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At the top of the Iist of the biggest problens facing survey
research Janmes A Davis (1987; S178) nenti oned:

Validity: Wat do the questions nean? W know respondents
answer surprisingly reliably and carefully, but we
do not really know what they nean when they tell us
about "comuni sm' or "happi ness"

I ndeed there is reason to wonder whether a true neeting of mnds

goes on between social science investigators and surveysmiths at

one end and the respondents at the other end. Certainly the crafting
of questions that capture the intent of the investigators in a way that
i s understood by respondents is the goal of all survey research. Oten

this shared communi cati on and common understanding is | ess than perfect
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however. Several researchers have pointed out that a great deal of

m sunder st andi ng and m scomuni cati on can occur in typical survey
exchanges between interviewer and respondent (Belson, 1981; dark and
Schober, 1990). Fee (1979, 1981), for exanple, has shown that abstract
words in common use in the mass nedia often nean very different things
to different people. "Big governnent," for exanple, tapped four major
definitional clusters: 1) welfare statism 2) corporatism 3) federa
control vs. state's rights, and 4) bureaucracy. Simlarly Smth (1981)
found that "confidence" was defined in four distinct ways as 1) trust
2) capability, 3) attention to the common good, and 4) follow ng
respondent’'s self interest.

Li kewi se, since the sane word can conjure up notably different
nmeanings, it is not surprising to find that simlar words designed to
tap the sane object or feeling state can actually serve as quite
different stimuli and trigger significantly different response patterns.
For example, researchers in the quality of life area have found t hat
different terns used to neasure psychol ogi cal well-being, such as
"satisfied" and "happy", do not capture the sane underlying di nension.
Most believe that psychol ogical well-being consists of two distinct
di mrensi ons, one affective and the other cognitive and that happi ness
taps the former nore while satisfaction is oriented towards the latter.
As a result not only do distributions differ, but trends and
associ ati ons between neasures vary (Andrews and MKennel, 1980;
McKennel , 1978; Rodgers and Converse, 1975; MKennel and Andrews, 1980).
simlarly, Snmith (1987) found that "welfare" and "poor" trigger
dramatically different reactions fromrespondents.

Generally the nost effective way of establishing whether sharing
nmeani ng exi sts between investigators and the respondents is a direct,
open-ended probe of understanding [Endnote 1]. This techni que has
been used since the beginning of survey research for the devel opnent
of itens on a pretest either using a traditional pretest approach
(Payne, 1951; Converse and Presser, 1986) or the newer cognitive
interview pretesting (Jobe and M ngay, 1989; WIIlis, Royston, and

Bercini, forthconming; and M ngay and Greenwel |, 1989), in main surveys
t hensel ves (Converse, 1987), and in post-survey experinents desi gnhed
to explain previously discovered findings and patterns (Cantril, 1947

Bel son, 1981; Schuman and Bobo, 1988).

Anong this array of approaches is the random probe devel oped
by Howard Schuman (Schunman, 1966; Schuman and Hackett, 1974;
Converse and Presser, 1986). Under the random probe technique
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random sub- sanpl es of respondents are asked open-ended fol | ow up
questions to a sanple of closed attitude questions. These probes

ask respondents to explain or elaborate on the cl osed-ended choice

that they had just given. The recorded responses are then used by

the investigator to obtain a nore conplete and in-depth understanding

of the closed question and in particular to ascertain whether the closed
question was understood by the respondent as the investigator has

i ntended. By asking only a random sub-sanpl e of respondents (around 50)
about each closed question, it is possible to understand how that item
wor ked wi thout going to the great expense of asking open-ended foll ow
ups of all respondents. This feature permts the investigator to collect
probes on many questions in the survey rather than having conplete
information fromall respondents on only a few questions. In Schuman's
original study each respondent was asked about a random 10 of the survey's
200 questi ons.

The di sadvantages are that the relatively small sub-sanple size
coul d easily underesti mate or exaggerate a particular thene and that the
open-ended material can not be utilized in the quantitative data anal ysis
since too few respondents answer any particul ar question. Despite these
drawbacks, we find the technique to be useful and agree with Schuman
(1966) that "the survey researcher has an opportunity to increase his own
sensitivity to what his questions nean to actual respondents, and thereby,
i mprove his conprehension of the resulting data.”

Random Probes of GSS Questions

At Schuman's suggestion the CGeneral Social Survey (GSS)
i ncorporated random probes on the 1984 survey. (The GSS has
conduct ed annual cross-sectional surveys of adult Anericans since
1972, except for 1979 and 1981. It is funded by the National
Sci ence Foundati on and conducted by the National Opinion Research
Center, University of Chicago. For details on the survey see Davis
and Smth, 1988.) Each respondent was asked to explain his
previ ous answer to one of 25 questions. About 55-65 respondents
answered each probe. The 25 questions were sel ected randomy
fromGSS attitude itenms with two restrictions. W generally
excluded itens that were asked only of sub-popul ations (e.g.
enpl oyed peopl e) because the nunber of random probes woul d have
been reduced to low |l evels and avoided itens in the middle of
explicit scales with a common introduction in order not to interrupt
the flow of the question. Wth these exceptions the itens are typical
of GSS attitude itens asked in 1984. The questions covered and the
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probes utilized as given in Appendix 1. The probed questions are
identified by their GSS mmenonics in Appendix 1 as well as in the
text and tables for cross-reference and identification purposes.
Except for the specialized followups used for Q. 77 and 98, we
used general, non-directives probes as Schuman had.

For exanple, after the question on approval of honosexuality
("What about sexual relations about two adults of the same sex--do
you think it is always wong, alnost always wong, wong only
sonmetimes, or not wong at all?"), the interviewer inquired, "Could
you tell me alittle nore about that?" Sone verbatimresponses were:

I don't like it, but I do think people are entitled
to their owmn preference. X | don't think it's nornal
but nay be for themit is.

If they were born fromthe beginning Iike that,
e.g. ny son, | would try to help. It's not what
we were put here for.

Because in the Bible, it states that all honpbsexual s
woul d not go to heaven. It's in 1st Corinthians,
Chapter 6. It's just unnatural, that's all.

I could not inmagine another wonman touching ne. It's
not natural .

In admi ni stering the random probe interviewers were instructed
to repeat the probe to either clarify the initial answer or to obtain a
fuller response. In general at |east one probe per response woul d
be standard. An "X' was to be inserted in the text to indicate a foll ow up
probe (see first exanple cited above). The interviewers were to
record all remarks verbatim

The responses to the random probes are then evaluated in
several different ways including 1) the Schunman schene of
prediciting closed responses, 2) a consideration of non-attitudes, 3)
an eval uation of the anpunt of validity or shared meani ng between
interviewer and respondent, and 4) a discussion of substantive
insight into topics.

Predi cting C osed Responses from Random Probes
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Fol | owi ng Schuman's procedures, the first analysis of the
random probes we carried out was to try to predict the cl osed
responses that respondents had gi ven based on their open-ended
answer. The eval uation schene was the sanme as used by Schunan
and i s reproduced bel ow

Code Interpretation Poi nt s

A. Explanation is quite clear and leads to 1
accurate prediction of closed choice.

B. Expl anation of marginal clarity and 2
| eads to accurate prediction of
cl osed choi ce.

C. Expl anation very uncl ear; cannot make any 4
predi cti on about closed choice

D. (a) Explanation seens clear, but |eads

to wong prediction of closed
choi ce;

(b) Respondent was unable to give any
expl anation of his closed choice 5
("don't know');

(c) Respondent in course of explanation
shifted his closed choice away from
original.

(RN (Explanation is sinply literal repetition (omt)
of cl osed choi ce; cannot judge
respondent understandi ng of question.)

These categories are obviously highly subjective and woul d
l'i kely vary anong coders. All of the questions were coded by a
research assistant and 12 of the questions were independently
coded in whole or in part by the author. Agreenment was over 90%
In addition the author individually reviewed the research assistant's
assignnment for all cases and questions and nmade changes when
di sagreenents occurred. In addition, this coding approach is not al
enconpassi ng. It eval uates whether the response to the random
probe | eads to successful prediction of the prior closed response
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and does not directly consider whether shared neani ng exists
between the interviewer and the respondent. Such an evaluation is
carried out latter.

The results of this evaluation are given in Table 1. COverall our
estimates of what the respondent had replied to the closed questions
agreed with the actual closed responses 87% of the time across al
questions, no prediction was possible for 6% wong predictions
happened for 4% and respondents gave no expl anation for 3% The
agreenment |level of 87% and the nean value of 1.4 were both exactly
what Schuman found in his study [Endnote 2]. There was consi derabl e
range in the accuracy of the predictions fromcorrect predictions of
over 95% for national service for nen and the regul ati on of pornography,
down to only 55% for the political ideology question

I f anything, the level of incorrect and not possible scores
exaggerates the problenms found for the cl osed questions. First,
many of our wong predictions resulted fromthe fact that
respondents were expl ai ning why they weren't in another category,
rather why they were in the category they selected. Exanples are
given in the discussion of the "problematic" happi ness item bel ow.
Second, it was often hard to predict what position people had
sel ected when the cl osed choices were nore than sinple
dichotomes. Wiile it was al nbst always clear that a person agreed
with the closed question, we were sonetinmes unsure if they had
strongly agreed or only agreed. Third, respondents sometines gave
clear reasons that could be interpreted as supportive of either side
of the issue. For exanple, on the afraid to wal k al one at ni ght
question, one fearful respondent noted, "Well, it's very quiet and
there are not too nany people on the street." A fearless respondent
noted, "It's a very qui et neighborhood. Nothing has ever happened
around here." Knowi hg how t hese two respondent answered the fear
question makes clear what they neant. One is concerned about
deserted streets with only crimnals lurking around, while to the
other the quiet streets were deserted of crimnals as well as others.
However, wi thout knowi ng their prior response, one night have
assunmed that they had expressed the sanme |evel of fear for the
same reason. Fourth, sonetinmes the references were too cryptic,
often referring to personal experiences that was not clearly
expl ai ned. For exanple, on the Communi smas a form of
gover nnent question, one respondent said, "Because that's the way
| feel. | was there once.”™ Another renmarked, "I see it working in
some countries. |'ve been raised to fear conmunismas evil and
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saw nmy Dad's face." 1In the first case we don't know what country the
respondent visited or whether his reactions to the unspecified
country were positive or negative. 1In the second case, we don't

know what was seen on the father's face. Such potentially inportant,
but uncl ear references, made assignnent difficult. Finally, people
who replied "no opinion/don't know' to the closed questions were al so
probed and their responses were often difficult to correctly match
because sone a) sinply repeated that they didn't know, b) gave pros
and cons, and c) tried to explain why they didn't know. In sum
nunerous of the inpossible to code or wongly predicted answers
resulted fromdifficulties in understandi ng the nmeani ng of

expl anations, but not because their explanations contradicted their

cl osed response or indicted a substantial m sunderstandi ng of the
closed item

These reasons caused many of the m smatches even for itens
that ranked extrenely low in correct predictions: social class,
woren in the armed forces, happiness, and political ideology.

For social class, which asked people "Wy do you consider

yoursel f a menber of the class?", the problemwas that
many peopl e responded in such general terns as "incone" and
"education". These terns are certain objectively relevant to cl ass

identification. The only problemwas that respondents often didn't
say enough about their incone or educational level to permit us to
predi ct what class had been nmentioned. There seens therefore to
be little problemw th understandi ng and appropriate references,
but a nmerely an articulation difficulty.

As with social class, the problemw th the itemon having nore
or less wonen in the arnmed forces is not one of understanding.
Respondents nmention such reasons as equality, the nunerica
underrepresentation of wonen at 9% the desirability of wonen
servi ng-except for conmbat, and other argunents. However, it was
often hard to gauge fromtheir coments if they favored nore or
| ess wonen. For exanple, the references to conmbat exclusion were
nmade by people both for and agai nst nore wonen. Al so, a nunber
of wrong predictions were made because of counter-arguing.

Peopl e who we judged as favoring fewer wonen actually had said

that the current |evel was about right. They were expl ai ni ng why
they thought nore weren't needed and not (as we assuned) why |ess
were desirable (e.g. "Shouldn't have too nmany wonmen - it's just not
the place they should be.").
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Happi ness tied for second hi ghest on wong predictions and
was al so second hi ghest on correct, but |ess clear predictions. The
nost common reason for wong predictions and |ack of clarity was
interpreting explanations for why they weren't "very happy", as

reasons for being "not very happy." For exanple, one respondent
explained "I didn't really want to be in the navy. |If | had grown up
with nmoney, ny goals would have been going to college. | don't

really like being in the navy." Simlarly, another explained "Going

t hrough di vorce, plant closing, and adapting to new life." W thought
both were "not very happy", the | owest response. But both rated
thenmsel ves as "pretty happy". It is possible to argue that their

happi ness self-ratings are too positive given these stories and that
this is the source of our ms-classifications. O her happiness

expl anati ons however suggest that what these people were doing

was expl aining why they didn't say they were "very happy". They
were stressing the negative because they thought that they had to
tell why they weren't happy, possibility due to a cultural positivity
bias (Smith, 1979). Again the problemis not that people

nmi sunder st ood the question or even that they gave a response that
didn't match their explanation (although that could be argued), but
that they were explaining why they weren't sonething.

Only the bottomitemon the list, self-identified political ideology
on a seven-point |iberal/conservative scale, indicated substantial
problens with the understandi ng question. Wth only 52% of
response clearly and correctly classified, this item had the hi ghest
| evel of no explanation, the second hi ghest anpbunt of no prediction,
and a slightly higher than average nunber of wong predictions.

Many people had difficulty explaining why they were |iberal,

noderate, or conservative. A few nmade general references to
supporting change (n=3) or backing the status quo (5) and a | arger
nunber (n=13) cited their position on a specific issue or two. A
number however stressed that it was difficult to sunmarize their
spectrum of beliefs into one | abel (n=6) and others nerely repeated
the terns "liberal" or "conservative" w thout defining themin any way
(n=8). GOhers could only refer to a "gut feeling" or state "Because |
am.." to the probe. dearly both the all-enconpassing and abstract,
i deol ogi cal nature of this question made it a difficult one for many
respondents. This finding is neither surprising nor new, since

i n-depth exploration of political ideology have highlighted simlar
difficulties over the years (Converse, 1964; Conover and Fel dman,
1981).
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Nonat titudes

It has frequently been argued (Converse, 1964; Snith, 1981),
that nmany peopl e express opi nions on questions that they either do
not understand or for which have had no prior, inforned attitude.
They are rather nonattitude holders manufacturing attitudes for the
interviewer. The open-ended random probes night detect these
nonattitude hol ders, since they would presumably have difficulty in
expl ai ning or el aborating on their contentless opinions. On one
hand, the preceding anal ysis suggests that this was not often the
case, since the vast ngjority of respondents were able to give
answers to the random probes that were consistent with and
permtted the correct prediction of their previously expressed
opinions. On the other hand, many responses were hardly good
exanpl es of infornmed and devel oped argunmentation. As the
research assi stant who coded the open-ended probes, noted,
"Respondents seened to be nmuch nore stupid and I ess inclined to
think for thenselves that | had expected. |If they didn't know why
they answered a question the way they did, they seened to explain
with cliches... They don't seemto think about the question |ong
enough and only repeat what they hear on TV or what their spouse
has told them Perhaps this is the way people really are or perhaps
they feel pressured to come up with what they think the interviewer
wants to hear." Her assessnent conmes close to that of Converse,
peopl e have very little behind their opinion, grasp at sonme slim
reeds to hold on to, and nay be trying to please the interviewer.
(This student is a foreign | anguage maj or who had never heard of
Converse's nonattitudes theory before coding this nmaterial.)

But | differ fromher characterization of the materials somewhat
and question the conclusion that the responses indicate w despread
nonattitudes. First, there is considerable range in the quality and
depth the answers. They range froma few "l don't know' to simlarly
rare exanpl es of extensive and detailed explanations running
50-100 words in length. Mst answers are a single sentence of a
dozen words or so. In nmy own wholely subjective judgnment, |[|'d say
that about a quarter of the responses were brief or inconplete
enough to perhaps be considered problematic. A few exanples to
such responses are given bel ow

A Extra-marital Sex Always Wong ( XMARSEX)

"According to ny religious [sic] and upbringing it is wong."
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"That's the way | was brought up. That's what | believe."

"Whman should stay with their [sic] own man, that's the
way it's supposed to be."

B. Communi sm Wor st Form of Gover nment ( COVMUN)

"I DK. X They take away all your freedonms. X So different
fromus. X No."

"l don't care for Communism"”
“"No real comment on that. No freedom"”
C. Qut | aw Por nogr aphy ( PORNLAW

"Because | don't think pornography is worthwhile."

"Because it's the ruination of the country. It's just filth."
"I don't know. X It's just sickening. It's not the way it should
be. It's man nmade stuff."

It might be possible to interpret these as stunbling attenpts to
explain the nearly unexplainable (i.e. nonattitudes). In nbost cases
| suspect that this would be a msinterpretation. Wile many
responses are not terribly articulate, they are overwhel m ngly
rel evant. Respondents were not answering essay exam nations in
a col |l ege course, but were rather doing what they were asked to do,
el aborate on their previous response. The linmited nature of sonme of
their responses is nore a function of 1) the non-denmandi ng nature

of the task they were doing (giving a little explanation, not filing an
am cus brief in defense of their position) and 2) the inarticul ateness

of many people (who may not be cognitively prepared to or

experienced in verbally expressing their thoughts and reasoni ng)[ Endnot e3].

We do not feel that the random probe responses that are short,
vague, or even stunbling and sketchy are necessarily indicators of
either liable nonattitudes or unreliability.

Validity: Unshared Meaning

Wil e there appears to have been a great deal of conmon or
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shared neani ng between the investigators and respondents, the

nmat ch between intentions and interpretations is not perfect.
Investigators typically want itenms to tap one di nension, but |anguage
is rarely so precise or unanbi guous as to preclude alternative
under st andi ngs (O ark and Schober, 1990). Also life is so conplex
that all individual circunstances can not be covered by a sinple
question. Suppose an investigator wanted to nmeasure personal

access to an autonobile and asked "Do you own a car?" Sounds

sinple and straightforward, doesn't it? But consider just sone of the

probl ens:
1) No. (Respondent's wife owns the car.)
2) No. (Respondent |eases a car.)
3) No. (Respondent owns a truck, jeep, etc.)
4) No. (Respondent's store owns a car.)

5) Yes. (A junked car that hasn't run in years)
6) Yes. (Car on permanent loan to child living out of state.)

7) Yes. (But neither R nor anyone else in the household drives.)

Now gi ven just precisely how the investigator nmeant to define
"personal access to an autonobile," sone of the above answers

nm ght be correct, but npost are probably wong. O course one m ght
argue that this is just a bad question and a good pretest would have
reveal ed these errors and pernmitted the investigator to fornmulate a
nore preci se question, perhaps |ike the foll ow ng:

Do you or another adult in your immedi ate household own or
| ease on a long-termbasis a car, truck, or simlar notor
vehi cl e?

| F YES:

Is it in running order?

Is it available for daily use by nmenbers of your imedi ate
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househol d?
| F NO

Do you drive a car, truck or sinmilar notor vehicle that is
owned by your own business, office, or farn®

This revised question largely plugs the leaks in the initial question,
but at the cost of becoming |long and conplicated. And of course it
doesn't elimnate all potential msunderstandings. For some people
may count a tractor or a ATV as a "simlar notor vehicle.” |Is that

what the investigator would want? Wuld sone sal espersons for

| arge corporations count the conpany car as owned by "your own
business . ."? Wuld taxi drivers say "yes" to this follow up?
the investigator could el aborate and specify his intent, but the
question woul d beconme nore and nore conplex. Wile repeated
refinenments and clarification should ultinately be able to cover
reasonabl e interpretati ons and common place circunstances, total,

perfect closure is not possible. Nor is it necessarily either needed

or desirable. |If access to an automobile is the sole focus of an
i nvestigator, then nunerous follow ups and fine distinctions are
highly desirable. |f autonobile access is one of many questions
about either material possessions or access to various nodes of
transportation, then | ess depth, detail, and yes, accuracy m ght
accept abl e since every question about autonobiles would usually
cost anot her questions about other matters (e.g., about other
possessi ons or nodes of transportation).

Overall, the degree of shared neani ng between the
i nvestigators and respondents was very high. On a nunber of
questions however small nunbers of respondents interpreted the

question in a different manner fromthat intended. Below we discuss
these validity problens, indicating the different understandings that

some people put on the question. 1In all cases, the nunber with
fundanental | y variant perspective are small

1. Afraid to Walk Alone at N ght (FEAR)

This question is intended to nmeasure personal fear of crineg,

but does not explicitly refer to crine. Several people nmade
no nention of crimnal concerns is their responses, referring
instead to being too old (1), to it being too dark (1), and to
| oose dogs and a highway (1). Sone of these respondents may
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have had crinme in nmind (e.g., the darkness may be a source of
fear because it hides crimnals), but it appears that these
respondents did not primarily think of crime when answering
this questi on.

2. Care of Parents in their Children's Hone (AGED)

This question is intended to nmeasure attitudes towards the
care of elderly parents by their children rather than through
institutionalization. Sone respondents thought, however, that
it referred to adult children living with (and off of) their
parents (1 solely, 2 partly, and 2 uncertain).

3. Special Treatment for Bl acks (HELPBLK)

This question is based on the inplicit assunption that Bl acks
are behind Whites in living standards. This assunption is
rejected by sone respondents (4) and they therefore oppose
special treatnment as not objectively needed.

4. Punishments for Failing to Register for Draft (COPUN SH)

Thi s question asks whether those who refuse to register

for the draft "should be punished in any way." People seemto
assune that the punishment would be quite severe (e.g., Yes - "But
jail is too harsh.”, No - "They shouldn't be killed if they don't want
to register.”, No - "Don't see why they should be punished for
such a minor thing, with nurderers wal king the streets free.").
Several people (2) who replied No actually suggested punishnments
(e.g., "They should not receive |oans for schooling."), perhaps

t hi nki ng these did not count as punishnments (i.e., "punished in any
way"). (On the difficulty of respondents handling generalized
absol utes see Smith, 1981.)

In each of these exanples at | east a few people (always |ess
than 10%, put a different interpretation on the question than the
i nvestigator intended, rejected a common set of assunptions, or
gave a terma different neaning. Wile this does not nean that al
ot her respondents understood the questions exactly as intended, no
evi dence of other substantial m sunderstandi ngs appears in their
responses. It therefore appears that respondents not only can
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explain their responses, but overwhel m ngly understood the
questions as the investigators did.

I nsi ghts

Per haps the greatest value of random probes is the insights
they provide into what argunments and factors shaped respondents’
opi nions. |deas about what beliefs and attitudes should be studied
to either understand the topic nore fully or to explain why particul ar
positions are held can be reaped by the random probes. These
i nsights are substantive and we will not carry out an in-depth
anal ysis of all questions, but will highlight a few exanples to
illustrate the insights that random probes can supply [Endnote 4].

1. Afraid to Walk Alone at Night (FEAR

While this question has no racial references init, a
nunber of people (6) nmentioned race in their responses
(4) with negative connotations and (2) neutrally. This
suggests that race is an inportant enough aspect of
crime attitudes to be explored directly.

2. Adultery (XMARSEX)

Most opponents of extra-marital affairs nade an
explicit religious reference (12) or a reference or
immorality/sin (3). This suggests that appropriate
religious variables should be used in any nodel
explaining attitudes towards extra-marital sex.

3. Wrk if Rich (R CHWORK)

Whi | e nost peopl e say that they woul d continue worKki ng,

many peopl e report substantial changes woul d be made,

such as switching to different jobs (5) or working only part
time (2). To get a nore detailed characterizati on of how
people might react to being freed fromthe materi al
necessity of work, one mght explicitly include these as
foll ow ups for those who woul d continue working or as
options along with continuing to work full-tine in present

j ob.
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4. National Service (MESERVE)

Peopl e enphasi zed di fferent advantages of national

service: sone stressed citizenship and patriotism (7),

others saw it as beneficial to the young thensel ves (25),
while to still others it was the gain to the old and/or needy
that was positive (3). Anong those stressing the benefits

to the young sone thought providing a job was inportant,
whil e others saw national service as an instrument for
teaching responsibility. Thus, to understand support for
national service one would have to explore these (as well

as ot her) aspects.

5. Integrated Schools (RACSCHQOL)

This question was originally framed (in 1942) to get at
dual - school systens and is now intended to tap support

for the principle of integration. The inportance of the
nei ghbor hood school / busi ng i ssue is shown by the fact

that nmany of those who favored integration added that they
opposed busing (3) or favored nei ghborhood schools (5).
Thus, any nore detailed exploration of school integration
shoul d clearly address these aspects.

6. Taxation (TAX

Most respondents said their taxes were too high

Rel atively few however enphasized the high absolute | eve
of taxes or their own personal financial burden (4).

| nst ead nost nentioned the unfairness and inequity (14)
and some nentioned wasteful utilization (3). Thus
fairness and efficiency rather than personal burden m ght
be explored nore in a study of attitudes towards taxes.

In sum the above exanpl es show the potential for random
probes to enrich an analysis and in particular to suggest either other
variables to be introduced into the analysis or thenmes to be tapped
in future studies.

Concl usi on

Overwhel m ngly for the questions probed on the 1984 GSS, a
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neeting of the ninds existed between investigators and

respondents. For npbst questions the vast majority of respondents
understood the queries as the investigators intended and were able

to give relevant, if not always articulate and vol um nous,

expl anations of their attitudes. Self-identified political ideology on a
i beral /conservative scale was clearly the nost problematic question
exam ned, a finding consistent with previous research. The random
probes, thus, did not reveal wi despread m sconmunication

indicating invalid nmeasurenment. This suggests that many of the
linguistic barriers to shared understanding that are so wel | -docunent ed
by survey nethodol ogi sts (Schuman and Presser, 1981)

and |inguists (Cark and Schober, 1990) do not in fact usually bl ock
successful and neani ngful communi cati on between respondents and
interviewers.

Random probes did, however, greatly enrich our understandi ng
of the thenes involved in and factors influencing attitudes. As
Lazarsfeld (1944) recommended back in the early years of survey
research, open-ended inquiries should be used al ong side of closed
questions, especially in an extensive devel opnental phase when
structured surveys are being designed. Unfortunately this sage
advise is too often either ignored or given short shrift.

Random probes are a technique that can help to redress that
oversight. They can be used to check the validity of itens, to gauge
the content of opinions, and to explore factors and themnes
i nfluencing attitudes. |In particular, given the advent of CATI and the
com ng of CAPI, random probes can be used nore easily and nore
precisely than ever before. Randonization can not only be
automatically inplenmented, but the probes can also be tailored to
prior responses and particular aspects of the questions under
scrutiny. For exanple, take three itens with high inter-item
correl ations and a sinple, unidinmensional association such as
represented by a Guttman scale. A CATI/CAPI random probe m ght
take a one in 20 sanple of respondents who give response patterns
consistent with the GQuttrman scale, but take a 100% sanpl e of the
relatively small nunber of off-scale respondents. Such an approach
nm ght uncover sub-group validity problens, suggest special factors
or reasonings that led to scal e i nconsistent responses, or perhaps
detect nonattitudes or other neasurenment problenms. Simlarly,
random probes could be varied to include both the type of general,
non-directive queries used here, as well as specific queries about
particular phrases in the question or |eading probes that asked if
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certain factors or argunents were consi dered or how certain
conflicting factors were weighed. In brief, the power and flexibility
of CATI/CAPI coul d enhance and extend the value and utility of
random pr obes.

Except for the long snoldering political ideology question, the
random probes on the GSS found no smoking guns. They are,
however, an excellent tool to ferret out understandi ng probl ens
where they exist. Their chief value however is probably in providing
insight into the cognitive and affective basis of attitudes and in
detecting lines of investigation to nore fully explain and nodel
attitudes.

Table 1

khkkkhkkhkkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhdhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhkhhkhhkhhkhhkhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhddhddddrddrddrdrdrdxdxdxdxdxdxdx*xdx*x*x**x*x*%x

Questi ons Eval uati ons of Expl anations (a)
No No Expl anation Sinple
Correct Correct but Predi ction or Wong Repetition
and Clear |ess O ear Possi bl e Predi ction of Question N(b)

RR IR R Ik R I R S b S S I R R R R e e S S R e AR R R R R R Sk kR R Rk ik kR Ik Ik Ik Sk

Nat i onal

Service for

Men

( MESERVE) ( ¢) 96. 2% 0.0 3.8 0.0 0.0 53/ 55

Legal i zati on
of Pornography

( PORNLAW 90. 6% 7.5 1.9 0.0 0.0 53/ 54
Approval of

Honosexual ity

( HOMOSEX) 90. 6% 1.9 3.8 3.8 0.0 53/ 55
Payment of

Taxes (TAX) 90. 0% 8.3 0.0 1.7 0.0 60/ 61

oligation to
Serve on Jury
(OBJURY) 87.5% 1.8 5.4 1.8 3.6 56/ 57

http://webapp.icpsr.umich.eduw/GSS/rnd1998/reports/m-reports/meth51.htm (17 of 32)2004-10-14 (AA( 4:32:13



Reports \ Methodological : Methodological Report 51

Puni sh Draft

Resi sters

( COPUNI SH) 87.5% 1.8 3.6 3.6 3.6 56/ 60
Fear of

Crime (FEAR) 87.5% 4.7 4.7 3.1 0.0 64/ 64

Govt Hel p Poor
( HELPPOOR) 87.3% 1.6 1.6 4.8 4.8 63/ 71

Govt Help Sick
( HELPSI CK) 86. 9% 3.3 3.3 6.6 0.0 61/ 64

Legal i zati on
of Marijuana

( GRASS) 86. 3% 6.8 4.1 1.4 1.4 73/ 76
Table 1 -- continued
kkhkkhkkkhkhkkhkhkkhkhhkkhkhkhkhkhkhhkhkhhkhkhhkhkkhkhhkhkhhhkhhkhhkhkhhkhkhhkhkhkhhkhkhhkhkhkhkhkhkhhkhkhkhkhkhkhkk khkk khkk kkkikk kkk,kx*k**x
Questions Eval uati ons of Expl anations(a)
No No Expl anation Sinple

Correct Correct but Predi ction or Wong Repetition

and Clear less dear Possi bl e Prediction of Question N(b)
EE R I b b S R I R IR R S I I A R O S R I I S S R I R S R I A R S R R R I O I R R O O
School
Desegregati on
( RACSCHQOL) 85. 7% 6.1 4.1 4.1 0.0 49/ 54
Care of Elderly
Parents ( AGED) 84. 7% 5.1 6.8 1.7 1.7 59/ 59
Conmuni sm as
For m of
Govt ( COVMUN) 83. 0% 1.9 11.3 0.0 3.8 53/ 55
Anoni a- Chi | dren
( ANOM A6) 82. 8% 3.4 6.9 6.9 0.0 29/ 62(d)
Mlitary Job
Tr ai ni ng
(JOBTRAI N 81. 8% 7.3 1.8 3.6 5.4 55/ 59
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Work If Rich
( Rl CHWORK)

Approval of
Adul tery
( XMARSEX)

Govt Hel p
Bl acks
( HELPBLK)

Govt
Regul ati on
( HELPNQOT)

Equal i ze
Weal t h

(EQALTH)

81. 1%

80. 0%

78. 9%

76. 7%

75. 9%

16. 2 2.7 0.0 0.0 37/ 38(e)

8.3 5.0 6.7 0.0 60/ 62

7.0 3.5 10.5 0.0 57/ 61

0.0 6.7 3.3 13. 4 60/ 63

9.3 9.3 5.6 0.0 54/ 55
Table 1 -- continued

kkhkkhkkhkkhkhkhkhhhkhhkhkhhhkhhkhhhkhhhkhhkhhhkhhdhkhhkhkhhhkhhkhhkhkhhkhkhhkhkhkhkhkkhkhhkhkhhkhkhkhkhkkhkhhkhkhhk kkhkikk ik kkk *x***%

Questions

Correct
and C ear

Eval uati ons of Expl anations(a)

No No Expl anation Sinple
Correct but Predi ction or Wong Repetition
| ess Cl ear Possi bl e Predi ction of Question N(b)

LRI S I I R R R kR R Rk kS Rk Ik Ik kO S S kS kS I R I I S S S S I A R S

Happi ness
( HAPPY)

Mor e/ Less
VWnen In
Armed For ces
( FENUMOX)

Soci al d ass
( CLASS)

Political
| deol ogy
( POLVI EV\B)

69. 0%

62. 1%

51. 9%

51. 7%

13.8 5.2 8.6 3.4 58/ 63
8.6 13.8 8.6 6.8 58/ 60
16.7 24.1 5.5 1.9 54/ 55
3.4 20.7 6.9 17.2 58/ 58

E R S I S R R R R S R R R R S kR Rk Ik Sk S Sk S Sk S S S Sk S I S I R R I I S I
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(a) Based on Schuman, 1966.

(b) First nunber is nunber of cases on which percentages were based. Second Nunber
i ncludes cases with no answer to the explanation pronpt.

(c) GSS mmenonics as used in Davis and Smith, 1988.

(d) Many interviewers skipped 4B and asked 48 instead because they nisread the
i nstructions

(e) Because they are not currently enpl oyed 22 cases were correctly skipped for this
guesti on.

Appendi x 1
A.  Random Probe Questions
(Mai n Questionnaire)
Circle the question nunber and probe question referred to on your HEF | abel.
Mark "RP" next to the question in the questionnaire as a rem nder.

Question Probe Question Probe Question for "DON T KNOW

Response

4 B | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

23 Could you tell me alittle nore Why is that--Wiy do you have no
about that? opi nion on that?

34 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

35 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

43 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

48 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

69 Could you tell me a little nore Wy is that--Wy do you have no

opi ni on on that?

77 Wiy do you consider yourself a L
nmenber of the cl ass?

81 Could you tell me a little nore Wy is that--Wy do you have no
about that? opi nion on that?

82 Could you tell me alittle nore Wiy is that--Wiy do you have no
about that? opi nion on that?

96 Could you tell me alittle nore Why is that--Wiy do you have no
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about that? opi ni on on that?

97 Could you tell me a little nore Wiy is that--Wy do you have no
about that? opi nion on that?

98 Wi ch has been nore inportant to __
you personal | y?

104 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

106 Could you tell me a little nore Wiy is that--Wy do you have no
about that? opi nion on that?

108 Could you tell me a little nore Wiy is that--Wy do you have
about that? opi ni on on that?

109 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

110 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

111 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

112 | see, why do you say that? | see, why do you say that?

MAS RANDOM PROBES: SEE | NSI DE COVER OF MAS QUESTI ONNAI RE

B. Probed Questions (Miin Questionnaire)

4. Now |l'mgoing to read you several statenments. Sonme people agree
with a statement, others disagree. As | read each one, tell ne
whet her you nore or less agree with it, or nore or |ess disagree.

B. It's hardly fair to bring a child into the world the way things
| ook for the future. (ANOM A6)

REFER TO Q 20. |IF RIS CURRENTLY . . . |

WORKI NG, TEMPORARI LY NOT WORKI NG OR UNEMPLOYED; : ASK Q
I

LAI D OFF, KEEPI NG HOUSE, RETIRED, IN SCHOOL, OR "OTHER':: SKIP

I
TO | NSTRUCTI ONS BEFORE Q 24.
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23.

34.

48.

7.

81.

If you were to get enough noney to |live as confortably as you woul d
like for rest of your life, would you continue to work or would you
stop working? (R CHWORK)

Some people think that the governnment in WAshi ngton ought to
reduce the incone differences between the rich and the poor,

per haps by raising the taxes of wealthy famlies or by giving

i ncone assistance to the poor. Qhers think that the governnent
shoul d not concern itself with reducing this income difference
between the rich and the poor. Here is a card with a scale
froml to 7. Think of a score of 1 as neaning that the governnent
ought to reduce the incone differences between the rich and poor,
and a score of 7 meaning that the governnent should not concern
itself with reducing incone differences. Wat score between 1
and 7 cones closest to the way you feel (ClRCLE ONE)

( EQALTH)

Gover nnent shoul d do Gover nnent

something to reduce shoul d not con-

i ncone differences cernitself with

bet ween rich and poor i ncome differences

DON T

| | KNOW
01 02 03 04 05 06 07 98

Do you think the use of narijuana should be nmade |legal, or not?

( GRASS)

If you were asked to use one of four nanes for your social class,
whi ch woul d you say you belong in: the |ower class, the working
class, the middle class, or the upper class? (CLASS)

As you know, many ol der people share a honme with their grown
children. Do you think this is generally a good idea or a
bad idea. (AGED)
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82. Do you think Wiite students and (Bl ack/ Negro) students should go
to the same schools or to separate school s? (RACSCHOL)

Turning to another topic: There's been a |ot of discussion about
the way norals and attitudes about sex are changing in this country.

96. VWhat is your opinion about a married person havi ng sexual
relations with sonmeone other than the marriage partner--is
it always wong, alnost always wong, wong only sonetines,
or not wong at all? (XMARSEX)

97. What about sexual relations between two adults of the sane
sex--do you think it is always wong, alnost always wong,
wong only sonetinmes, or not wong at all? (HOVOSEX)

98. Some peopl e say that people get ahead by their own hard work;
others say that |ucky breaks or help from other people are nore
i mportant.

VWi ch do you think is nost inportant? (GETAHEAD)

[EEN

Hard wor k nost inportant
HARD WORK LUCK EQUALLY | MPORTANT 2
Luck or help from ot her people

nost i nportant 3
DON T KNOW 8
104. Wi ch of these statenents cones closest to your feelings about

por nography |l aws? READ FI RST THREE CATEGORIES [(a) - (c)] ONY.
Cl RCLE ONLY ONE CODE. ( PORNLAW

(a) There shoul d be | aws against the distribution
of pornography, whatever the age 1

(b) There should be | aws agai nst the distribution
of pornography to persons under 18 2
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106.

108.

109.

(c) There shoul d be no |l aws forbidding the
di stribution of pornography 3
DON T KNOW 8

Do you consider the anpunt of federal incone tax which you
have to pay as too high, about right, or too low? (TAX)

We hear a lot of talk these days about |iberals and
conservatives. |I'mgoing to show you a seven-poi nt
scale on which the political views that people m ght
hold are arranged fromextrenely liberal--point 1--to
extrenmely conservative--point 7. Were would you pl ace
yourself on this scale? (POLVI EW5)

(1) Extrenely Iiberal 01
(2) Liberal 02
(3) Slightly liberal 03
(4) Moderate, nmiddle of the road 04
(5) Slightly conservative 05
(6) Conservative 06
(7) Extrenely conservative 07

DON T KNOW 98

I'"d like to talk with you about issues sone people tell us are
important. Please |ook at CARD P. Sone people think that the
governnent in Washi ngton should do everything possible to

i mprove the standard of living of all poor Anmericans; they are
at Point 1 on this card. GQher people think it is not the
government's responsibility, and that each person should take
care of hinself; they are at Point 5.

( HELPPOOR)

| strongly | strongly
agree the govern- agree that
ment shoul d | agree peopl e shoul d
i nprove |iving wi th both take care of
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st andar ds answer s t hensel ves'
DON T
| | KNOW
1 2 3 4 5 8

A.  \Were would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you
made up your mind on this?

FOR @ S 109 THROUGH 112: | F RESPONDENT HAS NOT MADE
UP HHS/HER M ND ON AN | SSUE, CODE "DON T KNOW" THI S
'S AN ACCEPTABLE RESPONSE. DO NOT PROBE

110. Now | ook at CARD Q Sone people think that the governnent in

Washington is trying to do too many things that should be left to
i ndi vidual s and private businesses. Ohers disagree and think that
the government should do even nore to solve our country's problens.

Still others have opinions sonewhere in between. (HELPNOT)

| strongly | strongly

agree that agree that

t he govern- | agree t he govern-

ment shoul d wi th both ment i s doing

do nore answer s t oo nuch

DON T

| | KNOW
1 2 3 4 5 8

A.  VWhere woul d you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you
made up your nind on this?

111. Look are CARD R I n general, sone people think that it is the
responsibility of the governnment in WAshington to see to it that
peopl e have help in paying for doctors and hospital bills.
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112.

O hers think that these matters are not the responsibility of
the federal governnent and that people should take care of these
thi ngs t hensel ves. (HELPSI CK)

| strongly | strongly

agree that agree that

t he govern- | agree t he govern-

ment shoul d with both ment is doing

do nore answer s too nuch

DON T

| | KNOW
1 2 3 4 5 8

A.  \Where woul d you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you
made up your nind on this?

Now | ook at CARD S. Sone people think that (Bl acks/ Negroes)

have been discrim nated against for so |l ong that the governnent

has a special obligation to help inprove their |iving standards.

O hers believe that the government should not be giving treatnent to
(Bl acks/ Negr oes) .

( HELPBLK)

| strongly | strongly

agr ee that agree that

t he govern- | agree t he govern-

nment shoul d with both ment is doing

do nore answer s t oo nuch

DON T

| | KNOW
1 2 3 4 5 8

C. Random Probes and Probed Questions (MIlitary Suppl ement)
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Circle the question nunber and probe question referred to on your HEF
Mark "RP" next to the question in the questionnaire as a renai nder.

| abel .
DON' T KNOW

responses asked the same questi on.

| Question
Probe Questions

I I
I I
I 1A | see, why do you say that? I
I 4A | see, why do you say that? {
I 8 | see, why do you say that? I
I 11 | see, why do you say that? I
I 20C | see, why do you say that?

I I

The first of these is .

1.

A

How woul d you feel about a programthat required all young
nmen to give one year of service to the nation--either in
the mlitary or in non-mlitary work such as in hospitals
or with elderly people? Wuld you strongly favor it,
probably favor it, probably oppose it,

or strongly oppose it? (MESERVE)

At the present tinme, about 9 percent of the armed forces are
wonmen. All things considered, do you think there are too many
wonen in the armed forces, about the right nunber, or should
there be nore wonen in the arned forces? (FENUMX)

Even though they are no longer drafted for mlitary service, young nen
are still required by law to register for the draft when they becone

18 years old. If a young man refused to register for the draft, do you
think he should be punished in any way? ( COPUNI SH)
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11. Most people in the Armed Forces are taught skills they can use in
civilian jobs later. But some don't get such training. They are
taught only conmbat skills. Do you think the Armed Forces have an
obligation to train everybody in service for civilian jobs later, or
is that not a responsibility of the Arned Forces? (JOBTRAIN)

20. And one | ast question. W all know that Anmerican citizens have
certain rights. For exanple, they have the right to free public
education and to police protection, the right to attend religious
services of their choice, and the right to elect public officials.
I'd like to ask now about certain obligations that sone people fee
American citizens owe their country. | just want your own opinion
on these-whether you fee it is a very inportant obligation, a
somewhat inportant obligation, or not an obligation that a citizen
owes to the country. (READ EACH STATEMENT AND Cl RCLE ONE CODE FOR
EACH. )

C. How about serving on a jury if called? (OBJURY)

ENDNOTES

1. Anong the many other techniques that can help to determ ne shared neani ng,
as well as nmeasure other properties, are multi-itemscaling, know edge
questions, general conprehension evaluations by interviewers, question
speci fi c conprehensi on eval uati on by interviewers, and have-you-
heard/read-about filters. On the limtations of open probes, see Zeisel
1985, pp. 186-191.

2. This agreenent is surprising given that his sanple was from East Paki stan
and i nvolved entirely different questions.

3. Consider two deeply felt and concretely held attitudes. One results froma
careful explicit consideration of the pros and cons of an issue. So when
asked about support for capital punishnent, the death penalty advocate can
cite concerns about the rising nurder rate, a belief in a deterrent effect,
Bi blical support for the death penalty, etc., while an opponent mi ght cite
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racial bias in its application, howit's wong to play God, the possibility
of a m stake bei ng nade, etc.

The second attitude has not been cognitively addressed (either ever or
not recently), being possibly based on chil dhood socialization or enotional
response. Thus, a person opposed to honpbsexuality may only be able to say
that it's wong or inmoral withoutany further elaboration. This defense may
seem less articulate and thus nore like a non-attitude, being manufactured
on the spur of the nonment, when actually it is just the opposite, a deeply
held attitude with high test/retest reliability that has been held a | ong
time and cones from basic beliefs and chil dhood upbringing. For exanple,
how does noe explain why blue is their favorite color? Some may be able to
of fer concrete explanations (e.g., because it goes with ny skin tones best
or becuase it nmakes nme think of the sea which | enjoy greatly), but nany
probably could not offer an explicit explanation, saying perhaps only that
they liked it or that they have always thought of it as prettiest. In fact,
the nore basic and prinordial the affect towards an object nay be, the |ess
possible it may be for one to offer an explicit, cognitive justification.

4. For an excell ent exanple see Schuman and Hatchett, 1974.
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