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Because demographic questions are usually perceived as private by respondents, some researchers place them in a 
section at the end of the questionnaire with an introduction reassuring respondents that the information will remain 
confidential. However, when the information being gathered in the rest of the questionnaire is even more sensitive, such 
as violence respondents may have experienced at the hands of a family member or an intimate partner, some researchers 
opt to keep demographic questions near the beginning of the questionnaire.

Don’t Forget to Pretest!

Adhering to the preceding question-writing guidelines will go a long way toward producing a useful questionnaire. 
However, simply asking what appear to be clear questions does not ensure that people will have a consistent under-
standing of what you are asking. You need some external feedback, and the more of it the better.

No questionnaire should be considered ready for use until it has been pretested. Try answering the questionnaire 
yourself, and then revise it. Try it out on some colleagues or other friends, and then revise it. Then select a small sam-
ple of individuals from the population you are studying or one very similar to it, and try out the questionnaire on them. 
Audiotape the test interviews for later review or, for a written questionnaire, include in the pretest version some space for 
individuals to add comments on each key question.

It takes several drafts to create a good questionnaire. By the time you have gone through just a couple of 
drafts, you may not be scanning the instrument as clearly as you think. A very honest illustration of this is pro-
vided by Don Dillman, the director of the Social and Economic Sciences Research Center at Washington State 
University (cited in Seltzer, 1996). His research team almost mailed a questionnaire with the following response 
categories:

What is your opinion?
1 2 3 4 5

Strongly Oppose Oppose Neither Oppose nor Favor Favor Strongly Oppose

This Likert-type response format slipped by not only Dillman but also his typist, a research assistant, and another 
person working on the project. He explains:

By the time a would-be surveyor has reached the final draft, he or she is often scanning the questionnaire 
for errors but not absorbing the detail. . . . All of us were looking for other things, such as spacing, punc-
tuation, and content. The uniform appearance of the response categories looked right to all of us. (Seltzer, 
1996, p. 98)

Careful scrutiny of your questionnaire using the procedures outlined in this section will help you detect these and 
other problems.

22 Organization Matters
Once the basic topics and specific variables for a questionnaire have been identi-
fied, they can be sorted into categories (which may become separate sections), 
listed in tentative order, and later adjusted to develop the questionnaire’s polish and 
coherence.

The first thing needed is a descriptive title for the questionnaire that indicates 
the overall topic. The title is essential because it sets the context for the entire sur-
vey. For example, both the NCVS and the NISVS are interested in measuring the 

Pretested  When a questionnaire is taken by 
a small subsample of respondents to uncover 
any problems with the questions or response 
categories


