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By Howard Schuman and his research on questions and answers in attitude surveys have
significantly influenced the field of survey methodology. The intricacies of question form, wording,
and context are critical in determining the validity and reliability of survey responses. Schuman’s
work, particularly encapsulated in his publications, including the influential book published by Quant
Paperback, serves as a foundational text for researchers and practitioners in social sciences,
marketing, and public opinion research. This article delves into the nuances of Schuman's findings,
examining how the design of questions can shape the responses they elicit.

Understanding Attitude Surveys

Attitude surveys are essential tools for measuring public opinion, consumer preferences, and social
attitudes. They are designed to capture the beliefs, feelings, and behavioral intentions of individuals
regarding various topics. However, the effectiveness of these surveys largely hinges on how
questions are formulated.

The Importance of Question Form

The form of a question can significantly influence the responses gathered in an attitude survey.
Howard Schuman highlighted several key aspects of question form that researchers must consider:

1. Open-ended vs. Closed-ended Questions
- Open-ended questions allow respondents to express their thoughts in their own words, providing
richer qualitative data.
- Closed-ended questions limit responses to predefined options, facilitating easier quantitative
analysis but potentially constraining the depth of information.

2. Question Order and Context
- The sequence in which questions are presented can lead to different responses. For example,
earlier questions may prime respondents to think in a certain way, affecting their answers to
subsequent questions.

3. Response Scales
- The choice of response scales (e.g., Likert scales, binary yes/no) can also impact how respondents
perceive and answer questions. Schuman emphasized that the scale should match the nature of the
question to avoid confusion and misinterpretation.



Wording of Questions

The wording of survey questions is another critical factor that can sway responses. Schuman's
research underscores the significance of clarity and neutrality in phrasing.

1. Clarity
- Ambiguous or complex language can confuse respondents, leading to inaccurate answers. Schuman
advocates for straightforward wording that is easily understood by all target demographics.

2. Neutrality
- Leading questions can bias responses. For example, asking, "How much do you support our
successful program?" presupposes a positive view. Schuman suggests using neutral language, such
as "What is your opinion on our program?" to minimize bias.

3. Cultural Sensitivity
- Questions must be culturally relevant and sensitive to avoid alienating respondents. Schuman
highlights the importance of pre-testing questions in diverse populations to ensure appropriateness.

The Role of Context in Surveys

Context plays a vital role in how respondents interpret and answer survey questions. Schuman's
analysis reveals several contextual factors that researchers must consider.

Situational Context

The context in which a survey is administered can influence responses significantly:

1. Timing
- Responses can vary depending on when a survey is conducted. For instance, opinions on political
issues may fluctuate around election cycles or major events.

2. Environment
- The physical or social environment where respondents complete the survey (in-person, online, in a
group) can affect their willingness to share honest opinions.

3. Current Events
- Awareness of current events can shape attitudes. Surveys conducted during significant societal
changes may yield different results than those conducted during stable periods.

Survey Modes

The mode of survey administration (e.g., telephone, face-to-face, online) can influence how questions
are perceived and answered:



1. Mode Effects
- Different modes can lead to variations in response rates and the types of individuals who
participate. For instance, online surveys may attract younger demographics, while phone surveys
might yield more responses from older adults.

2. Anonymity and Privacy
- The perceived anonymity of the survey can affect respondents' honesty. Online surveys may
encourage more candid responses than face-to-face interviews, where social desirability bias might
influence answers.

Implications for Survey Design

Schuman's insights into question form, wording, and context have profound implications for survey
design. Researchers can enhance the quality of their data collection by following these principles:

1. Pre-testing Questions
- Conducting pilot tests can help identify potential issues with question clarity and bias. Feedback
from pre-tests allows for adjustments before the full survey launch.

2. Balancing Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches
- Incorporating both open and closed-ended questions can provide a more comprehensive
understanding of attitudes. This mixed-methods approach captures the nuances of public opinion.

3. Training for Interviewers
- For surveys conducted by trained interviewers, providing them with comprehensive training on
neutral questioning techniques and the importance of context can improve data quality.

4. Continuous Evaluation
- Researchers should continually evaluate their surveys and be open to revising questions based on
emerging research and changing societal norms.

Conclusion

Howard Schuman's exploration of questions and answers in attitude surveys, particularly regarding
question form, wording, and context, provides invaluable guidance for researchers in the social
sciences and beyond. By understanding and applying these principles, survey designers can
significantly enhance the reliability and validity of their findings. The meticulous approach to
crafting survey questions not only enriches the data collected but also ensures that the voices of
respondents are accurately represented in the resulting analysis. As the landscape of public opinion
continues to evolve, the insights gleaned from Schuman's work remain ever relevant, paving the way
for more effective survey methodologies.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the significance of question wording in attitude
surveys according to Howard Schuman?
Howard Schuman emphasizes that the wording of questions can significantly influence the
responses given in attitude surveys, potentially leading to biased or misleading results.

How does the context of a question impact survey results in
Schuman's research?
Schuman's research indicates that the context in which a question is asked, including the order of
questions and the surrounding information, can shape respondents' attitudes and their
interpretations of the question.

What methodologies does Schuman suggest for improving
survey question design?
Schuman suggests using cognitive testing methods to assess how respondents understand and
interpret survey questions, thereby refining question design for clarity and effectiveness.

What role do experiments play in Schuman's analysis of survey
questions?
Experiments are crucial in Schuman's analysis as they allow researchers to systematically test the
effects of different question forms and contexts on survey responses, providing empirical evidence
for best practices in survey design.

What are some common pitfalls in question formulation that
Schuman warns against?
Schuman warns against pitfalls such as leading questions, ambiguous wording, and double-barreled
questions, which can distort the true attitudes of respondents and compromise the validity of survey
findings.
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