responses. While the most critical instruc
tions should be included in the questionnaire itself
to the extent possible, no questionnaire can
accommodate all that is necessary to convey to the
interviewers and the respondent, nor can it cater for
all eventualities and variations encountered in the
field. With practice, as the field-work proceeds,
the interviewers may not need to refer to the
instruction manual very frequently, but the use of
the manual can be critical at earlier stages of
field-work and particularly during interviewer
training.

(5) Instruction manuals for document control, office
editing and coding. It is necessary to develop one
or more manuals to cover aspects of work following
the receipt of the questionnaires from the field.
These manuals should describe the organization and
responsibilities in relation to data preparation,
including procedures for receipt and control of
documents; editing, correction and imputation as

wh 
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required; coding and transcription of responses; and 
data entry procedures as well. The preparation of a 
detailed coding manual providing a complete descrip
tion of the codes used is essential not only for data 
preparation and processing, but also for subsequent 
analysis and reporting of the survey results and 
ensuring proper documentation of the data for their 
wider and long term use. 

Training and interview aids 

Attention also needs to be paid to preparing aids or 
additional documents that would be useful during the train
ing of interviewers, and for the interviewers in soliciting 
the required information during field-work. For example, 
large-sized blown-up versions of important sections of the 
questionnaire, audio and/or audio-visual recordings of 
typical as well as model interviews, physical demonstra
tion of the instruments, devices or other materials used 
during the interview, can greatly facilitate the training 
process. Similarly, the interviewing process can be helped 
by aids such as "prompt cards" which guide the inteviewer 
in probing for additional information, "show-cards" which 
guide the respondents in understanding the questions and 
providing the responses and historical calendars or 
"even-charts" which assist in fixing dates and durations 
for various events about which information is being 
sought. The choice of the most effective aids to accompany 
the questionnaire would depend upon the survey situation 
and its substantive content. 



CHAPTER 6 

TESTING AND EVALUATION OF QUESTIONNAIRES 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

While past experience of surveys is essential in 
questionnaire development, it does not always provide 
sufficient guidance as to what formats or specific 
questions are likely to be most successful in controlling 
non-sampling errors. Furthermore, it is necessary to 
evaluate how a questionnaire has actually performed in the 
field to guide proper analysis and use of the data as well 
as to identify ways of improving questionnaires for future 
surveys. The latter consideration is especially important 
in the context of a continuing programme of surveys if 
gradual and sustained improvement in survey procedures is 
to be achieved over time. 

There are certain techniques which may be useful in 
developing questionnaires, especially when the topics 
covered are not well-researched and prior experience 1s 
insufficient to determine the most suitable way to formu
late questions. Group interviews, unstructured or semi
structured interviews, interviews with in-depth probing and 
intensive study through participant observation are some 
such techniques. 

The initial developmental work has to be followed by 
field testing and evaluation. Though the distinction 
between testing and evaluation is not clear-cut, it is 
nevertheless useful to make this distinction as the two 
operations are related to different stages of the survey. 
The purpose of testing a questionnaire is to ensure the 
relevance and accuracy of the data to be collected and to 
minimise the errors contributed by the questionnaire. It 
precedes the main survey. Evaluation, on the other hand, 
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provides information on the magnitude and sources of errors 
introduced in the data at various stages. Thus, question
naire testing, including its analysis, refers mainly to 
activities carried out before the full-scale survey is 
launched, while evaluation refers to operations during and 
after the collection of survey data. In terms of method
ology, the distinction is somewhat arbitrary, since some of 
the methods could in principle be used either for testing 
or evaluation. The suitability of specific techniques at 
various stages depends upon the cost, time, and availabil
ity of trained personnel and facilities. Specific pro
grammes of testing and evaluation have to be developed with 
these factors in mind. The considerations irvolved may 
differ from country to country at different stages of 
survey development. 

This chapter describes some common techniques of 
questionnaire testing and evaluation. Not all the 
techniques may be applicable or relevant in all circum
stances. Four stages in questionnaire testing and 
evaluation are considered, with a description of the 
techniques likely to be useful at each stage: 

(1) developmental phase, prior to the actual drafting or
formulation of the wordings of questions (Section
6. 2) ;

(2) informal and formal testing and refinement of the
questionnaire following initial draft (Section 6.3);

(3) monitoring and evaluation during the main survey
(Section 6.4); and

(4) evaluation of questionnaire, related procedures and
data-quality through special operations after the
completion of the survey (Sec�ion 6.5).

6. 2 DEVELOPMENTAL PHASE 

An essential step in the developmental phase is the 
maximum utilisation of past survey experience - of one's 
own, of other national organizations, of other countries, 
and of international organizations. Beyond that, the use 
of other specific techniques described below would depend 
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upon the extent and adequacy of the experience already 
accumulated. For example, in undertaking a survey on new 
topics with little prior experience, techniques such as 
grou p, unstructured and in-depth interviews and 
participant-observer or anthropological types of studies 
described below may be necessary to develop suitable ques
tion form and wording. By contrast, in a continuous or 
frequently repeated survey, the starting point has to be 
the questions as asked in the urevious rounds. 

6. 2. 1 Review and use of experience, and familiarisation 
with the survey topic 

As noted in Chapter 2, given the general objective of 
the survey and an indication of users' needs and prior
ities, it is primarily the task of survey statisticians and 
subject-matter specialists to elaborate and refine these 
objectives and determine the required methodology and 
procedures - of course with constant reference back to 
users at various stages. Broad questions of relevance and 
feasibility as well as a host of more specific technical 
questions need to be considere d at an early stage of survey 
development. For instance; What 1s the nature of the 
topics to be covered? What data have been collected 
previously on these topics? What is the nature of the 
population to be surveyed, and conditions under which the 
survey has to be conducted? What are the ta rget coverage, 
scope, concepts and definitions to be used? What is the 
substantive and operational relationship of the particular 
survey to other surveys and related operations in the 
programme? What are the choices in data collection 
methodology, and sampling and field-work arrangements? 
What are the required sample size, frequency and 
periodicity of the survey? What are the implications of 
these and numerous other technical and practical consi
derations? While the above are examples of general survey 
design considerations, they directly affect - as discussed 
in Chapter 2 - the choices in questionnaire content and 
desig n. 

Careful study and review of the literature 
including international recommendations, published 
articles, published and unpublished documentation of the 
experience, and above all, questionnaires actually used in 
the past by different organisations and countries - has to 
be an indispensable part of the process of questionnaire 
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development. The objective of this review should be not 
only methodological i.e. how various approaches have fared 
in terms of the quality of data obtained, but also to find 
out to what actual uses the resulting data have been and 
could be put. 

Once the general content of the survey and the 
approach has been determined, it may be necessary to go 
through a number of stages of gradual refinement before a 
reasonable formulation of actual questions can be 
obtained; this is likely to be the case at least for 
surveys dealing with new and unfamiliar topics. Some 
possible techniques for doing this are indicated below. 

6. 2. 2 Group Interviews 

One technique, hitherto used mainly in market 
research but recently adapted for general survey practice, 
is to conduct a series of interviews - or rather 
discussions - with groups of potential respondents to 
obtain more precise answers to issues such as; Does the 
list of survey variables cover all the important aspects of 
the survey topic(s)? What is the respondents' evaluation 
of the relevance and feasibility of the survey? How 
willing and able would the respondents be to provide the 
information requested? What would be the most appropriate 
respondent rules and reference periods? What terms and 
wordings do the respondents themselves use to describe the 
survey variables of interest? 

In group interviewing, it is generally desirable to 
limit the size of each group to a relatively small number 
(say up to 10) of respondents. It is preferable to confine 
each group to respondents with similar and fairly homo
genous background, and to focus the group interview on a 
specific subset of topics or aspects of the survey. In 
order to carefully steer the group discussion without 
choking promising avenues, the key role is that of the 
"moderator". The moderator controls and guides the 
discussion to seek answers to specific questions. He 
should be thoroughly familiar with the survey objectives, 
and should keep the purpose of the group interview in mind 
and play a creative and constructive role in eliciting 
relevant comments from all members of the group. 
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The group-interview technique has several advantages 
in situations where it is applicable and can be managed. 
Group interviews are relatively inexpensive and can be 
analysed within a short time. The techinique is especially 
useful when the questionnaire designers know relatively 
little about the appropriate modes of in vestigating a topic 
or specific characteristic of the population to be inves
tigated, and need to develop a better understanding of the 
situation. The technique is also flexible and allows the 
investigators to pursue new paths that may open-up during 
the group interviews. 

Needless to say, it may not be possible to employ the 
technique usefully or successfully in all circumstances. 
Firstly, it requires experienced moderators to guide the 
discussion, analyse it and draw implications relating to 
questionnaire and survey design. It is difficult to find 
persons with such skills especially in statistical 
organizations of developing countries. Secondly, due to 
the large social gap which frequently exists between survey 
organisers and many sections of the general population, it 
may not be easy to promote unstructured, free and spon
taneous discussion on issues of interest during the group 
interviews. Thirdly, several groups would be required to 
represent varied segments of the survey population, since 
it is desirable that each particular group be reasonably 
homogenous in background. Usually, one may have better 
success with groups of urban educated respondents than of 
less educated or illiterate rural respondents; yet for the 
survey as a whole the participation of the latter groups, 
often representisng a majority in the survey population, 
can be critical. Lastly, it should be noted that group 
interviewing as a technique of questionnaire development is 
still new and has to be tried widely in social surveys. 

6. 2. 3 Unstructured or semi-structured interviews 

Skilled interviewers may be provided with an inter
view guide which is more a list of the survey information 
requirements, than a fully formulated set of questions. 
Interviewers are instructed to contact individual 
respondents to obtain the required information, but are 
left relatively free to choose the form, sequence and 
wording of questions and the manner of probing as they 
consider appropriate during the interview. Responses and 
observations are recorded in detail (preferably tape 
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recorded), and subsequently discussed in detailed review 
sessions by the interviewing, supervisory and survey design 
staff to clarify concepts and definitions, evaluate the 
feasibility of collecting the type of information required, 
and above all, to identify the most suitable ways to 
formulate survey questions. In this manner a clearer and 
structured form of interview is gradually developed. This 
developmental process involves itemising the information to 
be collected in greater detail, evolving more precise 
wording and sequencing of questions, determining appro
priate response categories to "closed" and "open-ended" 
questions, and especially identifying critical and 
difficult items which may require further study and testing 
before a satisfactory formulation can be achieved. 

The maJor requirement to use these techniques 
fruitfully is, again, the availability of skilled inter
viewers and supervisory staff with a wide range of 
experience and thorough understanding of the survey con
tent. Even though the number of field staff required will 
be generally small, such interviewers are not easy to come 
by. Another equally critical factor is the availability of 
experienced professional staff to supervise and evaluate 
tho work and make use of this experience in developing the 
questionnaires. Organizations with some experience in 
continuing survey operations and possessing permanent field 
staff may be better equipped to meet these requirements. 

Another technique that might be tried if resources 
permit is as follows: Ask selected staff members or 
professional interviewers to frame their own questions, 
after a rliscussion of the survey objectives. Then instruct 
them to go out for one day and interview people. The next 
day they discuss their interviews, concentrating on areas 
where the replies were incomplete or not relevant to the 
objectives. Repeat this process several times, each time 
sending the interviewers out with more standardized 
versions of the questions. Each time there will be fewer 
alternatives to consider and eventually agreement will be 
reached about how to ask the questions. By this time 
enough responses will probably have been obtained to begin 
to evaluate them in the light of tabulation plans. 
Questionnaires incorporating questions developed this way 
should still be tested, for example, to see whether average 
interviewers can carry out the interview. 
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6.2.4 Interviewing with in-depth probing 

A variant of (or the next logical step to) the above 
procedure is to provide experienced interviewers with a 
more structured questionnaire, but to instruct them to 
follow-up a subset of questions with open-ended, in-depth 
probing to gauge the respondents' understanding of the 
context, scope and meaning of the questions, and to assess 
the general reliability of the responses obtained to the 
initial questions. The objective here is similar to group 
or unstructured interviewing, viz, to rationalise and 
refine the survey content, discover best ways to itemize 
and formulate questions, and identify ma1or problems and 
areas of difficulty in respondents' comprehension of the 
questions being asked. 

While the addition of probes to a subset of questions 
may add little to the overall length of the interv1ew, 
proper analysis and use of the information obtained can be 
more time-consuming and demanding on professional skills. 
Too many probing questions can also be irritating or dis
turbing to the respondent. Nevertheless, with careful and 
selective application, probing interviews can yield very 
useful information at a relatively low cost. 

6.2.5 Intensive study through participant observation 

Intensive observation and enquiries of anthropolo
gical type on a small number of carefully selected groups 
can be a valuable tool in developing and evaluating instru
ments for more formal and structured interviewing. At the 
survey developmental stage, intensive case studies can 
enhance understanding of the topics to be investigated and 
of the environment in which the survey will be undertaken. 
Case studies can also identify problems relating to 
operationalisation and communication of concepts and 
definitions, mobility and stability of the sampling units 
to be observed, typical patterns of respondent behaviour, 
and above all, the respondents' general ability and will
ingness to provide the type of information to be collected 
in the survey. 

At a later stage, case-studies can be useful also in 
evaluating the quality of the data collected in the less 
intensive survey. More importantly, they can provide 
complementary information for proper interpretation of the 
survey results. 
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The major constraints in the use of intensive parti
cipant observation case studies are of course the high 
cost, time and special skills required. Their limited 
coverage and representativeness must also be kept in view. 
In fact, it is hardly ever feasible to plan and undertake 
such enquiries specially and exclusively for the purpose of 
survey development and evaluation. It may be more useful 
to explore whether intensive studies planned or carried out 
primarily with some other objective can provide inputs for 
survey development and evaluation. Apparently such oppor
tunities exist but they remain grossly under-utilised. It 
is important to remember that qualitative or even 
impressionistic information, if intelligently used, can 
often provide valuable insights for testing and inter
pretation of large-scale survey data. 

6.3 TESTING OF DRAFT QUESTIONNAIRES 

On the basis of users' requirements, prior 
experience, subject-matter knowledge, review of the 
literature, and possibly selective and in-depth inves
tigations of the type described in the previous section, it 
becomes possible at some stage to produce a reasonably 
complete draft of the questionnaire, with some confidence 
that its overall structure and general content will not 
require fundamental revision in the course of further 
testing and evaluation. 

Nevertheless, it is strongly recommended that the 
draft questionnaire, should be carefully reviewed and 
tested before the full-scale survey is launched. There are 
countless examples where apparently very minor or purely 
accidental slips went unnnoticed due to inadequate testing, 
and caused serious inconveniences to interviewers and 
unnecessary damage to the survey results. 

Testing of a questionnaire is usually an iterative 
process during which an improved version from previous 
examinations is subjected to further testing and 
evaluation. The primary objective of field testing is to 
identify specific problems and possible solutions. For 
example, if there are difficulties in a particular question 
due to the complexity or sensitivity of the information 
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sought, one may reconsider whether the question should be 
included, or try to reduce the problem by, say, modifying 
the question, by reducing or increasing the amount of 
detail sought, breaking it into a series of simpler 
questions, asking the question differently, or simply by 
moving it to a different place in the questionnaire. 

Testing may also be required in the wore formal, 
context of choosing between alternative formulations or 
approaches. This is because experience with surveys and 
survey data, though important, does not always provide by 
itself sufficient guidance as to what formats or specific 
questions are likely to be most successful in controlling 
non-sampling errors. 

Finally, it is also necessary to carry out a dress 
rehearsal, not only of interviewing but also of all the 
other important aspects of the survey before launching it 
full-scale. 

In view of the above remarks, we may distinguish the 
following steps in the process of review and testing of 
draft questionnaires: 

(i) 

( i i ) 

( i i i ) 

(iv) 

6.3.1 

technical review by the survey team, including 
review of the expected outputs in consultation 
with the users; 

pre-testing of the questionnaire in the field, 
focusing on specific problems and solutions; 

more formal testing of alternative approaches 
where required; and 

pilot testing of the questionnaire as well as of 
all other survey procedures prior to main field
work. 

Review of the draft 

A careful word-by-word review of the draft question
naire is an indispensible step: the need for testing in 
the field should not be allowed to obscure the importance 
of a review 1n the office. 
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The review should involve not only those directly 
responsible for the production of the draft, but also other 
professionals - not necessarily connected with the parti
cular survey - both within and outside the organization, as 
well as field and office workers responsible for execution 
of the survey. It is generally the case that a thorough 
review of the draft document results in substantial 
improvement and identification of errors and omissions even 
before further field testing. In fact, the more carefully 
the questionnaire is prepared to begin with, the more 
useful will be the subsequent field testing. 

It is desirable that, to the extent possible, the 
review process is organised in the form of formal meetings. 
The reviewers may be provided with a check-list of points 
which would assist them in making and organising their 
comments. Written records should he kept of the dis
cussions and comments made. Sometimes, the recommendations 
made by different reviewers may not be mutually consist
ent. Or if taken together and adopted in their entirety, 
the recommendations may result in unmanageably long or 
difficult questionnaire. Hence it is usually necessary to 
reconcile the various recommendations or comments received 
and take an overall view before introducing further changes 
the questionnaire. As discussed in Chapter 2, the task of 
actually revising the questionnaire should-be preferably 
entrusted to the same group of professionals who were 
mainly responsible for development of the questionnaire. 
The small 'design team' may then report back to the broader 
review groups, and the process may be repeated several 
times. The introduction of changes without careful 
consideration and overall evaluation can be dangerous. 

The review process should concern both the general 
issues of relevance and appropriateness of the survey, as 
well as specific technical and substantive issues relating 
to particular questions and groups .of questions. Of course 
many of the general considerations, especially those 
concerning the overall survey content and approach, may 
have been discussed and settled earlier, but a further 
review is always useful at the time of developing the 
questionnaire. Simultaneously with the technical review, 
the draft should also be reviewed by the end-users of the 
information, focusing in particular on the relationship of 
the questions to the expected outputs from the survey. 
Actually, to the extent possible, all reviewers should be 
encouraged to make their recommendations in the light of 
the effect any proposed changes in the questionnaire would 
have on the statistical outputs expected from the survey. 

• 
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The follow111g are some points which the reviewers may 
be asked to consider: 

(1) General relevance and appropriateness of the survey:
whether the 1nformat1on sought 1n the survey 1s
relevant, and especially whether some or all of 1t
could be obtained more conveniently from other
sources or by alternative means; whether the survey
is feasible 111 terms of data collection and process
ing workload within the resources and time avail
able; whether the statistical outputs nave been
formulated 111 accordance with the survey objectives,
and whether the content of the questionnaire as
formulated corresponds 1n detail to these outputs;
whether the concepts, definitions and class1f1cat1ons
used are clear, consistent, and compatible w1tn
previous practices and with international recommenda
tions to the extent intended.

(1i) Technical design of the quest1onna1re: whether the
l�nguage, flow and sequencing of the questions 1s

clear and uncomplicated; whether the overall length
of the questionnaire is manageable not only for the
interviewer but, and specially, also for the ordinary
respondents, 1n terms of their willingness and abil
ity to provide the 1nformat1on requested and the
respondent burden involved; whether there are any
particularly sensitive or otherwise difficult to
obtain Items which may need reconsideration; whether
the wording, form and layout, units for recording
answers, etc. are clear and consistent; whether
adequate care has been taken of coding and data
processing requirements, and so on.

Finally, 1t 1s important to emphasize that it is not 
enough to discuss and review the quest1onna1re alone: it 
is highly desirable to include 111 this process a review of 
tabulation and analysis plans, and of accompanying docu
mentation such as interviewers' and supervisors' instruc
tion manuals, interview aids, training arrangements, and 
editing and coding procedures. 

-: 

.. 
• J 

.-
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6. 3. 2 Pre -testing 

It is useful to distinguish between a 'pre-test' and 
a 'pilot'. Pre-testing of the questionnaire refers to one 
or more series of interviews conducted for the specific 
purpose of identifying and correcting shortcomings 1n the 
questionnaire. A pilot usually has broader objectives. It 
refers to small-scale testing of general survey procedures 
under conditions and arrangements as representative as 
possible of the full-scale survey; it 1s a dress rehearsal 
of the full set of collection procedures, and to some 
extent of data processing procedures as well. 

Hence the objective of pre-testing is to evaluate the 
general receptivity and feasibility of the questionnaire 
and identify specific problems of communication between the 
interviewer and the respondent. Here are some of the type 
of questions a pre-test may be designed to answer: are 
most of the respondents willing and able to answer the type 
of questions being proposed? How long is the interview? 
Does the questionnaire flow smoothly and is it easy to 
handle and use by the interviewers? Are the recording 
spaces adequate and are the skip and other instructions 
clear? Do any of the questions emerge as being parti -
cularly difficult, sensitive or unreliable? 

Depending upon the needs of a particular survey and 
the available resources, considerable latitude may be 
exercised at the pre-test stage in the choice of inter
viewers and respondents, and in sampling and interviewing 
procedures. A pre-test may be of relatively small size, 
say 50-200 interviews. Sample size requirements would 
depend upon the actual objectives. For example, a test for 
establishing precodes for open-ended questions would need a 
larger number of interviews than, say, testing out a short, 
fairly simple and well-tried precoded schedule. Special 
requirements such as statistical testing of alternative 
approaches (see Section 6.3.3) may require substantially 
larger samples and a more sophisticated and representative 
design. However, it is often neither possible nor 
necessary to adopt a fully representative probability 
sample design when the objective 1s primarily the refine
ment and general testing of a given approach. Con
venience, close observation, rapid feed-back and quick 
utilisation of results are often more important consider
ations than comprehensive coverage and higher sampling 
precision. However, the selected respondents must be 
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relevant ("in scope") to the study population, and 
represent the various important, typical and critical 
groups in 1t. For instance, it would not suffice to con
fine the test to a few urban neighbourhoods when the main 
survey is to cover both urban and rural areas; though the 
r11ral areas to be included in the test may be purposely 
selected on the basis of accessibility (e.g. proximity to 
urban centres) and their number kept quite small. Before 
interv1ew1ng a more representative sample of respondents, 
1t may be useful to try out the questionnaire on col
leagues, relatives and other persons known to the inter
viewers, but such ad hoc testing is, of course, not 
sufficient. 

Depending upon the complexity of the survey and prior 
experience, it may be necessary to carry out more than one 
pretest. In so far as a pre-test results in significant 
changes in the questionnaire, it 1s desirable to make these 
changes as rapidly as possible and repeat the operation 
until no further changes or oniy minor changes are 
considered necessary. In Kenya's fertility survey (1978) 
for instance, a second pre-test was carried out since the 
first test resulted in significant revisions of the 
questionnaire and it was necessary to field-test the 
revised version as well. Another reason for considering 
more than one pre-test is that each test may focus on a 
particular aspect or on particular segments of the survey 
population. For instance, in view of the complex 
linguistic situation in Cameroon, a special operation - a 
language pre-survey - was carried out before the actual 
testing and execution of Cameroon Fertility Survey (Ware, 
1977, Cameroon 1983). Special techniques such as in-depth 
probing of selected items, comparison with in-depth 
studies, and comparison with alternative sources of 
information may be used to evaluate the results of the 
pre -test. 1echniques such as record checks and reverse 
record checks (see Section 6.5.2) may be particularly 
fruitful in identifying sources and magnitude of 
non-sampling biases. Reinterview studies (especially 
studies involving careful follow-up and reconciliation of 
interview-reinterview discrepancies; see Section 6.5.1), 
even if carried out on a small-scale, can prove extremely 
useful in identifying questions which suffer from high 
response variability. 
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It is desirable to use experienced interviewers for 
pre-testing who thoroughly understand the survey objectives 
and strategy and can report on problems and possible solu
tions. Close involvement of professional staff, especially 
of those directly concerned with questionnaire development 
is essential. Tuey may not only 5Upervise the pre-test 
operation, but even conduct some interviews themselves. 
The use of permanent supervisory staff, where availahle, 
for pre-test interviewing can often be an effective way of 
using the opportunity of pre-test to provide training to 
the staff on the survey. 

A most important requirement of any pre-test 1s to 
ensure detailed and prompt feed-back of the experience. 
Following the 1nterview with tne respondents a debriefing 
session for interviewers and other field staff should be 
arranged. Its purpose 1s to pinpoint the deficiencies, 
ambiguities and difficulties associated with administering 
the questionnaire. A mode of constructive criticism and 
balance should be adopted in the debriefing session. 
Exaggerating the importance of a single or a handful of 
respondents who got into difficulties or got upset, or the 
other extreme of uncritical acceptance, should both be 
avoided. A debriefing session involves organizing a 
well -directed meeting of interviewers and relevant field 
staff to discuss field operations step by siep from the 
time the interviewers knock on the door to the time they 
leave the respondents. Comments on the administration of 
the questionnaire are invited from participants. This type 
of discussion generates a wealth of information that can be 
used to improve the questionnaire. 

Typical questions that might be considered during 
debriefing could range from a set of very general ques
tions, useful to start the discussions, through to more 
specific ones. Some questions that might be asked are: 

How did the interview go? How long did it take? Who 
provided the responses? 

Did the interviewers have any problems witn the ques
tionnaire? 

Were there any questions that respondents didn't seem 
to understand, or that had to be explained to them? 

Were there any questions that required respondents to 
think hard, or to hunt for papers or documents to be 
able to give answers? 
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Were there any questions in connection with which 
the interviewers felt respondents were guessing the 
answers? 

Did any respondents give the impression of being 
embarrassed or irritated? 

Did the interviewers nave any trouble 1n following 
the sequence of questions, the skip-patterns or the 
i nstruct1ons? 

Were there any places where there wasn't room enough 
to enter the answers? 

Were there any semi-open or closed questions for 
which the list of answers was not complete or cate
gories were not clear, overlapped with one another, 
or it was hard to correctly categorized the answer? 

Were there situations where the numerical answers 
given didn't fit the categories, or were given in 
vague quantities that respondents couldn't or 
wouldn't make more specific? 

For questions not fully worded in the questionnaire 
(schedule form): Were there any difficulties in com
municating the meaning of questions to the respondent? 

Were there any questions the wording of which was 
found awkward or the words used seemed strange and 
not the kind which people commonly used? What were 
the problems in translating the questions into 
languages or dialects of the respondents ?

Most evaluations at this stage are qualitative. The 
sensitive nature of questions, clarity of questions, length 
of material, potential recall problems and items related to 
respondent burden can be assessed. Except for possible 
travel costs to specific areas, the costs of debriefing 
sessions should be a small fraction of the cost of the 
total survey. Debr1ef1ng before the field operations might 
also be useful to see if interviewers, just from their 
experience, can see any flaws or room for improvement, 
before they try to use the test questionnaire. 

· I= 
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Illustration 6.1 provides an example of some of the 
points which emerged from analysis of the results of a pre
test prior to a recent health survey 1n Ethiopia. 

6. 3. 3 Testing of Alternatives 

Sometimes situations arise in which available expe
rience and knowledge are not sufficient to choose 
decisively between alternative approaches, any of which may 
appear equally feasible. For example, in retrospective 
questioning of past events, would it be better to begin 
with the earliest event and proceed forward chronological
ly, or to start with the most recent event and proceed 
backward? What should be the appropriate reference 
periods for the various types of items? What difference 
would it make to the quality of the data to provide de
tailed wordings of questions, or use formally translated 
versions of the questionnaire in a multilingual situation? 

As a result of the pre-test, the questionnaire and 
interviewing procedures were improved to overcome several 
of the problems noted above. Tue major conclusion of 
pretest was that the degree of agreement between lay and 
medically-trained interviewers was reasonable except for 
the classification of diseases in some instances. This 
confirmed the decision to use lay interviewers 1n the main 
survey. 

Toe design of formal experiments to scientifically 
test and compare alternative procedures is not easy and 
generally requires specialised knowledge. Experimentation 
can be expensive and taxing on available technical 
resources. Tue various alternatives to be tested have to 
be implemented in realistic conditions and the sample sizes 
have to be large enough to estimate the differences in the 
cost and performance of the alternatives with sufficient 
precision. Judgement is also required in choosing between 
alternatives when many of the considerations involved are 
qualitative 1n nature, e.g. when the comparison is between 
degrees of respondent burden or inconvenience to the inter
viewers. 
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Illustration 6.1: Example of some points emerging from 
a pre-test report 

The following remarks are summarized from a draft 
report on pre-test of a health survey 10 Eth1op1a. It 
illustrates the type of information which may emerge for 
1�proving quest1onna1res and procedures for the main survey. 

The pre-test was carried out 10 two phase<;. In 
the first phase, 10 high school graduates acted as 
1nterv1ewers and completed around 100 household 
1nterv1ews. On the following day, 21 senior year 
medical students canvassed the same sample of 
households. The objective of the test was not only 
to validate the questionnaire but also validate the 
data on diseases and injuries collected by lay 
interviewers in the first phase. This was a crucial 
question because the main survey was to use lay 
rather than medically-trained interviewers. Compar
ison of the two interviews provided a powerful means 
of ident1fy1ng various sources of errors in the 
survey. The following summary does not necessarily 
imply that the survey was unusually problem ridden. 
Rather, it 1s more 1ndicat1ve of the high quality of 
the pre -cest. 

In relation to training and general survey 
procedures, the important findings were as follows: 
There was a tendency among the interviewers to 
introduce the survey objectives incorrectly, 
sometimes given the impression that the particular 
respondents could expect an improvement 1n health 
facilities as a direct result of the surveys. Often 
the interview had to be carried out with someone 
other than the preferred respondent which was the 
head of household or spouse. Finally, there was 
generally a lack of privacy during the interview, 
which may adversely affect its results. 

Regarding the questionnaire itself a number of 
problems emerged. The list of diseases included 
proved to be incomplete. The question on inJuries 
was not properly worded: 1t was frequently mis
understood as referring to "suffering of any kind" 
rather than only to accidental injuries; consequently 
malnutrition or illness were sometimes misreported 
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(Illustration 6.1 -, cont 'cl) 

under injuries. The question on assistance received 
from a doctor or other medical practitioner was prone 
to be misunderstood to mean financial (rather than 
medical) assistance. Tne precodes specified for the 
reasons given by respondents where no treatment was 
received for illness were insufficient to capture a 
substantial proportion of the responses. Some women 
misunderstood the question on help received during 
delivery; the question did not clearly distinguish 
between the type of person who provided the assist
ance and the type of institution (if applicable) 
where assistance was received. There was an under
reporting of help received fro1n trained medical 
personnel who acted in their capacity as neighbo1rs 
or friends rather than in their official capacity. 
The use of some sensitive terms such as "defaecate" 
caused embarrassment during the interview, indicating 
the need to find more polite (socially acceptable) 
wordings. There was also some unnecessary informa
tion collected, for instance questions were asked on 
all births, when the primary objective of the survey 
was to investigate only the current or recent 
situation. 

Several other conceptual and int�rviewing 
problems were noted. Interviewers often failed to 
read out the specified response categories to ques
tions on sources of treatment for illness and inJury, 
resulting in item non-response. Since the question 
of illness referred to a short reference period, some 
respondents misunderstood it to refer only to tempo
rary illness and failed to report long-term or 
chronic sickness. The concept of "traditional 
healers" was conveyed by giving an example of "witch 
doctors", which was inappropriate and misleading 
since witch doctors are officially and socially 
disapproved of, while generally there is an 
encouragement of the use of many traditional forms of 
medical care. The question on protected sources of 
water supply failed to cater for the possibility many 
households had more than one source of supply, some 
protected and some not protected. Finally, some 
instances of unnecessary probing and failure to skip 
appropriately were also noted. 
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(2) Alternatively, or in addition to the above, one may
apply different procedures to suitably designed
sub-samples with a view to separating out the effects
of different procedures. In principle such experi
ments may be built into almost any phase of the
survey operation. For example, they may concern
alternative methods of training interviewers, alter
native versions of the questionnaire, alternative
respondent rules, or alternative procedures for data
preparation and processing. Experiments which speci
fically concern alternative questionnaires or inter
viewing procedures are often called 'split-panel
experiments 1

These two techniq1ies are of course designed to answer
somewhat different questions, and are not alternatives 1n 
that sense. Nevertheless, as discussed below, the first of 
the two options 1s generally more feasible and manageable. 
But let us first consider the possibility of the second 
option i.e. building-in alternative procedures into the 
survey. Reference has already been made to this technique 
in relation to the pre-testing phase of questionnaire 
development (Section 6.3.2). Even more so than the 
small-scale pre-test, building-in alternative procedures 
into the main survey can be expensive, inconvenient and 
disruptive and may not be feasible in many circumstances. 

Furthermore, this technique requires training and 
experience in both experimental design and survey method
ology. The design will vary considerably according to the 
purpose of the experiment and there may be pitfalls and 
traps which, if not avoided, can fail to provide conclusive 
evidence relevant to choosing between alternatives. There 
can also be other statistical difficulties. In social 
surveys it is not always possible to control adequately all 
the important factors in a design. Moreover, purely 
statistical tests and experiments based on sampling are 
seldom conclusive due to the relatively small sample sizes 
usually feasible. Sampling errors may tend to dominate the 
non-sampling errors which are the main concern in improving 
and evaluating questionnaire design. Also, it is frequent
ly impossible to select random samples of respondents, 
again due to sample size, cost, time and logistic con
straints. Different sample sizes may be required for 
testing different elements, and this may create additional 
practical and theoretical problems both in the field and in 
interpreting the results. 
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These difficulties generally apply whether experi
mental tests are carried out as separate studies or are 
built into ongoing survey operations. In the latter case, 
l�rger sample sizes are more feasible and the additional
costs substantially smaller. However, the disruptive 
effect of applying alternative procedures within the same 
survey can be serious. On balance, it is perhaps best to 
conduct experimental studies as special operations 
organised separately from the main survey. 

The above remarks do not imply that formal 
experiments have no place in the evaluation of question
naires. But it is necessary to appreciate the considerable 
constraints and that experiments need to be carefully 
designed, executed and analysed if they are to yield useful 
information. In designing experimental studies, a complete 
plan should be prepared to specify the objectives of the 
experiment and describe the various aspects of the design 
such as the definition of the study population and the 
"treatments" to be compared, sample design and allocation 
of treatments, evaluation and decision criteria to be used 
in identifying significant differences, operational details 
and methods of analysis and interpretation. For further 
discussion of related issues see Jabine (1982; pp.42-43) 
and United Nations (1982; pp.241-242). 

As noted above, it is often more manageable to obtain 
some quantitative estimates of variable components of non
sampling errors by comparing the results from two or more 
'interpenetrating' sub-samples, while using the same proce
dures for the whole sample. The idea is to select the 
sample in the form of two or more representative sub
samples according to a specified plan in such a way that 
each sub-sample provides an independent estimation of the 
characteristics under consideration. 1he data collection 
and processing procedures for the sub-samples can be 
designed to different degrees of symmetry and completeness 
to isolate the various sources of error. The usefulness of 
the technique lies in the fact that in many circumstances, 
even a reasonable - but far from complete - degree of 
randomisation in allocation can provide valuable quanti
tative information on variable components and sources of 
error, many of which may have direct relevance in improving 
the content and design of the survey questionnaire. (For 
further discussion, see United Nations 1982, pp.155-165 and 
239-241.)
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Consequently, carrying out specially organized 
experimental studies frequently proves beyond the capacity 
or resources available to developing country survey organi
zations. On the face of it, building experimentation into 
the main survey itself may be a more economical alter
native. However, incorporation of alternative approaches 
within a full-scale survey may result 1n serious d1srup
t1ons and inconveniences, and may even adversely affect the 
overall q11ality of the results obtained. Even when alter
native procedures can be used 1n the same survey, a major 
question still remains as to what to Jo 1£ the alternatives 
result in significantly different estimates. In any case, 
the primary benefit of hu1lt-1n exper1mentat1on is likely 
to be largely for future surveys rather than for the 
current survey itself. 

It is d1ff1cult to resolve these issues in the case 
of a single ad hoc survey. However, in the context of 
continuing survey activity, conducting specially designed 
experimental studies can be more feasible as well as re
warrJ.ing. 

6. 3. 4 The P1 lot Study 

A pilot study or survey may be regarded as the final 
stage of testing. The objective 1s to test as many aspects 
of the survey as possible, of which the questionnaire is 
only one. It is to demonstrate the feasibility and 
evaluate overall performance of the survey before full
scale field-work 1s launched. Toe objective of the pilot 
study may include the following: 

(1) Final testing of the questionnaire in wider and more
representative conditions. If the previous steps in
questionnaire development have been carried out
properly, the pilot study may not lead to any
s1gn1ficant revisions 10 the content. However, 10 so
far as the pilot sample 1s larger and more represent
ative than the pre-test sample(s), 1t may permit a
more thorough testing of editing, coding and process
ing procedures, and hence contribute towards improv
ing those aspects of the questionnaire design.
Information may be obtained in particular for
'closing' some of the open-ended questions and
developing coding schemes for other questions. 1he
pilot study may also provide useful information for
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the improvement of the physical form of the question
naire, and contribute towards the refinement of the 
tabulation and analysis plans. 

(2) Testing and checking of other aspects of data collec
tion procedures and survey materials and documents,
such as those concerning field listing, sub-sampling,
field-work logistics, document flow, instruction
manuals and training procedures.

(3) Testing the management and control procedures of the
survey, and obtaining information on operational
characteristics, costs and errors that would be
useful for refining survey design and procedures.

(4) Providing training to field and office staff on the
survey.

The purpose of the pilot survey is to discover any major 
problems that may still remain, or new ones which may arise 
when all aspects of the survey design are put into 
operation at the same time. As noted above, the sample 
size for the pilot survey usually needs to be somewhat 
larger than that of a more 'informal' pre-test - normally 
several hundred, say at least 200-300 units. The sample 
design also needs to be more representative, to capture 
better the variety of conditions encountered in the field. 
Nevertheless, as in the case of a pre-test but to a lesser 
extent, considerations of convenience, close supervision 
and economy would still predominate in selection of the 
design. The total number of interviewing staff should be 
kept manageable - say not exceeding 10 -15 - to ensure close 
observation and detailed feed-back. It is desirable to use 
staff from among those who will subsequently participate in 
the main survey, preferably as supervisors. In this way, a 
fuller use can be made of the pilot survey for training the 
field and office staff under realistic survey conditions. 

6.4 EVALUATION AS A PART OF '!HE MAIN SURVEY FIELD-WORK 

Evaluation procedures may be designed to (1) identify 
survey errors and their sources; (ii) analyse them to 
eliminate them or reduce their impact; (ii1) provide a 
measure of their impact on data quality to facilitate 
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proper interpretation and use of the data; 
information that can be used to improve the 
execution of future surveys. 

and (iv) obtain 
design and 

As part of the main survey operations, evaluation may 
be carried out on the basis of observation as well as 
documentation and analysis of the 1nformat1on collected 
more-or-less routinely during the survey execution. It is 
also possible to design the survey operations 111 such a way 
that permits a more quantitative estimation of some 
components of error as a by-product. 

6. 4. l Information from supervision and monitoring of 
survey operations, and analysis of survey returns 

With proper planning it is possible to obtain, more 
or less routinely and as a by-product of the normal 
administration of the survey, a good deal of information 
useful in evaluating survey questionnaires and in designing 
future questionnaires. Several steps may be taken to 
facilitate this process. 

(1) Records of survey cond1t1ons and interviewers'
observations

As noted 1n Chapter 4, the cover-sheet of the
questionnaire may record the outcome of the interview, 
number of call-backs required to complete the interview, 
the respondents who provided the 1nformat1on, reasons for 
non-response 1f the interview was not completed, time taken 
to complete the interview, and so on. These records may 
indicate, for instance, that non-contact is caused 
primarily by inadequate description of the location of the 
sampling units, or inappropriate respondent rules, or 
refusals resulting from the exceptional complexity or 
sensitive nature of the topics covered 1n the survey. 1he 
time taken for the interview is another crucial factor 
determining the content and design of the questionnaire. 
Another item of information which may be particularly use
ful in designing future surveys in certain circumstances is 
the language in which the interview was conducted. This 
information may influence major decisions such as whether 
questionnaires should be produced in more than one 
language, whether fully-worded verbatim questionnaires are 
suitable or essential in the particular situation, and 
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whether interviewer training in more than one language 
would be required if the survey were to be repeated, and so 
on. 

Similarly, short series of questions may be added to 
determine the general reaction of the respondents to the 
interview, particular items that they found difficult or 
were reluctant to answer, and any special difficulties 
experienced by the interviewers in obtaining the 
information. Records may be kept of the conditions under 
which the interviews were conducted, for example whether 
persons other than the 1nterv1ewers and the respondents 
were present at various points during the interviews. 

(2) Analysis of item non-response or other problems
with specific questions

Most important in relation to questionnaire design 1s
to identify problems with specific questions. Survey 
results �ay be analysed to identify questions which re
sulted in above -average item non-response, i.e. in incom-
plete or unusable information. Very high level of item 
non-response would 1nd1cate the inappropriateness of 
including the question in the survey. High. item non
response would indicate that the question concerned was in
herently too complex for the average respondents, or that 
it was ill-formed or worded. Frequent misrecording of 
answers, wrong skips, or recording of answers in an open
ended form when precodes had been specified, etc. may also 
suggest problems in design and layout of particular ques
tions. 

(3) Analysis of edit reports, coding and data entry
operations, and computer edit and consistency

Quality control systems require the recording of
errors found in various operations to determine corrective 
action, such as the rejection of a particular batch of work 
or increasing the inspection levels. Analysis of these 
records can at the same time be used to identify sources of 
error and possible means of improving the design of future 
operations. 
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It should be emphasized that evaluation of a ques
tionnaire will largely achieve its aims through detecting 
deficiencies in operations which might contribute to errors 
in survey data. As noted above these deficiencies will 
manifest themselves in high refusal rates, incomplete 
responses, inconsistency in responses, lack of responses, 
long interviews and high costs. Complex experimental 
designs may not be needed to detect such defic1enc1es. 
Rather, a comparison with appropriate data from other 
surveys or a regularly repeated review of these data in a 
co�tinuing survey would indicate whether results are worse 
than usual. 

Many non-sampling errors such as response rates, 
blank and partially completed questions may also be 
detected from the survey itself. Careful analysis of such 
errors over time is invaluable for mon1tor1ng data 
quality. Criteria for tolerance limits of certain errors 
will be governed by the type of survey, the particular type 
of error and the cost involved in eliminating or reducing 
them to acceptable levels. 

An equally important source of analysis of errors is 
at the processing stage. For example, problems with format 
or sequence, or the use of open questions may contribute to 
a majority of the errors arising at the processing stage. 
Analysis of errors is particularly of value in a continuous 
programme. 

Many aspects of a questionnaire may also be evaluated 
by a study of edits and imputations, whether made or by 
computer. If this is done question by question, it can be 
useful in determining the extent to which errors are re
lated to the difficulty of the questions, the complexity, 
length, flow, order or sensitivity. This method of 
evaluation can be integrated with processing operations. 
Automation, where feasible, would maim the procedure 
relatively ineKpensive even with a large volume of 
questionnaires. 

To record and analyse survey errors systematically, 
special forms with headings for particular errors should be 
designed. This would assist 1n accumulating the data in a 
uniform manner and facilitate processing and analysis. The 
analysis will be most effective (i) if editors and other 
reviewers have been given clear instructions on what items 
to check and what kinds of errors to look for; (ii) if the 
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results of the reviews have been recorded on a structured 
form; and (iii) if the detailed information collected is 
appropriately summarised. Preparation of separate summaries 
of error rates for each interviewer and office worker can 
be helpful in improving operational control and identifying 
possible sources of errors. 

Associated with an analysis of errors is a data 
quality report which should be produced at regular 
intervals by type of survey. For example, in Canada a 
quarterly quality report is produced for the Canadian 
Labour Force Survey. The report provides a review of 
sampling and non-sampling errors. The sources of these 
errors are carefully monitored and an immediate feed-back 
is provided to specific operations to control quality on a 
month-to-month basis. The report examines sampling errors 
and non-sampling errors (non-interview rates by type, 
non-response rates by type of question, coverage rates, 
data entry errors). Similarly, the "Error Profile" 
publication of the U.S. Bureau of the Census provides a 
sound basis for error collection and analysis. 

(4) Other sources of qualitative information

A number of techniques for obtaining qualitative
information about nature and sources of errors have already 
been mentioned, for example: inclusion of a few items in 
the questionnaire for the interviewers to record particular 
problems, reports by interviewers and supervisors with 
special emphasis on identifying questionnaire items which 
had frequent problems; and debriefing sessions for field 
and office staff at various stages of field-work. 

In addition, valuable information can also be 
obtained by directly observing the interviews as a dynamic 
process of communication. Two such techniques are: tape 
recording of a set of interviews; and the use of 
experienced observers to observe the interview as it 
proceeds. 

It is necessary to encourage a wider use of these 
techniques. The use of tape recordings in particular has 
not been as common as it should be, given that this tech
nique can yield extremely valuable information on the 
actual course of the interview and on problems of wording 
and communication of questions at a relatively low cost. 
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While the tape recordings should be well distributed over 
the interviewers, the sample a the survey period, their 
number does not have to be large. Tue real cost of tape 
recording a small sample of 1nterviews is not much once the 
equipment is procured; the general co-operation of the 
respondents to tape recording has also been demonstrated in 
many developing country surveys. The more significant cost 
of the technique 1s in the time and technical resources 
required in transcribing and analysing the recorded 
information. Ultimately, however, it is a matter of prior
ities. If survey organizations appreciate the potential 
usefulness of the technique, they would generally be able 
to find the necessary time and resources. 

Another technique is to institute a programme of 
observation of a sample of interviews during field-work. 
The cost and practical d1ff1cult1es of such a programme can 
be substantial, but it can still be worthwhile in certain 
circumstances. The objective of observation 1s to study 
closely problems related to both the interviewers and the 
respondents. 

Several problems need to be considered in instituting 
an interview observation programme. One problem can be 
that survey conditions where interviews are observed may be 
unrepresentative of the situation. Observation programmes 
must therefore be properly designed and well understood by 
the observers. Observation does not consist of merely 
being present and "looking on" during the interview. 
Observers must keep themselves in the background of the 
interview situation in order not to bias the responses. 
Thus, they should be trained in observation programmes and 
operate with a well planned check-list of things to watch 
for as well as with appropriate procedures and forms. This 
applies whether the observations are used for qualitative 
purposes based on general impressions, or for quantitative 
assessment of certain interview situations. Another 
problem is that an observer has to travel to different 
areas to cover a sample of respondents from each inter
viewer's assignment. For this reason the sample size in an 
observation programme is usually small. Consequently, 
quantitative data on evaluation must be accumulated over 
time. Qualitative evaluation data however, can be gathered 
and assessed at any time since they are less dependent on 
the sample size. Observation programmes are most useful 
for continuous or repeated surveys, provided the duration 
of the survey is long and the observation programme is 
undertaken near the beginning of the survey. 

nd ..,__ .. 
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As noted above, to ensure an efficient application of 
an observation programme, observers should be provided with 
instructions of the procedures for observation. The 
instructions should stress issues such a5: 

how interviewers should introduce observers to 
respondents and how observers should introduce 
themselves; 

observers' behaviour during the interview; 

how the interviewers introduce the survey(s) to 
respondents, his interviewinJ techniq11e and 
respondents reaction to it. 

length of the interview, complexity of the 
information soug�t, implied respondents' burden. 

observation of any other important aspects of 
questionnaire and the interview. 

All the information obtained from observation should 
be documented and analysed thoroughly. 

6.4.2 Built-in experiments and use of inter-penetrating 
samples 

Additional information on the sources of non-sampling 
errors generally and on performance of the questionnaire in 
particular can be obtained by suitably designing the survey 
operations to yield quantitative information on comparison 
of procedures and magnitude of errors from various 
sources. A distinction needs to be made between two 
options which may differ considerably in terms of their 
implications on the cost and management of survey opera
tions; 

(1) One may apply uniform procedures throughout the
survey, but appropriately randomise the work-load of
interviewers and coders, etc. to obtain estimates of
"correlated response variances" arising from various
sources, for example, errors due to the particular
effect each interviewer has on the results obtained
by him.
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6.5 POST-SURVEY EVALUATION STUDIES 

6.5. l Reinterview Studies 

Like other evaluation studies, reinterview studies 
serve both to inform users of some of the limitations of 
the survey results and to provide useful data for the 
design of future surveys. A reinterview programme is a 
major technique for questionnaire evaluation. Basically, 
this technique involves reinterviewing once or more a 
sample of households that have been interviewed in the main 
survey. The differences observed between the reinterview 
and original interview results can then be utilised to 
estimate errors arising from different sources. 

A reinterview programme can serve several purposes, 
each of which would examine some aspects of questionnaire 
design and field interview. As noted earlier, reinter
viewing as a part of the pre-test may be useful to identify 
questions to which responses tend to be particularly 
variable or unreliable. Following the main field-work, the 
reinterview survey needs to be organised as a separate but 
closely linked and co-ordinated operation. The cost and 
possible respondent burden restricts this method of 
evaluation to a relati,rely small sample. A reinterview 
study designed to produce o,rerall estimates of response 
variance or bias (see below) should probably have a minimum 
sample size of 300-400 households. Where reintennews are 
also conducted for quality control purposes, the sample 
size may have to be larger since some of the work of each 
interviewer must be included. 

Apart fiom quality control purposes, the usefulness 
of a reinterview programme for a one time survey is fairly 
limited; the cost is also relatively high. For a survey 
repeated continuously or periodically, however, reinter
viewing can be a powerful tool both for control and for 
evaluation of survey procedures and data. The same 
advantages exist for a continuing survey programme where, 
even if the survey focus 1s different from year to year (or 
round to round), the various surveys have many elements in 
common, both substantively and operationally. Furthermore, 
where permanent arrangements have been established for 
survey taking, the additional cost of reinterview studies 
can be smaller, while more substantial benefits than in 
isolated, ad hoc survey�. 
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Description of the technique 

A discussion of the reinterviewing techniques is 
available for example in Platek and Timmons (1975), Jabine 
(1982) and United Nations (1982). Toe following is taken 
from the two last mentioned sources. 

In reinterview studies, a sub-sample of households or 
individuals included in the survey are interviewed for a 
second (or subsequent) time, by a different interviewer, 
shortly after the initial interview. 1here are two basic 
types of reinterview. The first type, whose primary object 
is to measure response variance, is a replication of the 
initial interview, using the same questions although 
usually only for selected items. The second type, which 
attempts to measure response bias, depends on the use of 
specially trained or qualified interviewers and a series of 
special probes for the items inclu1ed. 

For the replication approach, the reinterviews should 
be conducted independently of the initial interviews, that 
is the reinterviewers should not have access to the origin
al answers before or during their reinterviews. Toe pairs 
of answers for individuals and households may then be 
treated as "independent" observations of the same varia
bles, obtained under the same set of general survey condi
tions, and hence can be used to estimate response variance 
for these items. Actually, of course, they are not com
pletely independent observations, because reinterview 
respondents may remember what they told the initial inter
viewer. In general, lack of independence should lead to 
underestimation of response variance. 

Frequently, when the replication approach to reinter
views is used, the original interview and reinterview 
responses are reconciled, that is, they are compared; and 
where there are differences a determination is made, by 
asking additional questions as needed, as to which response 
is correct. The response obtained from the reconciliation 
process will sometimes differ from both the initial 
interview and reinterview responses. 

Reconciliation can be done by the reinterviewer 
immediately on completion of the reinterview, while still 
in the sample household; however, the reinterviewer must 
be under strict instructions: 
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(i) not to look at the responses from the initial
interview until the reinterview is complete, and

(1i) not to change the initial interview or reinterview 
entries as a result of the reconc1l1ation. 

Results of reconciliation should be recorded in a separate 
section of the reinterview form. Even with these precau
tions, experience has shown that estimates of response 
variance and related statistics such as the index of incon
sistency, are usually lower when reconciliation of the 
differences is undertaken at the same time as the inter
view, than when it is not. 

Turning now to the probing type reinterview, the 
objective here is to obtain the most accurate information 
possible for each of the variables selected for investi-
gation. The differences between the reinterview and 
initial interview responses then provide a basis for 
estimating response bias. The variety of probing questions 
that can be used for this purpose is limited only by the 
ingenuity of the investigators. Where the information to 
be checked deals with time spent on various productive 
activities, one method of probing might be to ask for a 
day-by-day accounting of activities during the reference 
period. Similarly, if the initial survey asKed £or total 
amount spent on food during the past week, the reinter
v1ewer might obtain disaggregated information by asking 
about each commodity purchased. Another possibility would 
be for the reinterviewer to ask permission to inspect the 
foods currently stored in the dwelling unit, to determine 
if any that might have been purchased during the reference 
period were overlooked. 

Like replication reinterviews, probing reinterviews 
should be conducted independently of the initial inter
views. There should always be a reconc1lia.t1on of the 
initial interview and the probing reinterview responses; 
the use of intensive probing techniques is no guarantee 
that the reinterview responses will always be more accurate 
than the initial ones. Tue reconc1l1ation process will 
improve the accuracy of the estimates of response b1as, and 
will also provide an indication of the effectiveness of the 
particular probing approaches used in the reinterviews. 
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6. 5. 2 Record-check studies 

For certain items it may be possible to obtain the 
same information for a sample of respondents from some 
other more reliable source. In so far as the information 
in the survey can be linked and compared with the more 
reliable alternative source at the level of individual 
units (persons or households), a direct indication of the 
bias in the survey can be obtained. Such comparison may 
suggest ways to improve question formulation (sometimes it 
may show up questions where the survey results are so 
unreliable that there is little point in including the 
questions in the survey). At least, such comparisons can 
provide useful information for proper analysis and inter
pretation of the survey results. 

The following brief description of the technique is 
taken from United Nations (1982): 

Toe key requirement in the design of record 
check studies is to locate record systems that (1) 
contain informati�n for some of the key variables 
included in the survey (2) contain information 
believed to be accurate and (3) cover a substantial 
proportion of the households in the survey target 
population, or some important sub-group of that 
population. Some types of record systems that might 
be relevant to household survey topics include: 

(i) Records of public 11t1lities, such as telephone
or electric companies, or customer billings and
payments.

(ii) Records kept by employers of hours worked and
wages or salaries paid.

(iii) Records of government transfer payments, such
as pension and welfare benefits.

(iv) Income tax records.

(v) Registers of persons' licen5es to practice
certain professions or occupations.

Other important requirements for the conduct of 
record-check evaluation studies are: 
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(1) Gaining access to the individual records. Permission 
to use the records 11 have to be obtained from the 
custodians of each record system. Some custodians 
may require that waivers be obtained from survey 
respondents, giving their permission for the survey 
organization to seek access to their records in the 
system. 

(1i) Locating the records of specific survey responses. 
This will require a matctung operation. The matching 
will be greatly facilitated if the characteristics of 
the record system are known in advance of the survey, 
so that the identifiers needed for matching purposes 
can be obtained in the survey. In addition to names 
and addresses, identification or account numbers, 1f 
they are used, will be especially helpful. 

Normally, the information from records in the system 
is obtained following the survey, when the identification 
of the sample households and individuals is known. A 
different technique, which is especially useful in connec
tion with pre -tests, is the reverse record ·check. In a 
reverse record-check, a sample of households or persons is 
selected from the record system, and included in the 
interviewer assignments. This approach has two important 
advantages: 

(i) Toe sample can be designed to include households or
persons with particular characteristics that are
relevant to the survey topics.

(i1) The records needed for the study can be pulled out or
copied at the time the sample is selected so that
there is no need for a difficult matching operation.
Matching is guaranteed, except when the interviewers
cannot locate the selected households or persons.

A problem in doing a reverse record-check in an
actual survey is that the coverage of the record system 
used will probably not be identical to the survey target 
population, so that a more complex sample design would be 
needed to insure survey coverage of households or persons 
not included in the record system. 

Toe major advantages of record-checks in general are 
accuracy and relatively low cost. It is not safe to assume 
that data in record-systems are completely accurate, but 

wi 
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accuracy is an important requirement for most record 
systems. Transactions are frequently recorded at ttie time 
they occur, in contrast to a retrospective survey or re
interview in which the degree of ability to recall past 
events is an important determinant of accuracy. Toe cost 
of obtaining the record-check information tends to be low 
compared to, say, reinterview5, since the information is 
obtained from a single location or at most from a small 
number of locations wtiere tne files are kept. 

Record-ctieck studies have certain disadvantages, some 
of wnich nave already been mentioned; 

( i) 

( i i ) 

(iii) 

(iv) 

Tuey do not provide any information about bias 
for those members of the survey target 
population who are not covered by the record 
system. 

TI1ere may be conceptual or definitional 
differences between the survey and record 
system data, making direct comparisons 
difficult or impossible for some variables. 

They depend on the willinJness of respondents 
and record-system custodians to grant access to 
the records. 

Except for reverse record-checks, the matching 
operation would be difficult and may partially 
offset the savings from not having to conduct 
reinterviews. 

6.6 CONCLUDING REMARK: THE BENEFITS FROM EVALUATION 

A variety of techniques of testing and evaluation in 
the course of questionnaire development have been discussed 
in this chapter. In conclusion, it should be emphasised 
that, clearly, it is not intended that all the techniques 
described here be used for each and every survey in the 
programme. It is generally neither possible nor desirable 
to do so. Nevertheless, many statistical organizations do 
not do as much methodological work as they are capable of 
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doing, and as much as they need to do to improve the quali
ty and cost-efficiency of their survey operations. Dev
eloping good questionnaires (and other survey procedures) 
is a difficult task and cannot be accomplished simply by 
unthinking imitation of what others have done, or what the 
organization may itself have been doing in the past. 

The development of an appropriate programme of 
testing and evaluation of questionnaires is particularly 
important in the context of a continuinJ programme of 
household surveys. Indeed, the posstb1lity of feed-back 
and corrective action for all aspects of survey operations 
1s immensely enhanced with co,tinuity. With ongoing survey 
operations on the basis of permanent facil1ti�s, 1t is 
?OS5lble, as an integral part of the survey operations, to 
institute regular and repeated discussions wit� 1nterv1ew
ers and regular field visits Dy survey planners to hear for 
themselves how respondents react to the questionnaire. 

An evaluation system 1s particularly important in a 
continuous programme of surveys which involves the repeti
tion of the same survey from round to round. Evaluation of 
q,.iestionna1res;-0E the operations involved in data collec
tion, of data processing stages, and of the results of the 
previous cycle of data collection, all become inputs 
towards modifications of both the questionnaire and 
operational procedures for the next cycle. However, in 
order to avoid interruption of a time series which has been 
developed on the basis of a continuous survey, substantive 
�odificat1ons of the questionnaire should better not be 
introduced too frequently although some improvements in 
operational procedures can be. Experience gained from 
evaluation should preferably be accumulated over a number 
of cycles, and then used to revise the questionnaire. In 
order, to smooth out the impact of the changes in the 
questionnaire on the time series and to provide adequate 
data for linkage between different versions, a parallel r11n 
of the old and revised versions may at least be undertaken 
over one complete cycle. 

.,_,. 
·-
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