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makes sense. Nominal scales are the foundation of content analysis (taking open-
ended responses and creating categories to capture themes; see Chapter 6) because 
you are essentially recording whether a participant mentioned a particular category or 
not (e.g., mentioned courses or not in response to a question about areas of satisfac-
tion with the institution). As soon as you move to questions involving attitudes and 
perceptions, nominal scale items are less useful because they provide very little infor-
mation and their range is restricted. Think about asking questions in a way that will 
involve an interval scale, where a range of responses can be expressed (i.e., the degree 
of satisfaction with courses at the institution). As we saw earlier in the chapter when 
talking about scale sensitivity and also about item format, a scale range of 5–7 anchors 
is generally recommended.

THE ORDER OF QUESTIONS IN A SURVEY
One of the most widely consulted books about survey research is Dillman’s book 
(2000) on mail and Internet surveys. Now in its 4th edition (Dillman et al., 2014), 
the order of approaches listed in the book’s current title reflects the changing land-
scape of doing survey research: Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed-Mode Surveys: The 
Tailored Design Method. Any researcher whose work is primarily survey-based should 
read this book. For Dillman, a questionnaire is like a conversation; topics that are 
similar should be grouped together rather than forcing the respondent to revisit a 
topic area already covered. He recommends starting the questionnaire with questions 
about the research topic [i.e., what the participant was told in recruitment materials 
and in the informed consent document (see Chapter 4) was the focus of the research]. 
Don’t start with the demographic items. In practice, demographic items should be the 
last items before a manipulation check.

Another issue is sensitive items, for example, dealing with experience in therapy or 
sexual assault. Dillman’s advice (Dillman et al., 2014) is to place these items far into the 
survey and gradually build up to these difficult issues. Such issues are more likely to be 
answered once the participant has already invested 5–10 minutes responding to other 
items.

REVISIT AND RESPOND

•• List a recommendation from Dillman (Dillman et al., 2014) for the order of items 
in a survey. Where should demographic items be located in a survey?

Content 
analysis: coding 
scheme based 
on themes that 
emerge from 
qualitative data 
such as written 
narratives or 
newspaper 
articles; 
then used for 
quantitative 
analyses.


