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Figure 3.7. SAMPLE SURVEY DESIGN/EXECUTION: Prete sting Que stion naire s

The infor mation on pret esting que s tionnaires in this Fig ure 3.7 has been adapt e d fr om mat e ria ls prov ide d throug h the cou r-
tesy of Statis ti cs Cana da; it is reprodu c e d he re by author ity of the Min is ter of Indust ry, 1996, Statis ti cs Cana da.

PRETESTING QUESTIONNA IRES

Base d on the paper "In formal Tes ting as a Mea n s of Quest i on-
naire Devel opmen t" by Dawn D. Nel son (U. S. Burea u of the
Census, Demogra phic Sur veys Division). Pub lish ed in Sta tis-
tics Swe d en’s Jo urnal of Officia l St atis ti cs (Vo l.1, No. 2, 1985,
pp.179-188).
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Gener al

• A pret est inv olves a rela t ive ly sm all number of fiel d in ter vie w s
carrie d ou t fo r the purpose of det e cting and cor recting problems
in a pro pos ed que s tionnaire and depends mainly upon sub jective
ev a luation s fo r sugg estio ns on improvi ng the que s tionnaire.

• Pret esting is a fun d a m e n tal step in the process of dev elo ping a
qu estio nnaire.

• Pret esting is a rela t ive ly si mple and inexpensive technique of im-
prov ing questio nnaires.

Us e of Prete sts

• Pret ests are par ticularly useful for dis cov ering poor que s tion word -
ing or order ing, errors in que s tionnaire lay out or ins tructio ns, and
proble ms cau sed by the lengt h of the que s tionnaire or the respon-
dent’s inability or unw illingn es s to answe r the que s tion s.

• Pret ests also are use d to assess the fea sib i lity of usi ng a par ticular
conc ept in a que s tionnaire, to det e rmine if the que s tion s se em to
elicit appro priat e re spons es, and to sugge s t addition a l qu estio ns or
re spons e catego rie s that can be pre code d on the que s tionnaire.

• Pret ests can obtain relev a n t infor mation whi c h might affect the fi-
nal que s tionnaire desig n (e.g., a preli min ary indication of the in-
ter vie w le ngt h and ref usal problems) .

The Sample for the Prete st

• The pret est sample can range in size from 20 or 25 respondents
to 100 or more respondents.

• If the main purpose of the pret est is to dis cov er wording or seque n-
ci ng problems, only a min imu m number of int e rvie w s may be re-
qu ire d.

• Mo re int e rvie w s (50 -100) are gen erally necessar y to deter min e
precoded answe r catego rie s base d on open-ende d re spons es ob-
tain ed in a pret est.

• The maximum number of int e rvie w s may be needed if the re-
sult s will be use d to select items for inclu sio n in attitude scales

• Re spondents gen erally are selected purposive ly rather than random -
ly. Conve n ienc e and low cos t are usually the main facto rs in se-
le cting a location for the pret est.

De sig n Issue s

(a) The que stion naire composit ion

• The entire que s tionnaire or only a por tio n of it may be test e d.

When only one test is pla nne d, it is advis able to use the entire
qu estio nnaire eve n if some of the que s tion s we re ado pt e d fr om
ot he r surveys.

• When a ser ies of tests is pla nne d, one or more of the pret ests
may be dev oted to a par ticular por tio n of the que s tionnaire that
is expected to be troub lesome. The last test in the ser ies shoul d
us e the entire que s tionnaire to show how the variou s se ction s
wo rk tog ether.

• Tw o or more versi ons of the que s tion (or answe r) wording or or-
de r may be test e d.

(b) The int erviewing method

• If the re is to be only one test, the que s tionnaire probably shoul d
be adm inist e red in the same manne r as pla nne d fo r the main
survey (e.g., int e rvie wer-adm inist e red in person or by tele-
phon e). Int e rvie wers and obs ervers can be use d as a sou rce of
fe e dback.

• As par t of a ser ies of tests in whi c h the pret est wil l be use d
only for a preli min ary indication, a different method may be
ju s tified to sav e time and/or cos t s.

• A pret est of a mail que s tionnaire is more effective if int e rie wers
are use d. Int e rvie wers cou ld be use d to delive r the que s tionnaire
and, after wards , to discus s any problems.

(c ) The selection and training of int erviewe rs

• There are advant age s in selecting skilled, exper ienc e d in ter vie wers
fo r pret ests. Wit h su ch int e rvie wers, it is more likely that que s-
tion mis unde rst anding s or diffic ulties wil l be due to que s tion-
naire desig n deficie n cie s rather than to the int e rvie wer. They
can also provi de con sid erable assis tanc e in improvi ng the que s-
tionnaire base d on their exper ienc es with other sur veys.

• There are dis advant age s in usi ng ex per ienc e d in ter vie wers. For
ex ample, they may be able to handle situation s that wil l caus e
proble ms for les s ex per ienc e d in ter vie wers in the actual sur vey.
Also, they may be more efficie n t, res ulting in misle ading esti-
mates of the lengt h of the int e rvie w. Int e rvie wers wit h varying
ex per ienc e and skill lev els may be the best choic e fo r a pret est.

• The int e rvie wers shoul d be wel l-train ed on how to obtain infor-
mation that wil l be useful in refi ning the que s tionnaire. They
sh oul d be tho rou ghly ins truct e d on the con cep t s and defin ition s
us ed in the que s tionnaire, as wel l as on the pro per way to ad-
minist e r the que s tionnaire.

• The que s tionnaire desig ners and res earche rs sometimes ser ve as
in ter vie wers.

Observat ion al Feedback

The que s tionnaire desig ners shoul d obs erve as many int e rvie wers as
possib le. Other ways of provi ding feedback for use in evaluating a
qu estio nnaire inclu de:

(a) Fr ame -of-refer e nce pro b i ng

• The int e rvie wers probe to ascer tain whether certain words,
phrases or situation s are unde rstood by different respodents in
the manne r in tende d by que s tionnaire desig ners.

• Involves ask ing respondents some addit ion a l qu estio ns, whi c h
may be str ucture d or uns tructure d, to inv estig a te the meaning of
thei r or igi nal respons es to the que s tionnaire.

• Un str ucture d qu estio ning usually wor ks best at the end of the
in ter vie w, while str ucture d qu estio ns may be incorporated into
the que s tionnaire in the appro priat e place or aske d at the end.
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(a) Fr ame -of-refer e nce pro b i ng

• Us u ally a respondent wil l only tole r ate probes on a few que s tion s
(2 to 4); the number of probes per que s tion must also be lim ited .

(b) Observat ion of int erviews

• Obse rvation of face-to -face int e rvie w s or mon ito ring of tele-
phon e in ter vie w s is one of the mos t ea sily emplo yed evaluation
technique s.

• Obse rve rs are ext rem ely hel pful becau se they can wat ch (or lis -
ten) to the int e r actio n between the int e rvie wer and respondent.

• Obse rve rs look for whet her the int e rvie wer aske d the que s tion
ex actly as worded and in the cor rect seque n ce, or omitt e d the
qu estio n ; whet her the respondent needed an exp lanation, an-
swe red adequately, etc.

• A varie ty of int e rvie wers and obs ervers shoul d be use d to avo id
bia sing the res ult s.

• An alter native met hod is to tape-re co r d in ter vie w s ; this allow s
fo r mo re detailed analys is.

(c ) Interviewe r deb riefings

• An int e rvie wer deb riefing is an organized dis cus sio n of the
qu estio nnaire inv olv ing the int e rvie wers and the desig ners/re -
searche rs. Indivi d ual int e rvie wer deb riefings may be hel d but
gr oup deb riefings are more common.

• Debr iefi ngs may be hel d on a daily basis throu ghout a pret est,
or a single deb riefing may be con duct e d at the end of the test.
Mo re frequ ent debr iefi ngs allow change s to be made throu ghout
the testing.

Operation al Issue s

• The que s tionnaire must be adm inist e red pro perly.

• The persons conducting and obs erving int e rvie w s sh oul d un d er-
st and the obj ectiv es of the pret est and the impor tanc e of not arbi-
trar ily varying the que s tionnaire wording and adm inist r ation.
Howeve r, they may need to rew ord que s tion s or to ask other
qu estio ns when it is suspect e d that a respons e is inaccur ate, inap-
propriat e, or ins ufficie n t. This shoul d be not e d as part of the
fe e dback sys tem to provi de fur the r in sig ht into pot entia l qu estio n-
naire problems.

• "On the spot" rev isi ons to the que s tionnaire can be made. Be-
caus e of the sma l l number of people and que s tionnaires inv olved,
any problems uncov ere d can be dis cus s ed at the end of one day’s
in ter vie wing and change s ma de before int e rvie wing begin s the
next day. Thes e change s and the ration a le for mak ing them
sh oul d be recorded for lat e r us e in evaluating the que s tionnaire’s

perfor manc e.

• The lin es of com mun i c ation among the que s tionnaire desig ners,
in ter vie wers, obs ervers, and othe r proje ct staff shoul d be wel l es -
tablis hed to enhanc e the feedback dur ing the test.

• Pe rsonnel inv olved in the evaluation shoul d active ly particip ate in
the operation a l phase of the test, and the entire process shoul d be
carefully docum e n ted throug hou t the testing.

Ev alu ating the Results

• Much of the evaluation in a pret est is sim p ly the use of com mon
sens e in reacting to problems identifie d by the feedback sys tem .

• Ta bulation s of the number of "Don’t Know", "Ref use d " or "No t
Appli c able" respons es to a que s tion, in addit ion to incon sis tent and
missing respons es, often identify various que s tionnaire problems.

• The pret est often only indicates that the re is a problem; it does
not provi de the "co rre ct" solutio n. For exa mple, if a que s tion is
not answe red frequ ently in a pret est, the re may be a proble m
with the wording. Unles s the int e rvie wers or obs ervers fou nd out
why the que s tion was not answe red, the que s tionnaire desig ner
might not have enoug h infor mation to rephrase the que s tion in a
way that wil l elicit more respons es.

• Thorou gh docum e n tation of the evaluation process and res ulting
qu estio nnaire change s sh oul d be made for use by future resear-
che rs.

Time and Cost Conside rat ions

• The amoun t of time requi red to con duct a pret est varies accord-
ing to a number of facto rs, inclu ding:

1. the number of cases and int e rvie wers;

2. the lengt h of the int e rvie w;

3. the trave l dist anc e between respondents in face-to -face int e r-
vie wing;

4. whether mat e ria ls mu s t be sent to a printing company ;

5. whether int e rvie wer ins tructio ns, train ing mat e ria ls , debr ief-
ing guides, and obs erver for ms need to be writt en; and

6. whether mat e ria ls have to be maile d to the int e rvie wing sit e.

• The fol low ing fact ors con tribute to the cos t of the pret est:

1. int e rvie wing and fiel d st aff salarie s;

2. other salares (e.g., for que s tionnaire desig ners, obs ervers) ;

3. trave l and expenses for int e rvie wers and obs ervers;

4. for ms desig n and/or reprodu ction of que s tionnaires; and

5. pos tag e if mat e ria ls ne e d to be maile d to the fiel d and tele-
phon e charges for tele phone int e rvie w s .

Discus s, fr om a sta tis tical perspectiv e, the statement (abou t the sample for a pret est) near the bottom of colum n 1 ove r leaf
on pag e 3. 51: Resp onden t s ge ner all y are sel e cte d purposivel y ra ther than randomly.

1

The advant age s and disadvant age s of usi ng experien ced in ter vie wers for a pret est are giv en in the first two parag raphs of
(c ) in colum n 2 ove r leaf on pag e 3. 51. What ter min ology is associat e d with the same matt e r in the assessment of in dustr ial
mea s uring processes, par ticularly in the automotiv e in du s try? Exp lain brief ly.

2

What practical di fficu lties do you con sid er are likely to arise from the ob ser vation of inter vie ws. as des cribed in (b) in col-
um n 3 above? Justify you r sugg estio ns brief ly.

• Comment brief ly, from a sta tis tical perspectiv e, on the word ‘Obse rvation a l’ in the section title Observat ion al Feedback
near the bottom of colum n 2 ove r leaf on pag e 3. 51.

3
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