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Session 4.2 : Questionnaire design/content

(Document presented by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community)

PURPOSE
1. This paper provides a brief account of the Statistics  and Demography Programme’s(SDP) recent experience with issues regarding census questionnaire design. It provides several discussion points by presenting recommendations to address some of the problems encountered.
RECURRING ISSUES IN QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN
2. While the issues described herein are not new, it is unfortunate to see recurring problems with particular aspects of current census questions. This refers mainly to often hastily added, poorly worded questions of which the purpose is not clear. These questions are usually added to satisfy ad-hoc demands of stakeholders, and are additions to the usual core or standard questions of census and household survey questionnaires. For population and housing censuses, for example, guidelines exists in the United Nations Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, which outlines internationally accepted best practice, and also in the SPC publication, The Pacific Islands Model Population and Housing Census Form.
3. Furthermore, SDP and/or other agencies and organizations are often asked to provide comments on questionnaires when there is very little time to change the format and content of questionnaires. In addition, proposed changes cannot be accommodated and/or tested before the questionnaires are sent for printing.
4. In light of the growing desire to use scanning technology for data capture, questionnaire format and layout has to radically change from the old format when data was entered manually. The new questionnaire format and layout needs to be linked to a stricter adoption of model questions in order to facilitate a smooth data processing system. It then allows for standardization of questions, manuals, classifications, and editing and table specifications. However, in the absence of a proven scanning process, there needs to be the preparation of questionnaires that allow for both manual and automatic data capture. 
5. Such a greater harmonization also allows for a more efficient use of programme funds and staff resources to provide a more effective service to you, our membership. It also complies with a  key Pacific Plan objective with Pacific Leaders calling for greater harmonisation of statistical standards, including developing a core set of statistics and indicators across all sectors.
DISCUSSION
6. When designing a questionnaire, NSOs face the dilemma of dealing with restricting the number of questions to a manageable size that often seems at odds with the overall crucial principle of a census questionnaire to satisfy user demands.
7. Users are defined as stakeholders normally represented in Census or Survey Steering Committees. However, demands are often also put forward from outside these Committees, coming from NGOs, donors, development partners, representatives of government agencies and politicians.
8. Naturally each user has his/her own interest at heart and therefore lobbies for inclusion of questions that collect information linked to the user’s field of interest. Clearly not all requests of all stakeholders can be accommodated as the questionnaire would be too long. Furthermore, some questions elicit information that is rarely tabulated or used; this is because of high publication costs and the particular information seen as less important than other, or because it is seen as of questionable value because of poor wording of the census question.

9. Some examples are:
· Persons/Households growing any crops (not following up on quantity;  and with such information usually covered in more detail  in Agricultural censuses or in Household Income and Expenditure Surveys (HIES);
· Persons participating in any kind of fishing activities (no follow-up on type of fishing activity, quantity, location, and whether it is casual or commercial);
· Secondary labor market activities (information rarely used, sometimes therefore not reported or tabulated);
· Persons/households’ compliance with Government’s rules and regulations (Persons/households’ are often not aware of specific Acts, and it is difficult to measure whether or not there is compliance).
10. Therefore, key challenges for NSO when designing census or survey questionnaires are:
· How to best deal with demands of stakeholders?

· How to prioritize inclusion of census and survey questions?
· How to ultimately decide which additional questions are really useful from the list of questions submitted by stakeholders? 
RECOMMENDATIONS

11. As starting point, it is imperative to consult manuals that spell out best practice census and survey planning, as illustrated in various UN manuals. One such set of guidelines and pertaining to population and housing censuses, is the United Nations Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses; an extract of relevant paragraphs regarding questionnaire design is attached for your  information. 

12. Apart from this, we would like to propose several guidelines for your consideration, to assist your decision on which particular questions to include in census and survey questionnaires.
i. Firstly, the NSO (Census or survey manager) needs to be clear up-front to the census or survey steering committee, about the implications in terms of time and costing associated with the inclusion of each additional question, and also what this means in additional burden on respondents, enumerators, data entry and processing, production of tabulations, and analysis.

ii. Secondly, in many cases, there are other, and more suitable sources of information or means to collect such information, such as specialized surveys and administrative databases.

iii. And thirdly, stakeholders need to be treated as partners, and as with any partnership this means, adhering to agreed-upon rules and assuming greater responsibility. This includes:
a. being prepared to make a proper business case for the proposed inclusion of a specific question, which includes spelling out the purpose of  this question, what exactly this information is going to be used for, and what the user would miss out on (opportunity costs) if such information is not collected;
b. prioritizing the inclusion of additional questions in terms of  benefits this information brings regarding national and international policy relevance, and development progress monitoring; and 

c. being prepared to accept technical advice from the NSO, regarding the ultimate wording  or design of a specific question/set of questions, to ensure they produce meaningful statistics, or the required baseline data for the construction of specific indicators.

13. Only after the Census or survey steering committee, including the census /survey managers are satisfied with explanations provided, should a question be added to the questionnaire. 
________________________

Annex
United Nations Secretariat, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division, 2006 United Nations Expert Group Meeting on the 2010 World Programme on Population and Housing Censuses, Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, Revision 2 (2006)
1.163.
A crucial principle is that questionnaire design must be regarded as part of an integrated process of satisfying users’ demands by collecting, processing and disseminating information provided by respondents.

1.164.
The type of questionnaire, its format and the exact wording and arrangement of the questions require the most careful consideration, since the handicaps of a poorly designed questionnaire cannot be overcome during or after enumeration. Among the many factors that should be taken into account in designing the questionnaire are the method of enumeration, the type of questionnaire, the data to be collected, the most suitable form and arrangement of the questions and the processing techniques to be employed.

1.165.
The method of enumeration governs to some extent the type of questionnaire that can be used (for example, single individual, single household or single set of living quarters, multiple household or multiple living quarters, combined population and housing). It may also impact upon where each type of questionnaire can be used and the framing of the questions and the amount of explanatory material that must accompany them.

1.166.
It is important that questions are free from ambiguity. Also, questions should not be offensive: in many cases this can be avoided by excluding extremely sensitive topics from the census questionnaire, but care must always be taken to consider the reaction of respondents when designing questions. In addition it should be noted that the quality of information collected in a census will be reduced if the questionnaire is excessively long. These issues should be carefully assessed during the testing program including the so called pilot census since poorly worded questions will not only collect poor quality data, but, by confusing respondents and/or enumerators, may also impact upon other subsequent questions in the questionnaire.

1.167.
Special provisions will have to be made if two or more languages are used in the country. Several methods have been used to deal with this situation:

• A single, multilingual questionnaire; or

• One version of the questionnaire for each major language; or

• Translations printed in the enumerators' manual of the questionnaire in the various languages.

The problem is more serious in the case of non-written languages. Information on the distribution of languages in the country is important for sound census planning and if not available, will have to be collected at some stage of the census preparations. (Staff recruitment and training procedures will also have to take language issues into account.)

1.168.
If the housing census and the population census are to be carried out concurrently, it will be necessary to consider whether a single questionnaire should be utilized to collect information on both population and housing topics. If separate questionnaires are used, they should be uniquely identified in a way that links the component forms so as to permit subsequent matching, both physical and automated, of the data for each set of living quarters with the data that refer to the occupants thereof. This will be particularly important where a single housing form is used to cover separate personal forms for each individual.

1.169.
Use of many of the more technologically advanced processing techniques
, such as Optical Mark Reading (OMR) and Intelligent Character Recognition (ICR) will have a significant effect upon the questionnaire design. In the case of OMR it is necessary both to allow for the spacing of response areas and to ensure printing is undertaken to precise tolerances so that the data capture software is able to capture all required data but not any of the material around the designated response areas. With regards to ICR it is crucial to allow sufficient room for response areas and to ensure that these are designed according to the requirements of the processing system so that each response box contains only one character, and that the character is correctly formed (usually in upper case). In turn, many decisions regarding the detailed design of the processing system are dependent on the final content, form and arrangement of the questionnaires.

As noted in paragraph 1.168, where the scanning process requires that a booklet questionnaire is separated into component pages it is important that some form of linking (e.g. by serial numbers or bar-codes) is employed to ensure that the correct information is amalgamated in the computer records.

1.170.
Questionnaire design must be driven by a planning process based upon a dialogue between the statistical agency and those demanding information. This is essential if the questionnaire is to be designed to provide the information needed by users. This will in turn determine the tabulation programme as it is to some extent conditioned by the limitations imposed by the questionnaire.

1.171.
The final questionnaire(s) must be drafted in time to allow for its printing (making allowance for the many contingencies, such as industrial action, breakdown of printing equipment, that can arise in these processes); undertaking quality assurance checks to ensure the quality of printing is of sufficient quality to be used in the data capture regime; adequate training of census officials at all levels, and adequate publicity to be generated on its content.

1.172.
In view of the many issues to be addressed in designing a census questionnaire it is not feasible to suggest specific model questions for the census topics covered in Part Two. However images of all census questionnaires that have been made available to the United Nations Statistics Division have been placed on the UNSD website (see http://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/sources/census/censusquest.htm) together with research papers relating to questionnaires used to collect information on the various topics recommended for collection.

� See paragraphs 1.255 to 1.257 for a full description of these techniques





