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Poorly phrased censusquestions costly

By REUEL AMDUR

Ore of the ntriguing Pecteclesin sodal
life in Canadaody is the pocess ty which
the Pari Queébecas govenment ha been
working ou its referendim queston. Eary
in the erm of the Levesquegovemment it
became Ea tha any questbn akirg
Quebeces whether they wee r or @airst
indgpendencerom Canadawould leed to a
resaindirg voteagang independence

When t was tea tha indgpendencewould
be ejectedby a stong najaity, various pll-
ing organzationsbeganlooking at wha the
arswes would be to \arious oherkinds d
quesions related to the &swe d the te
beween Quebec and the rest b Canada
Some bthesesuveys were ondictedby the
PQ tsdf, while ahers were dbneby polling
organizationsfor the meda and oher con-
sumess of such information

Levegueand fs mlleages bllowedthese
pdls with gred care. They urd tha in
order © goproadh theér majarity in the efer
endum they would haveto seer tea of any
swggesibn of a otefor sepaation. Insead
they would need b talk abaut geting a man-
dae D negotiate with the rest & Canada
So the final gestbn r the referendim
speaks a mandae for regotiation.

A yes @ no on he qestdn of indgen-
dence is quite draghtforward, hkut the
meanng d recdving a nandde b negptiate
soveleignty-asodation with the rest ¢ Ca-
nadais very anbiguous The qiestdn rad
to be askedthat way becaue aherwise Le-
vegluewassue D lose but the meanng d
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the answer the wtes of Queébec dve will
undaibtedy be the sibjed of consderable
debae.

In suveys and rferenda the way in
which the giestdn is fhrasedwill affed the
arswes fecéved. The same w@pstdn
phrasedin different ways will recéve diffe-
rentarswes. In mary case the dfference
in phrasng will lead to a dfferent under
standng d a questbn by the persan ansver
ing. For that reasn, it is important to ke
sue ha questdnsare phrasedin ways ha
getthe cesiled nformation back.

Ou lamgestCanadin siney s the @n-
ss, and the sameripdples ppy to ques
tionsit asks. In the D7 cersws, hee was
a questn atut school atendance The
arswes to his qieston foved a massve
school dropout rate with 40 pe cent d
youth 55 to 17 rot atending shool full time
in Metro Toronta Smilarly very high dop-
outrates were reportedin other locationsas
well. It turred out tlat the hgh dropout
rae was mone, a eslt of the way the
guesion wasworded

Stdistics Canadaaked pe@le if youthin
the househld were enrolled in "an elua-
tionalinditution! Mary pegple dd not under
standthat ermto mean smply, a £hool.

More recently, the Said Planning Cour+
cil of Metro Torontoconduced a srwey d
yourg peqple in Metio. A repondent n
that siney wes askedif he was errdled &
a full-tme student n the nonh o
April, 1979" The eslts shaveda dop-out
rate below10 per cent.
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Stdistics Canadathensdves eaned d
the aror in the ®rsuls questn. In ane
bulein, they dert uses of ersws datathat
“"the popuation 5 yeas and over attending
school full-time may be undeesimaed ty
as nuch as 5 per cait o the pubished
figure & the Canadael/d’ The hacaurecy
of the @rsws on his questn may \ary
from pace b pace b some atent, so ha it
is not dear how inacaurae the figure will
be n any gven location

Pehas he nformation is @enworse han
usdess, lkecau® wses of the déa wip reec-
ted tefore £ang the gvenmens commen
taries @ the eslts may have ergaged in
planning for problernts in inappopriateways.

But cauld the mistake havebeen peven
ted? Uses of cersws information have had
a ondant batle with the feder&d govern-
ment to peventcutbacks The gvanment
has attenpted b shorten the @rsls and
limit the tudget of Satistics Canada As a
resilt, the knd of carefd exploration of
different brms in whichto put the questbn
that Levesqueand he plistes in Quebec
hare gonethrough musthave keen negec
ted with tle questbn on shool atendance

A pooarly phrasedcensis quesion is nore
expersive than the pacwak neecd b
ersue tha the qestdn is aked corredy.
When t is asked incorredly, it then ke-
comesnecaary to isswe hulleins tdling
uses D ignore the déa accunulated |If
erouch poorly phrasedquestons ae asked
the ersws as a wde bewmes sbjed to
lack o confidene.



