
Exploration

Clear set of research purposes
Knowledge of work on the problem that 
has already been conducted
Innovative notions of how a survey could 
shed some new light



Experts and Insiders

New experts can helpful
Questions must seem fair to people of 
widely different viewpoints
In depth interviews with members of the 
target population
Focus groups

Of special value when a target population is 
likely to have special perceptions, problems, 
and idioms 



Pretesting
Even tried and true questions should be 
pretested

Language constantly changes
Meaning of questions can be affected by 
neighboring questions

“Participating” in a pretest—“intensive” 
design
“undeclared” pretest—“extensive” design
Best strategy: begin with participating and 
move on to undeclared



Purposes of Pretesting

Testing questions
Variation in responding—very skewed 
distributions
Meaning—most important purpose of pretesting

Investigators vs. respondents
Too difficult items are reinterpreted and transformed 
by respondents

Task difficulty
Respondent interest and attention

Length
Format variation (costs and benefits)

• Important for topics that aren’t too appealing



Purposes of Pretesting

Testing the questionnaire
Flow and naturalness

Listen over and over, try to hear as respondents do
Interest, clarity, sensible arrangement

Order—put background questions up front (easy and not too 
sensitive)
“hook” the respondent at the beginning with interesting 
questions
Skip patterns

Have sophisticated but uninformed people look for logical errors
Strong outlines, lines, outlines, boxy boxes, no fine print, no 
extraneous instructions

Timing—scant hour for face-to-face, shorter for telephone









Phases of Pretesting

“qualitative” stage—small n’s
For a new study, a minimum of two pretests is 
recommended

Developmental pretest I
Evaluation
Polishing pretest II



Developmental Pretest I

Most questions should be closed
Human experience is diverse, so you may not have included all options 
Repairs to closed questions

Options to accommodate almost everyone
Cost-benefit/efficiency
Open-ended probes to ensure valid meaning and choices

Rough codes for open questions should be designed in advance
Should be less than twice than final expected length
Respondents should resemble the target population
N of 25-75 is reasonable (closer to 25 with more professional 
interviewers, closer to 75 with students)
Best of professional staff vs. the full range of talent for the 
interviewers?
Investigators should participate in the interviewing



Evaluating pretests

Copious comments written in the margins
Oral debriefing immediately after the pretest
Written comments, shared across interviewers
Questionnaire for interviewers (e.g., did you 
have to repeat any questions?)
Field observations from observer not 
administering the pretest
Coding of responses, and preparation of 
marginal frequencies



Pretest II: the polishing pretest

“dress rehearsal”
Cutting, trimming, splicing, rearranging, filling in 
new skip patterns, formatting for clarity
Ask outsiders to criticize before you go into the 
field
Keep the barrier high to any new questions
The art of survey analysis is more like 
architecture than like sculpture or painting 
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