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objective should be the primary basis for making decisions about what to include and exclude and what to emphasize 
or treat with less importance. Moreover, the questionnaire should be viewed as an integrated whole in which each sec-
tion and every question serve a clear purpose related to the study’s objective as well as complement other sections and 
questions.

Build on Existing Instruments

When another researcher already has designed a set of questions to measure a key concept in your study, that exist-
ing set of questions can be called a survey instrument. If evidence from previous surveys indicates that these already 
formulated questions provide a good measure of the concept or behaviors you are interested in, then use them! 
Measurement tools have already been established for many concepts, especially those of interest to criminological 
research, including delinquency, self-control, depression, and so on. In the case study that follows, you will see how 
researchers rarely have to reinvent the wheel.

Consider Translation

Should the survey be translated into one or more languages? In the 21st century, no survey plan in the United States or 
many other countries can be considered complete until this issue has been considered. In 2013, 12.9% of people resid-
ing in the United States were foreign born (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015) and more than half of these adults said that they 
did not speak English very well. In some areas of the United States, these proportions can be much higher. Many first-
generation immigrants are not fluent in English (Hakimzadeh & Cohn, 2007). As a result, they can only be included in 
a survey if it is translated into their native language.

This does not simply mean picking up a bilingual dictionary, clicking “translate” in a web browser, or even hiring a 
translator to translate the questions. You must ensure that the concepts you are measuring have equivalence in differ-
ent cultures, which is often a time-consuming task and typically involves teams of experts both in the language and in 
the culture for which the questionnaire is intended. Many government-sponsored surveys are currently translated into 
Spanish, including both the NISVS and the NCVS.

Case Study
Measuring Violent Victimizations

To assess whether respondents have experienced a victimization, the U.S. Department of Justice–sponsored NCVS 
asks a number of questions about experiences within the past six months. The primary screening questions of violent 
victimizations are displayed in Exhibit 7.1. As you can see, these questions are fairly specific and help respondents 
think about many different contexts, including those instances that may not be considered as victimizations, such as 
those committed by family and friends.

Compare the questions from the NCVS in Exhibit 7.1 with the screening questions for sexual violence from the CDC-
sponsored NISVS that are displayed in Exhibit 7.2. Both surveys estimate prevalence rates of sexual violence, but as you 
can see, the questions from which their estimates are based are very different indeed. In the next section, we will provide 
you with some specific guidelines for writing questions and you will see that the answer to this question is not so clear-cut.

22 Writing Survey Questions: More Difficult Than You Think!
Questions are the centerpiece of survey research. Because the way they are worded can have a great effect on 
the way they are answered, selecting good questions is the single most important concern for survey research-
ers. All hope for achieving measurement validity is lost unless the questions in a survey are clear and convey 


