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Exhibit 7.3 Filter Questions and Skip Patterns

14. In the past six months, has anyone taken something from you by force or the threat of force?

           Yes (If yes, please answer questions 15 through 16)

           No (If no, please skip to question 17)

15. What was the approximate monetary value of the items taken?

           Under $50

           $51 to $99

           $100 to $299

           $300 to $500

           Over $500

16. Was the incident reported to the police?

           Yes

           No

17. How fearful are you of walking alone at night in your neighborhood?

           Extremely afraid

           Afraid

           Unafraid

           Extremely unafraid

respondents who answer yes are to go on to the contingent question(s). (Filter questions are sometimes called contingency ques-
tions.) Skip patterns should be indicated clearly with arrows or other direction in the questionnaire, as demonstrated in Exhibit 7.3.

Combining Questions Into an Index

Measuring variables with single questions is very popular. Public opinion polls based on answers to single questions are reported 
frequently in newspaper articles and TV newscasts: “Do you favor or oppose U.S. policy for . . . ?” “If you had to vote today, for 
which candidate would you vote?” The primary problem with using a single question is that if respondents misunderstand the 

question or have some other problem with the phrasing, there is no way to tell. 
Single questions are prone to this idiosyncratic variation, which occurs when 
individuals’ responses vary because of their reactions to particular words or ideas 
in the question. Differences in respondents’ background, knowledge, and beliefs 
almost guarantee that they will understand the same question differently. If a 
number of respondents do not know some of the words in a question, we may mis-
interpret their answers—if they answer at all. If a question is too complex, respond-
ents may focus on different parts of the question. If prior experiences or culturally 
biased orientations lead different groups in the sample to interpret questions dif-
ferently, answers will not have a consistent meaning because the question meant 
something different to each respondent.

As noted above, if just one question is used to measure a variable, the 
researcher may not realize respondents had trouble with a particular word or 
phrase in the question. Although writing carefully worded questions will help 
reduce idiosyncratic variation, when measuring concepts, the best option is to 
devise an index of multiple rather than single questions.

Filter question  A survey question used to 
identify a subset of respondents who then are 
asked other questions

Skip patterns  The unique combination 
of questions created in a survey by filter 
questions and contingent questions

Contingent questions  Questions that are 
asked of only a subset of survey respondents

Idiosyncratic variation  Variation in responses 
to questions that is caused by individuals’ 
reactions to particular words or ideas in the 
question instead of by variation in the concept 
that the question is intended to measure


