
GSS : 5165Tech42 

Children and Abortions: An Experiment in Question Order 

Tom W. Smith 

National Opinion Research Center 
University of Chicago 

GSS Technical Report No. 42 

July 1.983 

This research was done for the General Social Survey project directed by James 
A. Davis and Tom W. Smith. The project is funded by the National Science 
Foundation Grant SES-8118731. 



GSS : 5165Tech42 

For most people a t t i t u d e s  a r e  not  f in ished products s i t t i n g  on some 

appropr ia te ly  labeled mental she l f .  To a g r e a t e r  o r  lesser ex ten t  a t t i t u d e s  

a r e  custom co l l ages  crea ted  from personal  experience, conversations with 

f r i e n d s ,  news commentaries, and other  b i t s  of  memory. When asked a survey 

quest ion people attempt t o  scan and in tegra te  these  sca t t e red  and d ive r se  

mental images and come up with an opinion on the  i ssue  a t  hand. While 

pr imar i ly  shaped by pre-exist ing memories and leanings,  expressed opinion can 

a l s o  be influenced by f a c t o r s  associa ted  with the  interview i t s e l f .  Recent 

research (Schuman and Presser ,  1981; Smith, 1982; Bishop, e t  a l . ,  1982) has 

shown t h a t  quest ion order is one survey t r a i t  t h a t  can s i g n i f i c a n t l y  a l t e r  the  

expression o f  opinion. Question order  can influence responses t o  ques t ions  i n  

severa l  d i s t i n c t  ways. Sometimes, a s  i n  rapport  and fa t igue  e f f e c t s ,  t he  mere 

number of  p r i o r  ques t ions  can influence responses t o  subsequent i t e m s .  I n  

other  ins tances  the  juxtaposi t ion of  two ques t ions  might make obvious a 

normative c o n s t r a i n t  t h a t  is not a s  r ead i ly  apparent when asked separa te ly .  

A s  Schuman and Presser  have demonstrated, asking about an American repor te r  

covering the  Soviet  Union f i r s t  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  increases  support f o r  allowing a 

Communists repor ter  t o  work i n  America. The two ques t ions  together  (and even 

when separated by some intervening ques t ions  - Schuman, Kalton, and Ludwig, 

1983) emphasizes a norm of r ec ip roc i ty  t h a t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  cons t ra ins  responses 

be tween these  quest ions.  

One of  the  more common ways t h a t  quest ion order  influences expressed 

opinion is through a focus e f f e c t .  The p r i o r  ques t ions  draw a t t e n t i o n  to some 

top ic  t h a t  r e l a t e s  to the  following quest ion.  When a person searches h i s  

memory t o  answer t h e  subsequent ques t ion ,  the  images evoked by t h e  previous 

quest ion come read i ly  t o  mind. Being more prominant i n  one ' s  thoughts than 

they would have been i f  not made s a l i e n t  by the  p r i o r  quest ion,  these  images 
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lead some individuals  to change pos i t ions  and a l t e r  the  d i s t r i b u t i o n  among the  

sample a s  a whole. 

A l i k e l y  candidate f o r  a focus e f f e c t  appeared t o  have occurred on t h e  

1978 General Soc ia l  Survey. In  t h a t  year the  seven-part quest ion on approval 

of legal- abor t ions  was preceded by two ques t ions  deal ing with children.  

Immediately preceding the  abor t ion  quest ion was an item on the  i d e a l  number of 

chi ldren  for  a family and t h i s  was preceded by a ques t ion  asking people t o  

rank the  d e s i r a b i l i t y  o f  17 values f o r  chi ldren  (see Appendix: Question 

Wordings). These ques t ions  t ake  severa l  minutes t o  administer and presumably 

would place thoughts about chi ldren  a t  the  top of the  respondent's mind. I n  

tu rn ,  when the  respondent considers  the  subsequent abor t ion  items it seems 

l i k e l y  t h a t  thoughts about chi ldren  w i l l  be more prominant among one's mental 

images and t h a t  support fo r  abort ion w i l l  be diminished a s  a r e s u l t .  To test 

f o r  t h i s  e f f e c t  we compared the  d i s t r i b u t i o n s  i n  1978 with the  GSSs t h a t  

immediately preceded and followed the 1978 survey (1977 and 1980, respec- 

t i v e l y )  and which d i d  not have the  c h i l d  ques t ions  appearing i n  f r o n t  of the  

abort ion items. 

Table 1 A  ind ica tes  t h a t  i n  1978 support f o r  abort ion f o r  the  four 

s o c i a l  reasons (no more chi ldren  wanted, unable t o  a f fo rd ,  does not want t o  

marry, any reason) was down from 5.3 t o  7.3 percentage p o i n t s ,  averaging 5.9 

percentage p o i n t s  with Don't Knows included and 6.5 percentage po in t s  with t h e  

Don't Knows excluded. The th ree  strong reasons f o r  abor t ion  ( b i r t h  de fec t ,  

mother's heal th  endangered, and pregnancy due t o  rape) showed no impact from 

the  c h i l d  items, averaging 0.5 percentage po in t s  lower with Don't Knows 

included and 0.8 percentage p o i n t s  with them excluded. This d i f f e r e n t i a l  

impact probably occurs because focusing on ch i ld ren  is not  s u f f i c i e n t  to a l t e r  

the  very high consensus (81-88 percent)  t h a t  e x i s t s  f o r  these  strong 



reasons. Even a heighten focus on ch i ld ren  is not enough t o  reduce support 

f o r  abor t ion  i n  these  instances s ince  t h e r e  is overwhelming consensus t h a t  i n  

these  s i t u a t i o n s  the  r i g h t s  of  the  unborn ch i ld  a r e  secondary t o  t h a t  of the  

woman. On the  four s o c i a l  items support  is much more evenly divided (38-51 

percent  approving o f  l e g a l  abort ions)  and references t o  chi ldren  apparently 

a r e  ab le  t o  t i p  the  balance f o r  a s i g n i f i c a n t  number of  people. 

Despite the p l a u s i b i l i t y  o f  t h i s  explanation fo r  the  1978 d i p  i n  

support f o r  s o c i a l  abort ions,  we can not  r u l e  ou t  other  causes such a s  

temporary s h i f t s  i n  the  t rue  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of abort ion a t t i t u d e s .  To t r y  t o  

v e r i f y  t h i s  propor t ive  quest ion order  e f f e c t ,  a s p l i t  b a l l o t  ques t ion  order  

experiment was designed for  the  1983 GSS. A random ha l f  of the  sample was 

asked the  abor t ion  ques t ions  with the  two c h i l d  ques t ions  immediately pre- 

ceding, while the  o ther  random ha l f  had the  c h i l d  quest ions appear immediately 

a f t e r  t h e  abor t ion  items. Table 1B shows only weak support f o r  t h e  hypothe- 

s ized  quest ion order  e f f e c t .  On each o f  the  four s o c i a l  items support f o r  

abor t ion  was lower on the  c h i l d  f i r s t  form, but  the  e f f e c t  was much smaller 

than i n  the  1978/1977, 1980 comparisons and d id  not  approach s t a t i s t i c a l  

s igni f icance .  Support was lowered by an average of  only 1.8 percent  with 

Don't Knows included and 2.2 percent  with them excluded. In both cases  the  

e f f e c t  was only about one-third the  magnitude of  t h e  1978/1977, 1980 

di f ference .  

Taking a conservative approach we would accept  the  n u l l  hypothesis  

t h a t  abor t ion  a t t i t u d e s  d id  not vary by context .  Y e t  t he re  is some evidence 

t h a t  the  context  e f f e c t  may be rea l .  In  the  1983 the  d i f fe rences  on the  

strong reasons were s l i g h t l y  l a rge r  than i n  the  e a r l i e r  comparison (averaging 

+1.6 percent  vs.  -0.8 percent  with Don't Knows excluded) and they a r e  i n  the  

p o s i t i v e  d i r e c t i o n  (i.e., support f o r  abor t ions  fo r  s trong reasons was 
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s l i g h t l y  higher on the  form with the  c h i l d  quest ions f i r s t ) .  This could be 

in te rp re ta ted  t o  mean t h a t  because of sampling va r i a t ion  the  c h i l d  f i r s t  

sample s l i g h t l y  oversample pro-abortion respondents compared to the  o ther  

form. I f  we standardized forms according t o  the  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of  the  strong 

abor t ion  items, we f ind  t h a t  the  average e f f e c t  on s o c i a l  abor t ions  increase 

t o  between 2.6 percent  (don' t  knows included) and 3.3 percent  p o i n t s  (Don't 

Knows included). Y e t  even these  d i f fe rences  a r e  not s t a t i s t i c a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t  

(general ly p r o b a b i l i t i e s  of  .1 - .4) . 
A second indicator  t h a t  the  context  explanation might be c o r r e c t  comes 

from a s i m i l a r i t y  between condi t ional  order  e f f e c t s  i n  1978/77, 1980 and 

1983. In  the  nonexper imenta 1 compar ison the  magnitude of the  d i f fe rences  

var ied  by number of chi ldren.  Chi ld less  respondents averaged 5.7 percent  

p o i n t s  lower i n  1978 on the  four s o c i a l  abort ion reasons. For 1, 2, and 3+ 

ch i ld ren  the  d i f fe rences  were -12.5 percent  po in t s ,  -7.3 percent  po in t s ,  and 

-3.5 percent  points .  The 1983 experimental da ta  showed a s imi la r  (but  not  

i d e n t i c a l  p a t t e r n ) ,  -0.4 percent  p o i n t s  f o r  no chi ldren ,  -6.7 percent  po in t s  

f o r  1, -7.4 percent  po in t s  f o r  2, and +l.O percent  po in t s  f o r  3+. We 

i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  p a t t e r n  to mean t h a t  r a i s i n g  the  sa l i ence  of  ch i ld ren  is l e s s  

f o r  c h i l d l e s s  respondents because some por t ion  of  these  respondents a r e  people 

who do not value chi ldren  h ighly  and f o r  whom thoughts about ch i ld ren  a r e  not 

a s t rong suppressor of pro-abortion a t t i t u d e s .  A t  the  opposi te  end, those 

with th ree  o r  more chi ldren  a r e  seen a s  being the  most aware of  ch i ld ren  s o  

t h a t  the  c h i l d  ques t ions  do no notably heighten t h e i r  n a t u r a l l y  high l e v e l s  of 

c h i l d  awareness. It is among those with small f ami l i e s  f o r  whom the  chi ldren  

ques t ions  a r e  most l i k e l y  both to represent  a powerful p o s i t i v e  symbol (and 

the re fo re  anti-abortion) and t o  notably increase  the  background l e v e l  of 

thoughts about chi ldren  . 
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I f  we accept  the  ques t ion  order  e f f e c t  a s  r e a l  we might wonder why it 

was appreciably g rea te r  i n  1978 than i n  1983. One p o s s i b i l i t y  is apparent i n  

the  marginals i n  Table 1 A  and kB, Support for  abort ion is down s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

i n  1983. (This change occurred between 1982 and 1983.) The decl ine  was much 

g rea te r  when the chi ldren  ques t ions  appreared l a t e r  (averaging -6.7 percentage 

p o i n t s  f o r  the  four s o c i a l  reasons) than when the  chi ldren  ques t ions  appeared 

f i r s t  (averaging -2.5 percentage p o i n t s ) .  In  one sense t h i s  does nothing more 

than s t a t e  obliquely what we s t a t e d  d i r e c t l y  e a r l i e r ,  t h a t  the  context  e f f e c t  

was much smaller i n  1983 t h a t  i n  the  non-experimental condit ion.  But it a l s o  

suggests  a poss ib le  reason f o r  the  reduced e f f e c t .  I f  we assume t h a t  t r u e  

change reduced support f o r  abor t ion  i n  1983 then the  context  e f f e c t  might a l s o  

be reduced s ince  some o f  the  people who would have a l ready been moved there  by 

the  t r u e  change. This suppression e f f e c t  would be espec ia l ly  l i k e l y  i f  the  

t r u e  changed was caused by o r  opera t ing  through an increase  i n  sa l i ence  of 

chi ldren .  A review of news coverage of  abort ion both during the  f i e l d  period 

( la te  February through mid-April, 1983) and s ince  the  l a s t  GSS i n  1982 

revealed severa l  pressures  aga ins t  abort ion including (1) the  r e i n t e r a t i o n  of 

t h e  Catholics  church's ant i-abort ion stance i n  the  new canon law and i n  

numerous speeches by Pope John Paul  11, (2) repeated statements by President  

Reagan agains t  abor t ions ,  and (3) continuinq ac t ion  i n  t h e  Senate on const i tu-  

t i o n a l  amendments t o  e i t h e r  outlaw abor t ions  o r  tu rn  a u t h o r i t y  over t o  the  

s t a t e s .  I n  addi t ion  the  "Baby Doew s t o r i e s  have heightened concern oq in fan t  

r i g h t s  and infantcide.  Y e t  it is d i f f i c u l t  t o  see any or a l l  o f  these  f ac to r s  

a s  c l e a r l y  leading t o  a r eve r sa l  of  approval f o r  abort ions.  

There is however one example when a h i s t o r i c a l  s h i f t  i n  a t t i t u d e s  did 

appreciably change the  magnitude of  a quest ion order e f f e c t .  I n  1948 asking 

about allowing an American repor te r  i n  the  Soviet  Union f i r s t  increased 
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acceptance of a Communist r epor te r  i n  America by 37 percent  po in t s  (Schuman 

and Presser ,  1981). I n  1980 the  same context  experiment produced a 20 percent  

p o i n t  s h i f t .  This decl ine  o f  17 percent  po in t s  occurred almost e n t i r e l y  

because approval of a Communist repor ter  i n  America increased by 18 percent  

po in t s  when it was asked f i r s t .  The context  e f f e c t  was s i g n i f i c a n t l y  reduced 

because quest ion order-free approval of Communist r epor te r s  (and the  Soviet  

Union i n  general)  increased s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from 1948 t o  1980. 

While the  1983 experiment f a i l s  t o  confirm a context  e f f e c t  whereby 

the  presence of  p r i o r  items focusing on chi ldren  reduces approval of abor- 

t i o n s ,  the re  is some reason f o r  be l ieving t h a t  such an e f f e c t  may e x i s t .  The 

e f f e c t  may have been reduced i n  1983 because of  the  dec l ine  i n  approval of 

abor t ion  or  the  non-experimental comparisons i n  1978/1977, 1980 may have 

exaggerated the suspected context  e f f e c t  by a t t r i b u t i n g  t o  quest ion order 

changes t h a t  were i n  p a r t  due t o  t rue  change. I f  the  magnitude of the  context  

e f f e c t  has varied because o f  t r u e  s h i f t s  i n  abort ion approval,  it may be 

impossible t o  adequately dup l i ca te  the  non-exper imental s i tua t ion .  A 

r e p l i c a t i o n  of  the  1983 quest ion order  experiment would he lp  t o  determine 

whether a modest context  e f f e c t  does e x i s t .  Un t i l  f u r t h e r  evidence is 

accumulated, the  children/abort ion quest ion order  e f f e c t  is uncertain.  
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Table 1 

Abortion A t t i t u d e s  by Ques t ion  Order 
(Percent  Approving o f  Abortion, Don't Knows Included) 

Children Children F i r s t -  
Abortion A t t i t u d e s  l a t e r  F i r s t  La ter  P r o b a b i l i t y  

A. 1977-1980 Surveys 

B i r  t h  d e f e c t  (ABDEFECT) 81.9 80.3 -1.6 .036 
No more c h i l d r e n  (ABNOMORE) 44.9 39.1 -5.8 .OOO 
Mother ' s h e a l t h  endangered (ABRLTH) 88.2 88.5 +0.3 .954 
Can ' t a f f o r d  (ABPOOR) 50.8 45.5 -5.3 .004 
Woman raped (ABRAPE) 80.6 80.7 +O .I. .534 
Woman doesn ' t  want to 

marry (ABS INGLE) 47.0 39.7 -7.3 .OOO 
Any reason (ABANY) 38.0 32.4 -5.6 .002 

B. 1983 Experiment 

B i r  t h  Defect  (ABDEFECT) 75.4 77 .O +1.6 .722 
N o  more c h i l d r e n  (ABNOMORE) 39.2 36.3 -2.9 .410 
Mother's h e a l t h  endangered (ABHLTH) 86.7 87.3 +0.6 .823 
Can ' t a f f o r d  (ABPOOR) 42.7 41.2 -1.5 .575 
Woman raped (ABRAPE) 78.3 80.9 +2.6 .456 
Woman doesn ' t  want to 

marry (ABS INGLE) 38.6 36.4 -2.2 .479 
Any reason (AB ANY) 33.4 32.9 -0.5 .32L 



APPENDIX: Quest ion Wordings 

Now to a d i f f e r e n t  subjec t .  

66.  A. Which th ree  q u a l i t i e s  l i s t e d  on t h i s  card would you say a r e  the  
most des i rab le  f o r  a c h i l d  t o  have? CIRCLE THREE CODES ONLY IN 
COLUMN A. 

B. Which one of  these  th ree  is s the  most des i rab le  of  a l l ?  READ THE 

13 THREE RESPONDENT CHOSE. CIRCLE ONE CODE ONLY IN COLUMN B. 

I M  C .  A 1 1  of the  q u a l i t i e s  l i s t e d  on t h i s  card may he des i rab le ,  but  
could you t e l l  m e  which th ree  you consider l e a s t  important? 
CIRCLE THREE CODES ONLY IN COLUMN C. 

D. And which one of  these  th ree  is l e a s t  important of  a l l ?  READ THE - 
THREE RESPONDENT CHOSE. CIRCLE ONE CODE ONLY IN COLUMN D. 

1. t h a t  he has good manners. 8. t h a t  he g e t s  along well  with 
o ther  chi ldren .  

2. t h a t  he tr ies hard 9. t h a t  he obeys h i s  parents  
t o  succeed. w e l l .  

3. t h a t  he is honest. 10. t h a t  he is responsible. 

4 .  t h a t  he is nea t  and 11. t h a t  he is considerate 
clean. of  o thers .  

5. t h a t  he has  good sense 12. t h a t  he is in te res ted  i n  how 
and sound judgment. and why th ings  happen. 

6 .  t h a t  he has  se l f - con t ro l  13. t h a t  he is a good student .  

7. t h a t  he a c t s  l i k e  a boy 
(she a c t s  Like a g i r l ) .  

67. What do you think is the  i d e a l  number of ch i ld ren  f o r  a family t o  have? 

NONE.........................OO 

ONE..........................Ol 

Two..........................02 

THREE.........................O3 

FOUR.........................04 

FITIE.........................05 

SIX..........................06 

SEVEN OR MORE................07 

AS MANY AS YOU WANT..........08 

DON'T KNOW................... 98 
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68. Please t e l l  m e  whether o r  not y o u t h i n k  it should be poss ib le  fo r  a 
pregnant woman t o  obta in  a l e g a l  abor t ion  i f  . . . . READ EACH 
STATEMENT, AND CIRCLE ONE CODE FOR EACH. 

DON'T 
YES NO KNOW 

A. If t he re  is a strong change of  
se r ious  d e f e c t  i n  the  baby? 1 2 8 

B. If she is married and does not 
want any more chi ldren?  1 2 8 

C. If t he  women's own hea l th  is 
se r ious  endangered by the  
pregnancy? l 2 8 

D. I f  the  family has very low 
income and cannot af ford  any? 1 2 8 

F. I f  she is not  married and does 
not want t o  marry the  man? 1 2 8 

G. The woman wants it f o r  any 
reason 


