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Poor ly phrased censu s qu est ions costly
By REUEL AMDUR

One of the int rig uing spect acle s in socia l
li fe in Cana da today is the process by whi c h
the Par ti Quebecois gov ernment has been
wo rking out its referendum que s tion. Early
in the ter m of the Lev esqu e gove rnm e n t, it
became cle ar that any que s tion ask ing Que-
becers whether they were for or aga inst in-
dependenc e fr om Cana da woul d le ad to a
re soun d ing vot e ag ain st independenc e.

When it was cle ar that independenc e woul d
be rej ect e d by a strong maj ority, various pol l-
ing organization s bega n look ing at what the
answe rs wou ld be to various othe r kinds of
qu estio ns rela ted to the issue of the tie be-
tween Quebec and the rest of Cana da.
Some of thes e surveys were con duct e d by the
PQ its elf, while others were don e by pol ling
or ganization s fo r the media and othe r con-
sume rs of such infor mation.

Leve squ e and his col le ag ues fol lowe d thes e
polls wit h great care. They fou nd that in or-
de r to approach their maj ority in the refer-
endum they wou ld hav e to steer cle ar of any
sugg estio n of a vot e fo r separation. Ins tea d,
they wou ld need to talk about getting a man -
date to negotiat e with the rest of Cana da.
So the final que s tion for the referendum
speaks of a mandate for negotiation.

A yes or no on the que s tion of indepen-
denc e is quite straig htfor ward, but the
meaning of receiv ing a mandate to negotiat e
sove reignty-association wit h the rest of Ca-
na da is ver y ambiguou s. The que s tion had
to be aske d that way becau se other wise Le-
ve squ e wa s sure to los e, but the meaning of

the answe r the vot e rs of Quebec giv e will
un d oubtedly be the sub ject of con sid erable
debate.

In surveys and referenda, the way in
which the que s tion is phrase d will affe ct the
answe rs receiv ed. The same que s tion
phrase d in different ways wil l re c eiv e diffe-
re n t answe rs. In many cases the differenc e
in phrasing wil l le ad to a different unde r-
st anding of a que s tion by the person answe r-
ing. For that rea son, it is impor tant to be
sure that que s tion s are phrase d in ways that
ge t the desired infor mation back.

Our large s t Cana dian sur vey is the cen -
sus, and the same principles apply to que s-
tion s it ask s. In the 1976 census, the re was
a que s tion abou t school att endanc e. The
answe rs to this que s tion showe d a massiv e
school dro pou t rate, wit h 40 per cent of
youth 15 to 17 not att ending school ful l time
in Metro Toron t o. Sim ilarly ver y high dro p-
ou t rates were repor ted in other location s as
wel l. It tur ned out that the hig h dropou t
rate was phoney, a res ult of the way the
qu estio n wa s wo r de d.

St atis ti cs Cana da aske d people if you t h in
the hou seh old were enrol led in "an edu ca-
tion a l in stitution." Many people did not unde r-
st and that ter m to mean, sim p ly, a school .

Mo re recently, the Soci al Pla nning Cou n-
ci l of Metro Toron t o conducted a sur vey of
young people in Met ro. A re spondent in
that sur vey was aske d if he was "enrolled as
a ful l-tim e student in the mon th of
April, 1979". The res ult s sh owe d a dro p-out
rate bel ow 10 per cent.

St atis ti cs Cana da themselves learned of
the error in the census que s tion. In one bul-
le tin, they ale rt use rs of census dat a that
"t he popula t ion 15 years and ove r att ending
school ful l-tim e may be unde restim ated by
as much as 25 per cent of the pub lis hed fig-
ure at the Canada lev el." The inaccur acy of
the census on this que s tion may var y fr om
place to place to some ext ent, so that it is
not cle ar how inaccur ate the figure wil l be
in any giv en location.

Pe rhaps the infor mation is eve n wo rse than
us ele ss, becau se use rs of the data who reac-
ted before seeing the gov ernment’s com men-
taries on the res ult s may hav e engage d in
planning for problems in inappro priat e ways .

Bu t coul d the mis take hav e been preve n-
ted? Use rs of census infor mation hav e ha d
a con stant battle wit h the federal gov ern -
ment to preve n t cu t backs. The gov ernment
ha s att emp ted to sho rten the census and
li mit the budge t of Statis ti cs Cana da. As a
re sul t, the kin d of caref ul exp l oration of dif-
fe rent for ms in whi c h to put the que s tion
that Lev esqu e and the pol lst e rs in Quebec
have gon e throug h mu s t have been negle c-
ted with the que s tion on school att endanc e.

A poorly phrase d cens us que s tion is more
ex pensive than the spa dew ork needed to en-
sure that the que s tion is aske d co rre ctly.
When it is aske d in cor rectly, it then be-
co m e s ne c essar y to issue bul letin s telling
us ers to ign ore the data accumulat e d. If
en oug h poorly phrase d qu estio ns are aske d,
the census as a whole becomes sub ject to
lack of confid e n ce.
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