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6.1 | NTRODUCTI ON

After a half century of study, question order is probably the
| east devel oped and nost probl ematic aspect of survey research.
As Schuman and Presser remark in their work on survey nethodol ogy
(1981, p. 77), "Overall, order effects...constitute one of the nost
i nportant areas of nethodol ogi cal research. They can be very large
[and] are difficult to predict.” This perplexity is shared by
Bradburn (1985, p.302) who observes, "No topic in questionnaire
construction is nore vexing or resistant to easy generalization
than that of question order"” and by Goves (1989, p. 479) who
notes, "(T)here seens to be no general theory that predicts when
such effects are to be expected and when they should not be
expected. "

In part because of our limted ability to predict their
occurrence, there is sone disagreenent in the literature over how
common context effects. Tourangeau, et al. conclude that "The
literature on survey context effects nmay create the inpression that
such effects are relatively rare, involving itens on a few
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scattered i ssue. These results here indi cate otherw se..

(Tour angeau, Rasinski, Bradburn, and D Andrade, 1988, pp. 22-23)."
Thi s i npression of pervasiveness is supported by nunerous instances
in which changes in question order have upset tinme series or

ot herwi se caused ot her undesired neasurenent variations (Snith,
1986; Smith, 1988c; Astin et al., 1988; Cowan, Mirphy, and Wi ner,
1978; Roper, 1990; Johnson and Bachnan, 1980; Turner and Marti n,
1984; and G bson, Shapiro, Mirphy, and Stanko, 1978).

Schuman and Presser, on the other hand, reach a conclusion
that at least differs in enphasis - "Question order-effects are
evidently not pervasive...but there are enough instances to show
they are not rare either (1981, p. 74)." This non-pervasive
i npression is supported by nunerous failures to produce context
effects in experinents designed to do so (Schuman and Presser,
1981; Smith, 1983a; Turner and Martin, 1984) and by the ability of
di fferent houses to produce simlar margi nal s when the sane
guestions, but different question content (as well as other
vari ations), existed (Turner and Martin, 1984; Snmith, 1978; Snith,
1982).

To date only one study has conducted a general search for
context effects. Schuman and Presser (1981) exami ned the 1971
Detroit Area Study (DAS). The DAS used split ballots in order to
accommodat e various experinments in either question order or
wor di ng. They | ooked at 113 attitude itens that were not the
desi gned obj ects of these experinents, but appeared after the
experinments and thus varied in context due to the prior
experiments. Apparently using sinple random sanpl e (SRS)
assunptions, they found eight significant differences at the .05
| evel, just two above what chance would predict. Their inspection
of these eight suggested that three probably represented rea
effects and the rest were due to sanple variation

In this paper we conduct a simlar analysis using the 1988 and
1989 Ceneral Social Surveys (GSS)

6.2 THE GSS DESI GN

The GSS has nonitored trends in America since 1972. The GSS
has striven to neasure true change undi storted by neasurenent
artifacts (Smith, 1986; 1988c). To avoid distortion in the tine
series, the project has tried to keep all facets of data collection
and processing constant; using identical sanpling procedures,
guesti on wordi ngs, data processing, and so forth. Wen necessary
changes have occurred, such as the periodic updating of the sanple
frame, the GSS has utilized calibration designs or other features
that allow the separation of neasurenent variation fromtrue
change and the mai ntenance of a consistent tinme series.

One of the nmeasurement variations that has been nost difficult
to control for has been order or context (Smth, 1986). The exact
replication of question order has not been possible because of
several other features of the GSS:
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1) Until 1988 the GSS enpl oyed a rotation design under which
nost GSS itens appeared on two out of every three surveys. (For
details of the rotation design see Smth, 1988b.) This nmeant that
the sane itens appear only on every fourth survey and, as a result,
it was inpossible to exactly duplicate order across adjoining
surveys.

2) The content of the survey has changed because of the
addi tion and deletion of itenms. Such changes were especially |arge
bet ween 1972 and 1973 when the survey length was substantially
i ncreased and between 1984 and 1985 when itens were dropped or
switched from permanent status to rotating in order to open up
space for annual supplenents.

3) Met hodol ogi cal, split-sanple experinents on question
wor di ngs, other features, and context itself have altered the order
of questi ons.

To minimze the unavoi dabl e variation in order caused by these
factors, the GSS has tried to 1) keep order as constant as possible
within the rotation patterns so that the order of the first and
fourth, second and fifth, and third and sixth years was the sane,

2) maintain the order of all scale itens unaltered (e.g. the seven-
item abortion scale or the 15-item national spending scale), 3)

pl ace new itens either at the end of the survey (as in the case of
the topical and cross-national supplenents) or at the end of

i ndi vidual scal es (as when an additional abortion question , ABANY
was added to the abortion scale), 4) consider the possibility of
order effects when constructing the questionnaire each year, 5)
check all "blips" in the tinme series for possible context effects
and 6) study context effects via split-sanple experinents both to
extend our general know edge of context effects and to test for
specific effects and possible distortions to the tinme series
suspected on the GSS (Snmith, 1986; 1984; 1983b; 1983a; 1982a;
1981).

Wth the switch fromthe rotation across tine design utilized
by the GSS until 1988 to the split-ballot design enployed since
1988, the GSS is able to test for possible context effects by
conparing response distributions across ballots. (For details of
the new design see Snith,1988b.) In brief, under the new split-
ball ot design itens that woul d have appeared on two of the next
three surveys instead appear on two of three random sub-sanpl es
(called ballots), each with one-third of the cases in a particular
year. Thus itens that woul d have appeared in 1988 and 1989 and
woul d have been off-rotation in 1990 instead appear in 1988, 1989,
and 1990 on ballots A and B. Itens that woul d have appeared in 1988
and 1990 and woul d have been off-rotation in 1989 instead appear on
all three years on ballots A and C. Likewise itens off in 1988 and
slated for the 1989 and 1990 surveys appear on all three surveys on
ballots B and C.

Retrospectively the switch nmeans that ballot A in 1988/89

represents the 1982 and 1985 surveys, ballot B represents 1983 and
1986, and ballot C represents 1984 and 1987. (Ballots also resenble
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earlier years in the GSS series, but the cl oseness of the natch
decays over tinme due to the addition and del etion of itens and

ot her variations. The matches between the 1982 through 1987 surveys
and the ballots in 1988 and 1989 are nuch cl oser than the match
with earlier years.)

This switch froma rotation to a split-ballot design nakes it
possible to experinmentally test for context effects by conparing
itenms across ballots. Itenms that foll owed the previous rotation
design will appear on two ballots (AB, AC, or BC), while permanent,
non-rotating itens will appear on all ballots (ABC). Sinple
conmpari son of the distributions across ballots allows for the
detection of context effects. And since the ballots largely
duplicate the order of questions in previous years, one can usually
generalize these findings to changes across past GSSs. In effect,
di fferences across ballots on the 1988 and 1989 surveys shoul d
dupl i cate changes across rotation years in past GSSs. Consequently,
order effects on the 1988/89 GSS identify order effects that have
been distorting the tinme series on past GSSs.

6.3 ANALYSI S OF CONTEXT EFFECTS

Table 6.1 shows the results of crosstabulating the 502
vari abl es on the 1988 GSS and the 442 variables in 1989 with
ball ot. Overall using SRS assunptions, 9.0% of the conparisons in
1988 and 8. 1% of conparisons in 1989 are significant at the .05
I evel. Using a design effects adjustnment of .667 |owers the
percentage of significant differences to only 2.8%in 1988 and 3.2%
in 1989. Table 6.1 breaks the GSS variables into five categories.
Two of the categories, variables fromthe sanple franme and
househol d enuneration form (HEF) and variables occurring at the
begi nni ng of each ballot, do not vary in context across ballots.
Two ot her groups, variables fromthe topic nodul es and vari abl es
fromthe sexual behavior supplenment are both internally consistent
in order across ballots and separated fromthe rest of the
questionnaire by a buffer of identical questions. (In 1988 the
religious belief and behavi or nodul e was preceded on all ballots by
four questions on attitudes towards science, questions on past and
present religious preference, a question on strength of religious
affiliation, and a series of questions about changes in religious
preference in the past. In the 1989 forbid/all ow experinents
foll owed a nunber of identical denographics on both ballots. In
each year the sexual behavior supplenent is preceded by the 15-
m nute long International Social Survey Program (1SSP) suppl enment.
In 1988 the | SSP nmodul e was on the inmpact on the fanily of the
changi ng | abor force participation of wonmen and in 1989 it was on
orientations towards work.) For these four groups the |ikelihood of
context effects is nil to negligible. The fifth group consists of
all other variables which to a greater or |esser extent differ in
their order across surveys.

The aggregate |evel of context effects is very simlar in 1988
and 1989. In both years there are very few significant differences
anong the context-simlar groups while nore significant differences
appeared anong the context-different variables. For 1988 the SRS
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results in Table 6.1 find al nost as many significant differences
for the context-sinilar categories (8.3% as for the context-
different categories (9.2%, but the adjusted significance tests
show t hat nost of the context-simlar variables had differences of
only borderline significance. Wth adjustnments only one of the
context-simlar variables (0.7% showed a statistically significant
difference with 13 of the context-different variables (3.6% stil
regi stered as significantly different. For 1989 both the SRS and
adj usted probability levels show few (1.6% significant differences
anong the context-simlar questions. Anbng the context-different
guestions 9.2% showed significant differences prior to adjustnents,
but only 3.4% were significant after adjustnent.

6. 4 ASSESSI NG SUBGROUP DI FFERENCES

Since fewer than 5% of the conparisons in both 1988 and 1989
were significant in the adjusted conparisons, it nmight be possible
to argue that no true differences are occurring, that al
di fferences are occurring by chance. Rather than make this genera
probabilistic conclusion, we evaluated each of the 28 statistically
significant differences by a) conparing the 1988 and 1989 results
both to one another and to the 1982-1987 surveys, b) evaluating the
di fferences in context across the ballots, and c) searching for
condi tional or associational effects consistent with our proposed
expl anations for context effects.

Each of these evaluations involves sonme difficulties. The
conpari son of 1988 and 1989 is generally straight forward since
nost vari abl es appeared both years and context was usually
i dentical across years. The pre-1988 conpari sons are nore
probl emati ¢ however. W carried out the pre-1988 conpari sons by
groupi ng together the two nost recent years representing the sane
rotation of ballot (82 and 85; 83 and 86; 84 and 87). W used only
the two nost recent rotation cycles because changes fromthe
addition and deletion of itens and other reasons make earlier years
| ess conparable to the 1988 and 1989 bal lots than nore recent
years. Since the pre-1988 conparisons are usually based on nearly
3,000 in each "ballot" condition (conpared to about 500 on each
ballot in 1988 or 1989), rather snall differences can be
statistically significant. Mrre inportantly, collapsing years into
quasi - bal |l ots does not elimnate tine as a factor. Not only woul d
items varying across tine in happenstance with rotation create
associ ations, but itens showi ng secular trends also relate to
rotation. (The collapsing of 1982, 85; 1983, 86; and 1984, 87
reduces sonewhat the |inear association between a variable and
time, but each rotation still averages a year latter in tine and
thus rotation year and tine are still associated.) In addition, as
not ed above, the context in 1982-1987 is not exactly the sanme as in
1988 and 1989 due to the addition/deletion of itens, experinents,
and rel ated reasons.

Assessing the cause of context effects is also difficult
because such effects are conplex and inperfectly understood
(Schuman and Presser, 1981; Snith, 1989; Tourangeau, 1987,

Tour angeau, Rasinski, Bradburn, and D Andrade, 1988; Tourangeau and

http://webapp.icpsr.umich.eduw/GSS/rnd1998/reports/m-reports/meth55.htm (5 of 18)2004-10-14 ¢AA 4:32:55



Reports\ Methodological : Methodological Report 55

Rasi nski, 1986). While context effects usually occur between
related itens, the interconnection between questions can be subtle
and hard to predict. In addition, for nost of the context-different
conparisons in Table 6.1 (and in particular the 28 significant

di fferences) preceding context is conplex, involving many questions
covering numerous subjects. Although the question(s) inducing a
context effect usually closely precede the affected question, this
does not have to be the case. (See Bi shop, O dendick, and

Tuchf arber, 1982; Schuman, Kalton, and Ludwi g, 1983 for exanples of
| ong-di stant order effects.) It is effectively inpossible to assess
in detail the entire context in which each of the affected

guesti ons appeared. W exam ned and noted the four inmediately
precedi ng questions (which because of sub-questions and indices
often involved nany vari abl es) and generally searched an additi onal
15-20 questions for possible context inducing questions.

Finally, to check on the plausibility of these context
expl anati ons, we exam ned if any other association could be
establ i shed between the hypothesized triggering variable(s) and the
af fected question. Context effects come in various forns and in
many instances there is no detectable connection between the two
vari abl es other than the margi nal changes on the affected variable
(Smith, 1982). There are two types of context effects however that
not only lead to a change in the marginal distribution of the
affected vari abl e, but also have ot her connecti ons between the
variables. First, in the case of associ ational order effects, the
rel ati onshi p between the variables is increased when the context
effect is operating. This can occur when the preceding variable
creates a frame of reference by which the subsequent variable is
eval uated (Smith, 1981). Second, with conditional order effects the
i npact on the subsequent question occurs only anong peopl e giving
certain responses to the prior question or, in the extrene case,
the context effect is in opposite directions depending on how the
precedi ng question was answered (Smith, 1982; 1989).

We first considered whether the explanation for the context
effects inplied conditional and/or associational effects. In the
majority of cases, the proposed explanations did not suggest such
effects. In sonme other cases conditional or other effects were
i mplied by our explanation, but the triggering variabl e appeared on
only one ballot so we could not enpirically eval uate our
expl anati on. When a conditional or associational effect was
predicted and it was possible to test it, we carried out the
appropriate conpari sons on both the pre-1988 and 1988-89 pool ed
data. For exanple, we exani ned whet her hel pful ness was nore
associated with viol ence questions when these questions were in
close proxinmity (an associational effect) and whether support for
hone care of elderly parents was higher after the hel pful ness item
only anong those expressing the belief that people are hel pful (a
conditional order effect).

Table 6.2 shows how the variables differed across ballots in
1988 and 1989 and across rotation years from 1982 to 1987. Table
6.3 sumarizes the data from Table 6.2 and nmakes a judgnment on what
di fferences represent real order effects.
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Tabl e 6.3 shows the 31 variables that statistically varied in
1988 or 1989 or were candidates fromthe pre-1988 analysis. (6 from
pre-1988, 14 from 1988, 14 from 1989 m nus three that were on both
the 1988 and 1989 lists.) Leaving aside the two scal es which
overlap with individual questions, there are 29 questions.
I nspection of the pre-1988, 1988, 1989, and pool ed 1988-89
di fferences across ballots suggests that 11 or 12 (Yes or Yes?)
represent true context effects, 2 are uncertain, and 15 (No or No?)
probably represent chance occurrences.

For 13 of the 15 variables judged not to represent true
context effects, the pooled 1988-89 differences are not
statistically significant (when adjusted) and the direction of the
pre-1988, 1988, and 1989 differences are not consistent. In
addition, context is fairly simlar in each case and no probabl e
source of an order effect was detected. For two variables, trying
to convert soneone to Christ (SAVESOUL) in 1988 and allow ng a
raci st to speak in public (ALLOARAC) in 1989, the variables
appeared on only one survey and therefore no cross survey check is
possi ble. They are the only two context-simlar variables to show
significant differences and neither seens a very likely candi date
for a true context effect. SAVESOUL has identical context on all
three ballots in 1988 for at |east the previous 28 questions and no
variables closely related to it in either placenent or association
show signs of a context effect. Simlarly, for ALLOARAC in 1989 the
i medi ate context is simlar on both ballots and none of the five
related variables in the forbid-allow experinment show any cont ext
effects. In addition, exam nation of the forbid-allow experinments
for possible context effects fromprior Stouffer questions reveal ed
no signs of a context effect.

For two variabl es, we have considered the context effects as
uncertain. For the first, nmenbership in nationality groups
(MEMNAT), the pattern is really simlar to several that we judged
not to represent real effects. W have placed these variables in
the uncertain category primarily because we found anot her
menber shi p vari abl e probably has a real context effect and
therefore are accepting the idea that somethi ng about the different
contexts influences at | east one nmenbership itemand therefore
m ght be influencing other nenbership variables as well. The second
uncertain variable, the Stouffer itemon letting a nmilitarist have
a book in the public library (LIBML), is of borderline
significance for the pool ed 1988-89 sanple and the differences are
al ways in the sanme directions. On the other hand, the i medi ate
context is very simlar across ballots.

6.5 SUSPECTED CONTEXT EFFECTS

That leaves 11 to 12 variables (11 Yes's and 1 Yes?) that are
significantly different for 1988-89, in the sane direction in the
pre-1988, 1988, and 1989 conparisons, and have plausible, if
unproven, context explanations for the differences and/or a past
hi story of being prone to context or other nmethod effects. Not al
of these effects are equally probable or of siml|ar nmagnitude, but
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based on the criteria |listed above they are considered as probably
representing real context effects.

First, belief in the hel pful ness of people (HELPFUL) is higher
when following itens about |eisure activities and | ower when
followi ng itens about econom c standing and viol ence. W believe
that the economic itens m ght focus thoughts on non-hel pful
behavi or (conpetition and self-interest) and/or the violence
approval questions mght enphasize crimnal and aggressive behavi or
and thus reduce one's evaluation of people's hel pful ness.

Second, trust in people (TRUST) is |ess when follow ng three
crime control variables than when following a m xture of questions
on how exciting one's life is, job values, reasons for advancenent,
and honosexuality. As with hel pful ness, we believe that the crine
items mght have reduced eval uati ons of the trustworthi ness of
peopl e.

Third, there is lower satisfaction with the Iocal comunity
(SATCI TY) when questions about the hel pful ness and fairness of
people and leisure tine activities cone first than when 15 Stouffer
civil liberties questions, a question on Communism an item on
equal i zing wealth, and a 13-part question on confidence in
institutions cone first. Past research has identified happi ness and
satisfaction itens as susceptible to order effects (Smth, 1986;
McC endon and O Brien, 1983; Schuman and Presser, 1981). In this
situati on however the source of the inpact is not readily apparent.
One possibility is that a contrast effect after the Stouffer itens
rai sed positive evaluation of one's comunity (i.e. in contrast to
the various politically or socially deviant groups asked about in
the Stouffer questions, aspects of one's imediate |ife may be
viewed nore positively). W believe that the effect is greater for
satisfaction with conmmunity rather than the other satisfaction
items because satisfaction with comunity is the first satisfaction
item (For a simlar first only effect see Smth, 1981).

Fourth, satisfaction with ones friends (SATFRND) is al so
apparently influenced by the same factors nentioned in the
di scussi on of SATCITY above.

Al t hough the other three satisfactions itens (satisfaction
with famly, leisure tinme, and health - SATFAM SATHOBBY, SATHEALT)
do not show clear, individual context effects, it appears that al
are being influenced in a simlar way as these variables. For the
five satisfaction itenms in the pre-1988, 1988, and 1989
conparisons, satisfaction is always greater when follow ng the
Stouffer questions than in the other context.

Fifth, the anoma itemon it hardly being fair to bring a
child into the world (ANOM A6) is nore agreed wi th when foll ow ng
the spending priority items than when coming after race relation
itenms. (Another anomia iteminmedi ately preceded ANOM A6 on both
versions.) The no children anom a item has been shown to be highly
sensitive to context effects in the past (Smith, 1983a), but we are
unsure what context in the current situation depressed or el evated
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anoni a.

Sixth, the anoma itemthat states public officials do not
care about citizens (ANOM A7) is nore agreed with when foll ow ng
the spending priority items than when conming after race relations.
Since ANOM A7 inmedi ately foll onwed ANOM A6 we assume that a common
context is influencing both.

Sevent h, confidence in the peopl e running Banks and Fi nanci al
Institutions (CONFINAN) is higher when the precedi ng context
i ncl udes questions about nunber of children, unenploynent history,
wor k hi erarchy, and occupational questions than a version that asks
about social class, personal financial status, union nmenbership,
and occupation. (On both ballots 12 other confidence itens appear
before the financial item) W specul ate that confidence in Banks
and Financial Institutions nay be | owered by the prior guestions on
personal financial conditions. This explanation is supported by the
fact that when asked first about personal finances there is a
positive correlation between personal difficulties and | ow
institutional confidence, but when the personal financial questions
did not appear first, personal financial evaluations and
institutional confidence are not related. For exanple, when the
personal financial questions cane first, anong those reporting
i mprovenents in their financial situation 30% had a great deal of
confidence in financial institutions. Anmong those reporting no
change in their personal condition 25.5% had a great deal of
confi dence and anong those reporting being worse off only 20% had
a great deal of confidence. Wien the personal financial question
did not appear first, there was no association (% great deal of
confidence if better (18%, sane (22%, and worse off (21%).

Ei ght h, confidence in the people running Organi zed Religion
(CONCLERG is also higher in the latter condition described above.
While we believe that there is a context effect affecting
confidence ratings in general (see below), we do not know why
significant individual effects showed only for these two itens.
They are not closely related institutions and appear at nearly
opposite ends of the lists of institutions. In addition, confidence
in religion does not show the conditional association to ones
personal financial situation that the financial item does.

It appears however that context is inpacting on the confidence
scale as a whole rather than just on the two variables that show
clear, individual differences. An additive confidence scal e has
margi nally significant context differences for 1988-89 and shows
the sane difference in the pre-1988 data. Across the 13 confidence
items in the pre-1988, 1988, and 1989 conparisons confidence is
greater in the version that onits the subjective financial
questions 37 tines out of 39. In addition, the confidence questions
have been shown to be susceptible to other order effects (Snmith
1981).

Ni nth, support for having elderly parents live with their

children (AGED) is less after eight fem nismqguestions (and itens
on school prayer and the UN) than after itens on hel pful ness and
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econoni ¢ standi ng. We hypot hesi ze that either exposure to fem nism
i tems enphasi zi ng nodern rol es reduced support for traditional
famly care or that an expression of the hel pful ness of people
increased willing to acconmodate elderly parents (or both may be
acting).

Tenth, nore nmenberships in Church-affiliated O ganizations
(MEMCHURH) are reported after a battery of questions on pornography
than after questions on snoking, drinking, and education. Since
religious nmenbership is preceded on both ballots by nenbership
guestions on 14 other groups, the inpact apparently occurs across
this buffer. Once again we are uncertain of why the context occurs.
It is known that the church question is anbi guous and subject to
varying interpretations and thus may be subject to contexts that
activate these various understandings (Smth, 1988a). There m ght
be a self-presentation effect of nentioning nore religious
affiliations after the pornography questions. O the "sin"
guestions may | ead people to define Church-affiliated Organizations
in a wider fashion thinking perhaps of their religious affiliation
in general and/or perhaps drawing in norality-oriented groups in
addition to religions.

El eventh, nore attendance of a racially integrated church
(RACCHURH) is reported foll ow ng questions about outl aw ng
interracial marriages and support for open housing than about
degree of nei ghborhood integration and approval of schoo
integration. One possible explanation is that the nei ghborhood
guestion frames the church integration question such that people
tend to think of their local congregation ("church"), while in the
ot her context nore people think of their denom nation ("church").
Since a local congregation is less likely to be integrated than a
denom nation, nore integration would be reported in the forner case
than the latter

Finally, selecting a "feeling of acconplishnment” as an
i mportant preference in a job (JOBMEANS) is nmore common foll ow ng
guestions on sexual and reproductive issues than when after anom a
items and racial itenms. (In both cases the job value question was
i medi ately preceded by a question on whether getting ahead in life
depends on luck or hard work.) This itemis of only borderline
plausibility. The effect may emerge fromthe negatively phrased
anom a itenms reduci ng nmentions of the sonewhat idealistic
"acconpl i shnent" preference and pronoting the selection of nore
pragmati c sel ections such as high inconme, job security, and a
chance for advancenent. However, the effect is not consistently
greater anong those with anonmi c feelings which questions this
expl anati on.

6. 6 CONCLUSI ON

Overall the nunmber of context effects created by the rotation
desi gn enpl oyed by the GSS prior to 1988 are minuscule; 11-12
probabl e order effects out of over 500 variables. Even this dirty
dozen was concentrated anong a few topics: anom a, m santhropy,
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satisfaction, and institutional confidence accounting for 8 of the
12 context effects. Distortions to the existing tinme series are

al so generally small in magnitude. OF the 12 probably real effects
the average size is 7.5 percentage points (using pool ed 1988-89
figures) with the |argest being trusting people (TRUST) at 11.0
percentage points and the smallest being the |l ess certain job

val ues question (JOBMEANS) at 2.6 percentage points.

Toget her with the Schuman and Presser DAS study, our GSS study
suggests that unantici pated context effects night occur once out of
every 40-60 questions. In one regard however this is probably an
underestinmate, since on the GSS, and presumably on the DAS,
batteries of questions on one topic (e.g. the seven itens on
abortion or the 13-item confidence battery) were asked in a bl ock
and not varied across ballots. Since context effects are nost
likely to occur between closely related itens, the failure to
experinmentally vary itens within topical blocks, probably
underesti mates the frequency of context effects.

In addition to the commpnness of context effects, the review
of context effects on the GSS due to ballot position suggests
certain characteristics of questions that nake them prone to such
ef fects.

First, many of the affected itens seemto be rather general in
their scope. For exanple, the itenms on hel pful ness and
trustworthiness ask for global judgnents on the nature of man and
one of the anomia item asks people to consider "the way things |ook
for the future." Al of these itens theoretically nake rel evant
nearly a lifetinme of nenories of the nobst varied and conpl ex sort.
Since the mind is neither disposed to such massive processing of
menory nor to a random sanpling of same, it is likely that the
sanmpling of nenories would be notably influenced by those nmenories
and thoughts triggered by prior questions and that such primng
woul d affect one's subsequent response to such general questions.
Wil e context effects do not always involve only such nmenory-
overl oadi ng questions (e.g. the Russian/American reporters itens
are exanples of |large context effects concerning fairly specific
i ssues - Schuman and Presser, 1981), nenory-sanpling, context
effects are nore |likely anong extrenely w de-rangi ng questions and
these probably are anong the nore common types of context effects.

However, not all wide-ranging questions are readily
susceptible to context effects. If people have a predeterm ned
answer to the question that can be directly retrieved rather than
havi ng to undertake a general search, then biased nmenory sanpling
and therefore context effects are not likely to occur. For exanple,
the inquiry "What is your favorite food?" in theory mght require
a search of a lifetine of eating experience. However, nmany people
have consciously decided on their "favorite" food and have to
report only on that judgnment rather than retrieve and eval uate al
their nenories regardi ng foods.

Second, anbiguous terns may nake guestions nore susceptible to
context effects. In the case of the question on integrated churches
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it islikely that the context redefined respondent's understandi ng
of the term"church" and a sinilar inpact my have occurred on the
church nenbership question. O in the exanple i medi ately above
people may interpret "food" as referring to main courses, desserts,
or five course dinners depending on how prior context nakes them
understand the vague term "food." These type of context effects
depend on the redefinition of question meaning and i ntent rather
than in selective nenory sanpling as above (Smith, 1989).

Third, denographics seemto be relatively inmune to context
effects. W did not find a single exanple of a context effect for
a denographic and the literature reports few such effects. However,
2 of our probable 12 effects are factual, behavioral reports and
these are as likely to occur as attitudinal effects. (There are
nore attitudinal effects because there are nore attitudinal
guestions on the GSS.) Denographics differ fromthe other itens in
several regards. First, they usually deal with concrete, basic
facts that are well-known by respondents. Second, they deal wth
matters that are well understood by respondents. For nost
denogr aphi cs people do not have to do extensive nenory searches,
but nmerely go to a discrete point where the information is stored
and retrieve it. There is also probably |ess nisunderstanding
bet ween respondents and i nvestigators on what is being asked for,
since the information - age, marital status, etc. is comonly used
and frequently asked for. To sone extent standard denographics tend
to avoid the nenory sanpling and definition problens cited above.

This is not to say that 1) there are no problens and no
m sunder st andi ngs i n denographics or 2) context cannot effect
denogr aphi cs, but that denpbgraphics tend to be | ess context
sensitive than other questions. (They are relatively inmune to
context, because respondents understand what is being asked for and
that information is readily available.) Al so, the above
general i zati ons about denographics apply to sinple, basic
denogr aphi cs. Factual states that are difficult to report on or
obscure may suffer as readily fromcontext effects as did the itens
on church nmenbership/integration

Among the probabl e context effects on the GSS, we have
exanpl es of several of the different types of effects described by
vari ous taxononies and theories of context effects (Tourangeau, et
al ., 1986; 1988; Smith, 1982; 1989). These include effects acting
at the interpretation, retrieval, and judgnent stages. W have al so
identified three factors that contribute to context effects.
Context effects are nore likely to occur in questions that 1)
requi re wi de-rangi ng, nenory searches because the subject covers
many rel evant nmenories, 2) access nmenories that have not been
previously organi zed into a sutmary eval uation that supplies a
sinmple, direct answer to the question being posed, and 3) utilize
anmbi guous ternms and/ or have uncertain intent. These are clearly not
the only characteristic of questions that are rel evant to context
effects (for an extensive |ist see Tourangeau and Rasi nski, 1988),
but may be ampbng the nbst common.

Table 6.1

http://webapp.icpsr.umich.eduw/GSS/rnd1998/reports/m-reports/meth55.htm (12 of 18)2004-10-14 (AA 4:32:55



Reports\ Methodological : Methodological Report 55

Statistically Significant Differences Across Ballots by
Cont ext ual G oups

(1988 and 1989)

Nunmber Statistically Significant

SRS Adj ust ed

(Chi Square * .667)

1988
Cont extual G oups
HEF/ Sanpl e Frame (9) 2 0
Start (36) 1 8.3% 0 0. 7%
Rel i gi on Mbdul e (92) 9 1
Sex Behavi or Suppl enent (7) 0 0
O her (358) 33 9.2% 13 3. 6%
Total (502) 45 9.0% 14 2.8%

1989
Cont ext ual Groups
HEF/ Sanpl e Frame (9) 0 0
Start (36) 0 1. 6% 0 1. 6%
For bi d/ Al | ow Experinments (6) 1 1
Sex Behavi or Suppl enent (10) 0 0
O her (381) 35 9.2% 13 2. 4%
Total (442) 36 8.1% 14 3. 2%

Table 6.2
Difference Across Ballots for Statistically
Significant Itens in 1988 and 1989
A. Pre-1988 Vari abl es
1988 1989 Pre-
1988
A B C Prob. A B C Prob. "A

"B "C'  Prob.
MEMCHURH ( Yes) - .373 .318 .066 - .360 .295 .029
- .388 .321 .000
CAPPUN
(Favor) .789 .751 .745 .240 773 .797 779 .659 .789 .760 .744 .000*
COURTS
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( Not
Tougher) .105 .088
5 Sati sfactions

(LT 10) - .238
- .252 .333 .000*
13 Confi dences

(7+) -
- .120 .107 .000*
DRUNK (Yes) -
- .358 .418 .000*

B. 1988 Vari abl es

HELPFUL ( Yes) -

- .569 .498 .000*
TRUST ( Yes) -

- .374 .459 . 000*
SATCI TY

(G eat Deal +) -

- .449 512 .000*
AGED ( Good) -

- .418 .502 .000*
ANOM A6 (Agree) .345

- .403 . 000*

SUI CIDE1 (App.) .475

- . 822 .465 .515
RACCHURH

(I ntegrated) -

- .361 .439 .000*
JOBMEANS (# 1) .471

- .507 .007*
VETYEARS (1+) . 851

- . 720 .818 .815
RACOPEN ( Favor) -

- .359 .391 .458
BUSI NG (Favor) .382

- . 551 .213 . 273
MEMYQUTH ( Yes) -

- .106 .091 .O057
MEMNAT ( Yes) -

- .041 .028 .007*
SAVESOUL (Yes) .443

C. 1989 Vari abl es

ABRAPE ( Yes) . 828

- .861 .013* . 840
ALLOWNRAC ( For) -
ANOM A7 (Agr.) .650

- . 697 .014*
CONCLERG

(G eat deal) -

- .195 .251 .007*

117

. 321

. 108

. 343

. 556

. 346

. 431

. 393

. 563

. 422

. 812

. 379

. 487

. 300

. 084

. 010

. 427

. 828

172
. 331

. 444 . 040
. 032 -
.173 .035
.410 .070
.443 . 001*
.433 . 004*
. 542 . 004~
.499 . 003*
.435 . 005*
- . 007~
. 000*
. 546 . 000*
.514 . 003*
- . 003*
. 526
.418 . 007*
. 452 -
- . 008*
. 000*
.134 . 013*
.035 .008*
. 524 . 005*
. 794 .194
. 806 .002*
. 710 .049
.241 .025
.278 . 307

. 025

. 259

. 355

. 494

. 529

177

. 026
. 286

. 802

. 651

. 620

. 000*

http://webapp.icpsr.umich.eduw/GSS/rnd1998/reports/m-reports/meth55.htm (14 of 18)2004-10-14 (AA 4:32:55

. 020

. 332

. 124

. 352

. 529

. 342

417

. 393

. 486

. 351

. 160

. 303

. 111

. 031

. 526

. 114

. 127

. 174

. 368

. 479

.474

. 479

. 459

. 410

. 454

. 538

. 082

. 039

. 703

. 089

. 186

. 676

. 239

. 000*

. 003*

. 033

. 070

. 003*

. 864

. 120

. 500

. 006*

. 006*

. 075

121

. 343

. 462

. 667

. 000*
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CONFI NAN

(G eat deal) -

- .151 .233 .005*
HELPFUL (Yes) & -

- .569 .498 .000*
LI BATH (Al l ow) .354
- .336 .001*
LIBML (Allow) .384
- .395 .073
RACCHURH

(I ntegrated) -

- .361 .439 .000*
RELI G16

(Prt.) .643 .635
SATCI TY

(Gt deal +)& -

- .449 512 .000*
SATFRND

(V. grt deal) -

- .284 .382 .004*
TRUST (Yes) & -

- .374 .459 . 000*
WORDD (Crct.) . 062
V\RKSLF

(Sel f) .109 .122
Not es:

appears. For
and "C'

. 111

. 253
. 274
. 556

. 422

.651 .1

. 431

. 250
. 278
. 346

. 064

. 296

. 228
. 443
. 342

. 435

. 546

96

. 542

. 325

. 254
. 433

. 473

Probabilities are based on SRS
when adjusted for design effects (ch
pre-1988 "A"
is 1984 and 1987.

. 302

. 298

. 001~

. 7137

111

. 000*

. 625

. 000~

. 054

. 346

. 000*

. 328

. 152

. 000*

. 351

. 427

. 659

. 000*

. 026

. 087

If still

. 608

sq.
is 1982 and 1985,

. 529

. 351

.417

. 342

. 072

. 122

. 003*

.479 . 239
. 263 .003*
. 340 .003*
.454 . 003*
. 649
.478 . 011~
.474 . 000*
- . 001*
. 011> . 126

. 637

. 373

. 419

. 665

.124 . 123

statistically significant

X .667),
n Bll

an asterisk (*)

is 1983 and 1986,

&=Al so appears on 1988 |ist.

The mmenoni cs appearing in capitals are defined in Davis and Smth,
1990. In parentheses are the categories for which the proportions
are reported in colums A B, and C

Table 6.3

Statistically Significant Differences

Pre- 1988 Dir. 1988 Dir. 1989 88-89 Judgenent
Pool ed

A. Pre-1988
CAPPUN . 0000* O . 240 @) .659 .638 No
COURTS . 0000* 0] . 444 @) .114 .185 No
DRUNK . 0000* O . 070 O .944 131 No
MEMCHURH . 0000* S . 066 S . 029 .005* Yes
Five Sats. .0000* S . 032 S .127 .0009 Yes?
13 Confid. .0000* S . 035 S .186 .013 Yes
B. 1988 Likely
AGED . 0000* S . 003* S . 033 .0001* Yes
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ANOM A6 . 0000* S .005* S .070 .001* Yes
HELPFUL . 0000* S .001* S .239 .001* Yes
JOBMEANS . 007* S .003* S .864 .046 Yes?
RACCHURH# . 0000* S .000* S .003* .0000* Yes
SATCI TY# . 0000* S .000* S .003* .0001* Yes
SUICIDEL .0000* o) .007* O  .822 .086 No
TRUST# . 0000* S .004* S .000* .000* Yes
C. 1988 Unlikely

BUSI NG . 0000* S .008* O .551 .159 No
MEMNAT . 007* o) .008* S .500 .038 ?
MEMYOUTH . 057 S .013* O .120 .526 No
SAVESOUL  --- - .005% - --- - No
RACOPEN . 026 o) .007* S .458 .074 No?
VETYEARS .526 o) .003* O .720 .056 No
d. 1989

ABRAPE . 002* S .194 O .013*  .439 No
ALLONRAC . - .- - .006* --- No
ANOM A7 . 014* S .049 S .006* .001* Yes
CONCLERG . 0003* S .025 S .007* .0004* Yes
CONFI NAN . 0000* S .302 S .005* .0048*  Yes
LI BATH . 001 S 737 S .003* .021 ?
LI BM L . 073 S .111 O .005*  .402 No?
RELI G16 . 084 o) .196 O .003* .0005* No
SATFRN\D . 0000* S .054 S .004* .0001* Yes
\ORDD . 902 o) .328 S .0009* .023 No?
VRKSLF . 959 o) .473 O .011* .381 No

#=Al so on 1989 Ilist.
*=sjgnificant at .05 |l evel after adjustnment for design effects
Dir.=Direction: S=Sane as 1989; O=Cpposite 1989
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