MEASURING THINGS: WORDING AND RESPONSE FORM EFFECTS/BISHOP/SMITH

Editor's Note:

This issue is the first published since the annual meeting of the American Association for Public Opinion Research in May.
We thought we could make a contribution by presenting shortened versions of at least some of the many papers that contained
useful nuggets worth passing along to those who couldn't attend.

We chose three papers that deal with the very important issue of "form effects"—how the structure of the questionnaire
or interview affects response. In this instance all three papers focus on what happens to the distribution of responses as
response categories offered to respondents change or as question wording changes. All three are based on experiments in
which wordings are systematically altered. Two papers, by Jesse Marquette and by Robert Mason, John E. Carlson and Marti
McCracken, show how existence and arrangement of response categories read to respondents can affect the frequency of
response to questions. The paper below, by George Bishop and Andrew Smith, reminds us of the existence of a rich "mother-
lode" of split-ballot experiments done between 1938 and 1988, but mostly before 1950, by The Gallup Organization to test
variations in question wording. Although they have been around for quite a while, they have not yet been analyzed enough
to yield generalizations about the effects of different wording. Nevertheless, Bishop and Smith believe that the body of
experiments actually address all the issues that survey research scholars have raised about question wording and have the

potential of yielding information that can help us decide how to ask our questions in given situations.

GALLUP SPLIT BALLOT
EXPERIMENTS

By George Bishop and Andrew Smith

The use of split-ballot experiments to investigate the
response effects of variations in the wording and context
of survey questions has had a long, but somewhat ne-
glected, history in public opinion research. Though many
researchers have long been aware that Gallup and Roper,
among others, began to experiment with their questions
not long after they founded their polling organizations in
the 1930s, few, we suspect, realize just how frequent and
extensive these early explorations truly were. Further-
more, only a relative handful of them have ever been
reported, most notablyGauging Public Opinion, edited by
Hadley Cantril and his research associates in the Office of
Public Opinion Research at Princeton.! There is but
minimal awareness of this vast data resource for second-
ary analysis.

We should also mention here were it not for a conver-
sation with Tom Smith about the old split-ballots done by
Gallup and others, we might not have discovered them.

The Gallup Experiments

Our report is based on a “content” analysis of photo-
copies of the original questionnaires used in 332 Gallup
Polls in which split-ballot experiments were conducted
between 1938 and 1988.2 The vast majority were con-
ducted between 1938 and 1949. We can only speculate as
to why the sudden decline occurred after 1949. Schuman
and Presser have suggested several reasons for the general
demise of question-wording experiments which became
evident in the early 1950s:

1. That marginal distribution of percentages for an
item could be affected by the wording of a question was
well-recognized by that time by nearly everyone doing
major public opinion surveys.

2. There didn’t seem much point to demonstrating
over and over that the results of polls could be affected by
the way questions are worded.

3. While many came to believe that marginals could
be affected by question-wording variations, they assumed
that associations or correlations between items would not
be so affected—the assumption of “form-resistant corre-
lations.”

4. Much of this early experimentation was done in an
ad hoc manner designed more to illustrate the pitfalls of
question wording than to understand the theoretical rea-
sons for such question effects.3

All of these reasons may explain much of the overall
decline of question wording experiments during this pe-
riod, but it would not seem to account for the rather
precipitous drop in split-ballots at Gallup after the late
1940s. The only other reason we could think of, other than
perhaps a major change in personnel at Gallup that no one
seems aware of 4 is that the failure of the Gallup and other
public opinion polls to forecast accurately the 1948 presi-
dential election forced them to focus their resources on
ways of improving their sampling and interviewing proce-
dures.

It is interesting to note here that at the time the Gallup
Organization was abandoning the split-ballot, the Institiit
fiir Demoskopie at Allensbach in West Germany was
getting going under Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann’s leader-
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ship and beginning to experiment vigorously with the
split-ballot technique, which it has continued to date.5 So
this methodological tradition does persist at Allensbach.
The Roper Organization also uses split ballots.

Types of Split-Ballots

We identified a little over 3,000 split-ballots in 332
different polls.® On the average, then, there were about 9
split-ballots per survey. A dozen to fifteen or more were
not uncommon during the peak years of Gallup’s experi-
mentation. Many of the so-called split-ballots were done
purely for practical reasons having nothing to do with
wanting to know how responses were affected by the way
in which a question was worded, and the like. Roughly a
fourth of the split-ballots, for example, were used to ask
either different questions on the same subject (11%) or
completely noncomparable questions (16%) of various
kinds. If we add to that the split-ballots that asked the same
question on each form, but about different objects or
ideas(12%), then we have nearly four out of ten variations
between forms (39%) done largely for the reason of
maximizing the amount of information they could get out
of any single survey they decided to split. Still, about 60%
of the split-ballots which were designed as “true experi-
ments” with the wording, format, context, or some other
aspect of the question. Gallup conducted roughly 250
response order experiments alone, for example, a third of
which involved exact replications (e.g., one on political
party identification done about 20 times). So, there are
more than enough available to test the generalizability of
various hypotheses that have been developed in recent
years to explain different types of response effects.

The first “known” split-ballot was conducted by
Gallup in March 1937.

The question had to do with President Roosevelt’s
attempt to “correct” or “pack” the Supreme Court (de-
pending on your point of view) by increasing the number
of members from nine to twelve. All respondents were
first asked if they thought “some kind of change is neces-
sary regarding the Supreme Court,” and if yes, “Why?”
They were then asked if they were “in favor of President
Roosevelt’s proposal regarding the Supreme Court.” Here
they split. On Form I, respondents were asked: “Do you
think a majority of the nation’s voters approve of
Roosevelt’s plan?” On Form 2, they were asked: “Do you
think a majority of the nation’s voters disapprove of
Roosevelt’s plan?” As it turned out, it made no significant
difference.

We found it difficult to categorize the myriad ways in
which Gallup had varied the wording of his questions in
subsequent experiments. After examining and reexamin-
ing hundreds of them, it occurred to us that the great
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majority of these wording experiments involved a varia-
tion in one or both of two underlying dimensions:

1. Abstractness and concreteness, or generality and
specificity, and

2. Affective tone (positive-negative) or social desir-
ability.

Abstract-Concrete Dimension. The first example
comes from a Gallup Poll conducted in June 1943. On
Form K, respondents were asked whether the government
should “require every family to put /5% of its income into
war bonds,” whereas on Form T they were asked a more
concrete question about whether the government should
"require every family to put /Scents out of every dollar of
its income into war bonds.”

In the second example, drawn from a Gallup Poll in
October of 1945, respondents who received Form K were
asked if they approved or disapproved of the US making
“a loan of $6 billion to help Russia get back on its feet”—
a somewhat vague justification. In contrast, on Form T
they were asked, more specifically, whether they would
approve such aloan to Russia “fo repair her war damages,
build up industry and raise the standard of living of the
Russian people.” The third example, taken from a poll
done in late August and early September 1947, shows two
ratherbroad questions: the first asking respondents whether
they have “heard or read about the trouble which England
has been having in getting back on her feet (Forms K-1
and K-2)”; the second, whether they have "heard or read
about England’s financial troubles (Forms T-1 and T-2)."
Though the latter is a rather general question, itis nonethe-
less somewhat more concrete than the former in that it at
least specified the type of trouble England was having.

Affective Tone/Social Desirability. One example,
from a March 1946 Gallup poll, illustrates a variation in
the affective tone of questions created by the use of the
terms, “big business” or “union labor” rather than the
more neutral designations, “business” or "labor.” An-
other, drawn from a February 1949 poll, recalls the classic
experiment about forbidding or allowing speeches against
democracy, which Schuman and Presser have used as an
illustration of wording tone. Form K respondents were
asked if they believed “that labor laws should or should
not guarantee (insure) the right of labor unions to strike,”
whereas Form T interviewees were queried on whether
they believed "that labor laws should or should not allow
labor unions the right to strike?”

Variations in Both Dimensions

In making one of two question versions more specific
or concrete, Gallup sometimes altered, simultaneously,
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the affective tone or social desirability of that form of the
question. In the first illustration, from a March 1938 poll,
the addition of the phrase, “in the poor communities,” not
only makes the question more specific for the respondent,
but also makes more socially desirable a “yes” response
on whether "the federal government should give money to
states to help local schools?" Another example, from the
summer of 1945, also illustrates how, in specifying a
particular condition in one form of the question, Gallup
would often alter the affective appeal of the item. Form T
introduced the name of Spanish dictator Francisco Franco
as a circumstance into a question asking whether Spain
should be “permitted to become a member of the UNITED
NATIONS.” On Form K, people were asked the more
abstract and more neutral question: “Should Spain be-
come a member of the UNITED NATIONS under its
present government?”

More generally, we think the two basic dimensions
found to predominate in the Gallup experiments may
underlie other types of response effects as well. Introduc-
ing a counterargument into a question, for example, not
only adds an element of concreteness; it also typically
changes the affective meaning of the item. So, too, does
making various types of response alternatives explicit,
rather than implicit, make a question more concrete or
specific and often different in social desirability—Ileading
respondents to retrieve rather different information from
their memories.

The Gallup split-ballots of 1938-1949 are a rich
legacy for today's researchers interested in wording and
form effects. They will sustain further work on just about
every hypothesis in the literature on these issues.
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ONE GALLUP SPLIT BALLOT SURVEY
OF MARCH 15-20, 1946

Form T

Question: At the present time, which do
you think has MORE influence on the laws
passed by Congress—business or labor?

33% Business
51% Labor
16% No Opinion

Form K

Question: At the present time, which do
you think has MORE influence on the laws
passed by Congress—big business or union
labor?

349% Business
50% Labor
16% No Opinion
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