
SURVEY RESEARCH

TABLE 1 Summary of Survey Question Writing Pitfalls

THINGS TO AVOID NOT GOOD A POSSIBLE IMPROVEMENT

Jargon, slang, abbreviations Did you drown in brew until you 
were totally blasted last night?

Last night, about how much beer 
did you drink?

Vagueness Do you eat out often? In a typical week, about how many
meals do you eat away from home, 
at a restaurant, cafeteria, or other
eating establishment?

Emotional language and 
prestige bias

“The respected Grace Commission
documents that a staggering $350
BILLION of our tax dollars are
being completely wasted through
poor procurement practices, bad
management, sloppy bookkeeping,
‘defective’ contract management, 
personnel abuses and other wasteful
practices. Is cutting pork barrel
spending and eliminating government
waste a top priority for you?”*

How important is it to you that
Congress adopt measures to reduce
government waste?

Very Important
Somewhat Important
Neither Important or Unimportant
Somewhat Unimportant
Not Important at All

Double-barreled questions Do you support or oppose raising 
Social Security benefits and increased
spending for the military?

Do you support or oppose raising
Social Security benefits?
Do you support or oppose increasing
spending on the military?

Leading questions Did you do your patriotic duty and 
vote in the last election for mayor?

Did you vote in last month’s mayoral
election?

Issues beyond respondent 
capabilities

Two years ago, how many hours did 
you watch TV every month?

In the past two weeks, about how
many hours do you think you
watched TV on a typical day?

False premises When did you stop beating your 
girl- or boyfriend?

Have you ever slapped, punched, 
or hit your girl- or boyfriend?

Distant future intentions After you graduate from college, get 
a job, and are settled, will you invest 
a lot of money in the stock market?

Do you have definite plans to put
some money into the stock market
within the coming two months?

Double negatives Do you disagree with those who 
do not want to build a new city 
swimming pool?

There is a proposal to build a new 
city swimming pool. Do you agree 
or disagree with the proposal?

Unbalanced responses Did you find the service at our hotel 
to be Outstanding, Excellent, Superior, 
or Good?

Please rate the service at our hotel:
Outstanding, Very Good, Adequate,
or Poor.

*Actual question taken from a mail questionnaire that was sent to the author in May 1998 by the National Republican
Congressional Committee. It is also a double-barreled question.
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