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college graduates or young adults—by weighting the 
sample to match what the census says the population looks 
like. This is done during the analysis of the results; under- 
or overrepresented groups are multiplied by values that 
bring them into line with their actual numbers in the popu-
lation. Surprisingly, though, studies of differential response 
rates, which one might think would cause serious sample 
biases, find that well-constructed telephone polls continue 
to provide accurate information on citizens’ responses to 
most questions about politics and issues.

The Importance of Asking the Right 
Questions Asking the right questions in surveys is a 
surprisingly tricky business. Researchers have emphasized 
three main points with respect to constructing survey 
questions:

•	 Respondents should be asked about things they know and 
have thought about. Otherwise, they will often try to be 
helpful but will give responses based on whatever cues they 
can pick up from the context of the interview or the partic-
ular question. For example, some researchers from the 
University of Cincinnati did a local survey in which they 
asked respondents whether they favored a nonexistent 
“Public Affairs Act of 1974.” Almost a quarter of the 
respondents were willing to give an opinion!50 Researchers 
have also found that including a “don’t know” category in 
the list of possible answers matters to how respondents 
think about a question. In a study concerning legislation 

about which few people would have any knowledge, about 
30 percent offered an opinion; however, this dropped to 
about 10 percent when respondents were offered “don’t 
know” as one of the valid responses along with agree or 
disagree.51 Moreover, the level of seeming non-opinions 
increases for less familiar topics and decreases markedly for 
more familiar topics.52

•	 Questions should not be ambiguous. One highly contro-
versial example comes from a 1992 survey that reported that 
over a third of the American public either did not believe or 
doubted that the Holocaust had even happened.53 One news-
paper called the American public “willfully stupid”; Holo-
caust survivor, author, and Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel was 
“shocked” by the results.54 The uproar, however, was largely 
the product of a bad question. Respondents were asked, 
“Does it seem possible or does it seem impossible to you that 
the Nazi extermination of the Jews never happened?” To say 
that one believed the Holocaust happened, the respondent 
had to agree to a double negative—that it was “impossible” 
that it “never” happened. There was plenty of room for 
confusion. Other respondents were asked a more straightfor-
ward version of the question: “The term Holocaust usually 
refers to the killing of millions of Jews in Nazi death camps 
during World War II. Do you doubt that the Holocaust 
actually happened, or not?” With this wording, only 9 
percent doubted the Holocaust and 4 percent were unsure.55

•	 Similar questions can yield surprisingly different answers. 
For instance, do a majority of Americans support school 
choice, in which the government will pay the costs of chil-
dren attending the schools the parents select? Notice in 
Figure 11.3 how two rather similar questions on this topic 
yield very different conclusions. In the shorter version, a 
majority are opposed to school choice, whereas in the 

weighting adjustments to surveys during analysis so 
that selected demographic groups reflect their values 
in the population, usually as measured by the census

Comparison of results from two versions of school choice questions

Source: PDK/Gallup 33rd Annual Survey of the Public’s Attitude Towards Public Schools, 2001.

Figure 11.3  Asking the Right Question
Version A

Question: Do you favor or oppose allowing students and
parents to choose a private school to attend at public expense?

Version B

Question: A proposal has been made that would allow parents to send their
school-age children to any public, private, or church-related school they choose.
For those parents choosing non-public schools, the government would pay all or
part of the tuition. Would you favor or oppose this proposal in your state?
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