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Executive Summary 
 
Background of  LFS at Stat Neth  
In recent years, Statistics Netherlands have redesigned a number of their social surveys to 
incorporate mixed mode data collection, including web data collection.  In 2010 in the first wave 
of the Labour Force Survey (LFS) telephone interviewing (CATI) was added next to the 
traditional mode of  face-to-face interviewing (CAPI) in the first wave of the LFS. In 2012 the first 
wave of the LFS changed into a fully mixed mode design, including web data collection. During 
six months in 2012 this new design was conducted parallel to the old design (CAPI).  
The use of web questionnaires has reduced the required capacity for face-to-face interviewing, 
traditionally the most expensive collection mode. But the introduction of multiple, and 
especially web data collection modes raised several issues due to the complexity of the Labour 
Force Survey design: using a household sample approach with five sequential waves, proxy 
interviewing and a complex questionnaire design.  
The current LFS web application is built in BLAISE 4.8. In the questionnaire design of the LFS 
with an interview based mode was transferred to a web based mode using a combined 
approach applying uni-mode for several questions, while for other a generalized approach 
(functional equivalence). 
 
Testing and evaluation methods 
Several projects on pre-testing, piloting and evaluating were performed between 2010 and 
2014 and a number of relevant issues and knowledge has been gathered on questionnaire 
design, mode effects and usability aspects. Triangulation from results of qualitative and 
quantitative methods yield relevant information and recommendations of mixed mode data 
collection of social surveys that may benefit European colleagues.   
Desk review of the LFS questionnaire dealt with survey methodology issues like question and 
answer characteristics, comprehensibility aspects, mode issues and context effects (Brancato et 
al., 2004;  Giesen, Meertens, Vis-Visschers, & Beukenhorst, 2010). More specific attention was 
paid to the routings, filtering and flow of the questions in the Dutch LFS web questionnaire 
(Meertens, 2011).  
Desk evaluation of remarks of respondents of the pilot web LFS questionnaire in Blaise focusing 
on questionnaire design issues and usability aspects like functionalities, look and feel and 
navigation issues (Meertens 2011). 
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Pre-test interviewing (Vis-Visschers, 2009; Vis-Visschers & Meertens, 2013b) on usability and 
visual design aspects of don’t know options and question wording and response options in a 
web based LFS questionnaire. Main testing method for the test interviews was ‘cognitive 
interviewing’, using the cognitive technique thinking aloud and paraphrasing in order to study 
and evaluate cognitive aspects of the response process (Brancato et al. 2004; Tourangeau, Rips 
& Rasinski, 2000; Willis, 2005). A further testing method applied was qualitative behaviour 
observation, to observe the nonverbal communication of the test respondents filling in a web 
based questionnaire. Based on standardised steps of test procedure and methods (Vis-Visschers 
& Meertens, 2013a; Meertens 2014) pre-tests at Stat Neth are conducted. Due to the goal of 
the LFS, a diverse group of test respondents was recruited as to gender, age, educational level 
and occupational status (employee, self-employed, flex worker, freelancer etc.) and people not 
in the labour market, i.e., students, housewives, disabled people and pensioners. The target 
population are all persons aged 15-74 years. Number of test respondents varies between 10 
and 30. Applied technology, was Blaise web questionnaire and audio and visual taping. 
Analyses, based on individual test reports, issues of observations, remarks from interviewers 
and quotes from respondents were analysed to determine the underlying type of problems 
assigned with codes (based on Oksenberg, 2009) 1) comprehension; issues on comprehension 
of the response task, definitions and concepts, 2) Access, issues on access to relevant 
information, memory records, knowledge etc. in the reference period. 3)Process & report issues 
on processing information as intended; issues on accuracy, calculation, guessing, sorting of 
information to match the response task/options,  format/relevant/missing options. 4) Context; 
issues on the influence of routing and preceding questions. Consequently, these types of issues 
are a high risk of 1) response burden and/or a high risk for 2) data quality, i.e. do not produce 
valuable results.  
Review of LFS telephone interviews by listening to interview recordings: the main testing 
method for this evaluation study was conversation analysis based on survey methodology 
issues: comprehensibility aspects, response tasks, flow, context, proxy answering. Number of 
respondents of CATI interviews (n=24) (Meertens, 2009). Interviewer evaluation with 201 face 
to face and 79 telephone interviewers of LFS survey: focus on survey methodology issues: 
comprehensibility aspects, response tasks, flow, context, proxy answering, duration of the 
interviews, household approach etc. (Riele & Burgers, 2010).   
Analysis of para-data. Study on break offs of five social surveys of web data collection at Stat 
Neth (Health Survey, Mobility survey, LFS, Experiences Survey, and Survey on Social Cohesion)  
(Beukenhorst & Arends-Thót 2014).  
Mixed mode experiment  using don’t know options and folding and unfolding response options 
of the Dutch Consumer Confidence Index (CCI) . Respondents (n=1380 CATI) and (n= 1828 
CAWI)  multivariate analyses (ANOVA) (Vis-Visschers & Meertens, 2013c). 
 
Results: critical questions and concepts 
At StatNeth based on results of pre-testing  and reviewing of the LFS questionnaire, it appeared 
that the sequence of questions of the core LFS variable WSTATOR work rather well for people 
working as an employee. For specific groups of respondents, however,  these questions do not 
work well:  students who do not want to work, or students with a side job, self-employed 
people, people with more than one job, people in discontinuous jobs and call workers. Also 
people who own a business and are (temporary) unemployed or unemployed people who want 
to start an own business (self-employed), the questions are less appropriate. For these specific 
groups, the sequence of the questionnaire in a web based mode without the clarifying role of 
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an interviewer might lead to incorrect transcoding of the ILO status on employment and 
unemployment. 
Looking for Work: Would you currently want  to work? Paid work for one hour per week or a 
short period should be included. Answer options: 1 Yes, 2 No, 3  Already found a job,  4. Willing 
to but cannot and 5 no answer. This question might be 'sensitive' for respondents who are 
disabled to work due to mental or physical health problems or who  “knowingly" do not want to 
work. This may provide socially desirable answering in an interviewer based mode and in a web 
based mode respondents have an 'escape' to choose answer option 5 ‘no answer’. Data of the 
Dutch LFS pilot showed a relatively high percentage of missing values for this question in web, 
also in case of proxy answering. The probability that mode effects occur with this question 
appeared relatively large because response options 4 and 5 are not presented explicitly in a 
CATI and CAPI mode but are visible present in the CAWI  questionnaire.  
The question of the core variable AVAILBLE:  When would you be able to start working? 1) 
Within two weeks, 2) between 2 weeks and 3 months, 3) longer than 3 months 4) cannot say. 
Issues identified by qualitative testing and quantitative data collection: comprehensibility 
aspects and risk of data quality as this question is very crucial in the transcoding of 
unemployment. With the introduction of mixed mode in the Dutch LFS, in the web 
questionnaire fewer people are available within two weeks. This could be the fact that in the 
web response categories are visible beforehand, and  respondents choose an answer option on 
the screen. In an interviewer based mode (CATI-CAPI)  this question format is an open question 
and the interviewer codes the answer of the respondents.. The reviews and test results showed 
that the question has serious comprehension and validity problems and might lead to incorrect 
transcoding of the ILO status on employment and unemployment (potential risk for data 
quality). In case of an  interviewer based mode, clarification might lead eventually to a correct 
and valid answer, in case of a mode without an interviewer this question is problematic. 
Questions on educational attainment in the LFS appeared to be sensitive for mode effects and 
from the quantitative data of the LFS it appeared some serious mode differences occurred at 
this variable: there are (relatively) too many people for whom the current study is the highest    
(in 2012, 640 thousand more than in 2011); and, there are too many people with no education 
(in 2012, 218 thousand more than in 2011). From qualitative testing and desk reviews it 
appeared that these questions have issues on comprehension, reporting, context and burden. 
The question texts are quite complex containing many names and abbreviations of studies and 
trainings that (especially older) respondents do not always know or recognise. Respondents 
have an idea in their head of what their training is/was called and must translate that idea into 
one of the answer options. Also, due to a filter function, in a web based version, the follow up 
question was presented on the next screen and so the respondents who answers “no”, will not 
get these options, while they help respondents to give them the right context to response. Here 
visible aspects interfere with comprehension and content of question wordings and the lack of 
an interviewer who can assist in coding the levels or types of educations. In case of proxy 
answering, there may be additional issues. For instance that partners or parents are not always 
up to date about which studies were done, and what the exact levels or names of these studies 
are. 
 
 
Results: usability, functionalities 
Several aspects of navigation and functionalities were tested and evaluated. In a cognitive study 
with 36 respondents two versions of presenting explanations: an info buttons, i.e. question 
mark (?) symbol and a version with a mouse over link and four versions of presenting don’t 
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know answer options in a web based survey were tested (Vis-Visschers 2009). It appeared that 
buttons are hardly noticed and that DK option should be offered especially for questions were it 
is a relevant answer option. Several other aspects were tested and evaluated like the use of 
functional buttons, error messages and checks and grids. It appears again and again that visual 
design aspects are important as well as wordings of error messages to be respondent friendly 
on  informing and guiding respondents through a web based questionnaire.  
Another evaluation study of visual aspects of a web based survey was conducted with a meta 
analyses of para-data of several social web surveys at Stat Neth. This study showed that of 
respondents who logged in, 13,4% dropped off at the welcome page (Beukenhorst & Arends-
Tóth, 2014). This is comparable to other research that has shown that there is a potential break 
off risk in web surveys,  15% of the people who dropped out did this on the first or second 
screen (Couper 2008). An review from reported remarks about the welcome page of web 
respondents showed several  aspects: like there is an overload of information at one screen, too 
much text about functional buttons, instructions for navigation, explanatory texts, and 
information on sending the filled questionnaire, and a lack of information on the aim of the LFS.  
Also, based on para-data analyses, it appeared that respondents misunderstood an instruction 
of sending the questionnaire on the last page due to an illogical position of the ‘send’ button,  
this leads to  approximately 6%  non-response  (Beukenhorst & Arends-Tóth, 2013). 
It appeared that in a web based survey the content of the advance letter in combination with 
the login screen and welcome page are essential.  This topic is of particular interest because an 
inappropriate design of respondent communication (or an invitation letter or login instructions) 
could potentially affect response rates as an Dutch experiment with two versions of advance 
letters of the Dutch Health Survey has shown (see also WP 3 ESSNet, Luiten 2014). When an 
advance letter is not evaluated positively, login instructions are not understood by the 
respondent, respondents drop out. Also, the risk of non-response in a web survey is potentially 
higher as there is no interviewer available who can help or motivate the respondent to login or 
to try again.  
In an experiment using two versions of folding and unfolding questions in a web based and 
telephone mode survey on the Consumer Confidence Index (CCO), it appeared that regardless 
the question format, a much negative CCO in a web based survey was found than in a telephone 
based survey. Probably, aspects of social desirability may affect the response behaviour in CATI 
(Vis-Visschers & Meertens 2013). 
An aspect of functionality that appeared to be feasible in the Dutch web LFS is the household 
dashboard. After household information is asked, an overview is given of all household 
members, this the respondent has to confirm. Respondent should give each household member 
a name. Than the respondent should put the button ‘fill in’. For each household member the 
LFS questionnaire can be filled in. After asking detailed questions about each member of the 
household the questions of the core LFS follows. A summary screen is given with information 
whether the household member has finished filling in the core LFS questions and had to make a 
final purchase. Such a dashboard  is quit important in a household approach  because of the 
option to change answers and that it enhances respondent friendliness as the questions 
throughout the LFS are personalized for all household members. 
 
Conclusions 
In general, in the LFS some sets of questions are problematic for subgroups of respondents like 
self-employed people, people in occasional jobs, people with one or more jobs, people with 
flexible contracts. They might experience problems answering question on core LFS variables in 
a mode without an interviewer. A general recommendation is to reflect on the phrasing of 
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questions and response options of critical variables as they are very crucial in the transcoding of 
employment and unemployment. An adaptation of the formulation or tailored design is needed 
to give respondents the right context to response that is important using a mixed  mode design  
or a single mode where the clarifying role of an interviewer is missing. 
In addition, usability aspects in combination with the use of an uni-mode or multimode 
questionnaire design approach as well as the use of functional equivalence are essential aspects 
to prevent or minimize mode differences caused by questionnaire design interacting with visual 
design aspects in a web based questionnaire. These are crucial factors that affect validity and 
data quality of specific LFS questions as Dutch quantitative data has shown. 
Also a communication strategy of an advance letter, login screen and welcome page is very 
important. In the advance letter the purpose of the LFS has to be made explicit as an 
interviewer is lacking to convince respondents to participate in the LFS survey as it is not 
mandatory. 
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APPENDIX 1 Critical questions Dutch LFS questionnaire 

 
 

LFS Variable(s) (one or more) WSTATOR 
Country-specific No. of question For your country-specific purpose 

Country-specific question/answering categories 
(in English) 

WSTATOR 
LOOKING FOR WORK 
Would you / he / she currently want  to work? 
Paid work for one hour per week or a short 
period should be included.. 
1 Yes. 
2 . No. 
3. Already found 
4 . Willing to but can not 
5 . No Answer 
 
 

No. of screen shot in appendix (if available)  

Specified aim of testing 

The results of the pre-test  and the review of 
the LFS questionnaire, indicate that these 
questions work rather well for people working 
as an employee. For specific groups of 
respondents the questions do not fit well:  
students who do not want to work, or students 
with a side job, self-employed people, people 
with more than one job, people in 
discontinuous jobs and call workers. Also 
people who own a business and are 
(temporary) unemployed or unemployed 
people who want to start an own business 
(self-employed), the questions are less 
appropriate. For these specific groups, the 
sequence of the questionnaire without the 
clarifying role of an interviewer might lead to 
incorrect transcoding of the ILO status on 
employment and unemployment. 

Looking for Work: This question might be ' 
sensitive' for respondents who are 
incapacitated due to mental or physical health 
problems or who " knowingly " does not want 
to work (answer option 4) . This may provide 
socially desirable answers and respondents 
have an ' escape' by giving an answer. Data 
of the LFS pilot showed a relatively high 
percentage of missing values for this 
question, also in case of proxy answering, 
question has a very subjective character. The 
probability that mode effects occur with this 
question appeared relatively large because 
response options 4 and 5 are not presented 
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explicitly in. CATI and CAPI but are in CAWI.  
question . 

 

 

Type of 
problem 
(multpl. 
answers) 

Issue type 
identified in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, 
sometimes 
2= Yes, almost 
every time 

Comprehend  1 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

 1 
  

Process/ 
Judgement 

 2 
  

Report  1 

Creates routing 
problems  2 

  

Impact on 
Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden for 
respondents 

 2 specific groups 
  

Data Quality  2 
  

Frequency 
of 
problems 

Only if quantified information available 
(e.g. 3 out of 10; no percentages!) 

 • “I am not actually looking for a job, I 
am starting my own business but am waiting 
for licenses”. 
• “What do you mean with ‘job’ (Dutch: 
werkkring), I have 10 jobs at the moment” (50 
year old man who is working as a self-
employed builder, with currently 10 clients). 
• “I want to work, but I can not because 
of my little children at home and my husband 
working abroad”. 
• A lot of additional information to clarify 
or checking the appropriateness of the given 
answers. 
Based on pilot data, data of the parallel 
traject, remarks from respondents from the 
pilot (n=300). 
  

Feasibilty 
of the 
concept in 
CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= Feasible after it has has been 
revised  
3=Further research needed 
4=Not feasible in CAWI 

 4 
Adaptations made in formulation 
The overall recommendation is to let the 
phrasing, order and sequence of questions in 
reflect developments in the labour market like  
flexible contracts, occasional jobs and self-
employees. To detect these situations in the 
LFS questionnaire and to correctly measure 
and transcode their labour market situation in 
WKSTAT and the ILO definition, a more 
tailored approach is advised including 
additional wordings and answer options, 
separate (filter) questions and introduction 
texts. This recommendations are also 
important as these modules may be 
implemented in the LFS using a mixed mode 
design or a single mode without an 
interviewer (PAPI, WEB), where the clarifying 
role of an interviewer is missing.  Also, it is 
advised to translate the model questionnaire 
not as literally as possible, but keep in mind 
the specific purpose of the variables and 
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groups on the labour market.  
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LFS Variable(s) (one or more) AVAILBLE   
Country-specific No. of question For your country-specific purpose 
Country-specific question/answering categories 
(in English)  
No. of screen shot in appendix (if available)  
Specified aim of testing   

Type of 
problem 
(multpl. 
answers) 

Issue type 
identified in test? 
0 = No  
1 = Yes, 
sometimes 
2= Yes, almost 
every time 

Comprehend 

 1 Comprehensibility and risk of data quality: 
Respondents  answer  ‘no’ because they 
assume that there is a need that they should 
have already found a job or work and that 
they could start working within 2 weeks.  

With the introduction of LFS web, fewer 
people are available within two weeks . This 
could be the fact that in the web response 
categories are visible beforehand, and  
respondents choose an answer option on the 
screen. Within 2 weeks, between 2 weeks and 
3 months, longer than 3 months.  In an 
interviewer based mode (CATI-CAPI)  this 
question is open question and the interviewer 
codes the answer  of the respondents .  

 
Access/ 
Retrieval 

 1 
  

Process/ 
Judgement 

 2 
  

Report  1 

Creates routing 
problems  2 

  

Impact on 
Impact of issue? 
0 = None known 
1 = Some 
2 = Serious 

Burden for 
respondents 

 2 
  

Data Quality  2 
  

Frequency 
of 
problems 

Only if quantified information available 
(e.g. 3 out of 10; no percentages!) 

   • Respondent (unemployed for four 
months, looking for a paid job, higher 
educated) added: “I do not have a job yet, and 
I think it is not realistic to find it within two 
weeks, so I cannot start”.  
• Respondent (lower educated) 
answered no and added:    “If you would 
asked: are you ready to take a job within the 
next two weeks? I would say yes I am ready”.  
• Respondent (higher educated)  asked: 
“From the perspective of the employer or from 
my perspective as an potential employee?  In 
the last I  would say, yes, I can start any 
moment”.   
• An unemployed person who owns a 
business (freelancer) answered: “I cannot say, 
it depends on whether I receive any reactions 
and get orders within the next two weeks”.  
AV1: This question is very crucial in the 
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Educational attainment: see Appendix 3.3 for a summary of a pre-test and evaluation study of 
educational attainment question to explain mode differences 

 

 

transcoding of unemployment. The reviews 
and test results showed that the question has 
serious comprehension and validity problems 
and might lead to incorrect transcoding of the 
ILO status on employment and unemployment 
(potential risk for data quality). In case of an  
interviewer based mode, clarification might 
lead eventually to a correct and valid answer, 
in case of a mode without an interviewer this 
question is problematic. 
Based on pilot data, data of the parallel 
traject, remarks from respondents from the 
pilot (n=300). 

Feasibilty 
of the 
concept in 
CAWI 

1= Feasible, concept understood 
2= Feasible after it has has been 
revised  
3=Further research needed 
4=Not feasible in CAWI 

 4 
 Recommendation Availability:  

Rephrase the question text . A suggestion 
is to adapt  the phrasing of the question 
comparable with the current question 
wording of the Dutch LFS: Assume you 
would have been offered a job or work or 
you could start up a business , would you 
be  able to start working within 2 weeks? 
Yes no cannot say. 
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Overall issues of the LFS web questionnaire. Based on a review of the online questionnaire and a 
review of the comments that respondents made at the end of the LFS internet questionnaire for the 
pilot web LFS:  

1. The switching of questions between totally different topics is not desirable. This point is also 
reflected in previous evaluations of the basic questionnaire (Meertens 2011; te Riele & 
Burgers 2009). Try adjusting that they fit together as well as possible. The order of the 
question blocks in such a way Add else where necessary at the start of relevant blocks (extra) 
introductory texts as in the CAWI variant HEALTH included. 

2. Proxy answering: in the Dutch LFS based on a household sample proxy answering is allowed. 
Mode differences can be related as proxy answering varies by gender and by mode. Proxy 
reply in CATI is relatively large. The introduction of CaTI mode in the LFS  results in more 
proxy responses. In addition, proxy answering is higher in men than in women. If the LFS 
questions looking for work and availability appeared to be strongly associated with proxy 
answering. 

3. A point of attention in the LFS web questionnaire is the use and allowing the of the response 
option 'no answer/ don’t know ' .  Because the number of missing values ( no answer) some 
questions relatively high and especially if proxy is answered , would the explicit inclusion of 
the response options " would prefer not to answer ' and ' do not know 'instead of ' no 
answer ' to be recommended . This one can get some insight or can not answer because they 
do not know whether they would rather not say it. Respondents some questions Some 
questions seem to record ' no answer ' not really necessary . The inclusion or exclusion of 'do 
not know ' is a recognized and difficult problem in Mixed mode research ( Vis-Visschess , 
2009). 

Overall conclusions and recommendations critical questions LFS in mixed mode design: 

• Role of interviewer is essential in guiding respondents through LFS at specific (sets of) 
questions. 

• Subgroups of respondents like self-employed people, people in occasional jobs, with flexible 
contracts roll have problems answering question on core LFS variables in a mode without an 
interviewer. 

• Comprehensibility and validity interact with lay-out issues AND specific content of LFS 
questions. 

• A general recommendation is to reflect on the phrasing of question of critical variables  as 
they are very crucial in the transcoding of employment and unemployment.  An adaptation 
of the formulation is needed to give respondents the right context to response that is 
important using a mixed  mode design  or a single mode without an interviewer, where the 
clarifying role of an interviewer is missing. 
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• In the advance letter the purpose of the LFS has to be made more explicit as an interviewer is 
lacking to convince respondents to participate in the LFS survey. It is also desirable that the 
questions throughout the LFS be personalized for the household members. 
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APPENDIX 2 SCREENSHOTS DUTCH LFS QUESTIONNAIRE 
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TOPIC No. TOPIC Statistics Netherlands 
1 Login and individual vs. household approach 

 
Appendix 2 

2 Lay-out/look and feel Appendix 2  
3 Welcome page and general instructions Appendix 2 
4 Placement/design of explanations Appendix 2 
5 Dependent interviewing No 
6 Navigation and progress bar No 
7 Don’t know option, hard and soft checks Appendix 2 and research 

paper included in appendix 
3.4 

8 Error messages and symbols Appendix 2 
9 Critical questions Template A & Appendix 1 
10 Functional buttons (e.g. save, load, print, 

correction, send, confirmation) 
Appendix 2 and research 
paper on para-data included 
in appendix 3.5 

11 Different devices No 
12 Pros and cons of software packages No 
13 Using grids Appendix 2 
 

 

TOPIC  1 LOGIN and INDIVIDUAL versus HOUSEHOLD APPROACH 

Outline of the DUTCH LFS WEB Questionnaire: 

• Login screen 

• Welcome screen 

• Questions on household composition 

• Questions on nationality and country of birth 

• Household dashboard (household composition, personification / assessing proxy) 

• Questions on LFS core variables 

• Panel recruitment question 

• Final screen (confirmation) 

• Send screen 
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SCREENSHOT DUTCH LFS Login Screen  

 

 

3 screenshots of the DUTCH LFS demonstrating the household approach  

1) After household information is asked, an overview is given of all household members, this 
the respondent has to confirm (screen shot rectification household composition) 

2) The respondent should give each household member a name (screenshot personification) 
3) The respondent should put the button ‘invullen’ fill in. For each household member the LFS 

questionnaire can be filled in (screenshot household dashboard). 
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SCREENSHOT DUTCH LFS  Rectification household composition 
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SCREENSHOT DUTCH LFS Personification 

 

Household dashboard: a dashboard  is quit important, because of the option to change answers. 
After asking detailed questions about each member of the household the questions of the core LFS 
follows. A summary screen is given with information whether the household member has finished 
filling in the core LFS questions and had to make a final purchase.  
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SCREENSHOT DUTCH LFS Household dashboard 
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SCREENSHOT DUTCH LFS Assessing proxy 

 

 

 

In Dutch: Who will answer questions for 
the household members?  

Choose household member. 
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TOPIC 2  lay-out/ look and feel 

First question of Dutch LFS questionnaire…. 

 

Research Topic: look and feel, navigation issues 

Aim of Testing & Evaluating: usability test, paradata ($ work files), remarks of respondents. 

Problems of usability: small font size, small size of the field boxes, structure of the screen, 
large distance to radio button ‘next’ and ‘confirm’….. 

Recommendations: text layout issues, using fixed/ 12-point font size, a more equal structure 
of the screen. Replace buttons directly beneath the questions. Use a schedule, a structure of 
themes guiding the respondent through the questionnaire.  

Couper (page 38) ”The goal of design is to exploit the technology to the extent that it 
improves the process of providing accurate data in an efficient manner, while enjoying the 
experience of completing the survey” 

Small box, large 
distance to radio 
button “next”, spacing 
aspects, one or two 
question on a screen… 
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TOPIC   3   Welcome page  

 

 

Research Topic: welcome information screen, aim of LFS, instructions, get started… 

Aim of Testing and Evaluating : usability test, paradata ($ work files), remarks of 
respondents. 

Problems of usability: too much information at one screen, too much text about functional 
buttons, problems of understanding of instructions for navigation, explanatory texts, and 
sending the filled questionnaire back, lay-out, no information on the aim of the LFS, lay out, 
spacing, text and field boxes. 

Frequency of the problem: 13,4 % drop off at welcome page (comparable 15% other social 
surveys Couper 2008). 25%  (103 of 440) compliance on font size and no availability of 
progress indicator, and the use of the next button, low number of question on a screen.  See 
also appendix 2.3. 6% of sample drop off from the web LFS comparable 3% of Health Survey 

Scope: Local problem, but for all social surveys at Stat Neth in web 

Severity: Very serious 

Information on sending in the LFS questionnaire. 
Some respondents put the button to check…..  

Using the help button for 
additional information 
with a question. And a help 
button for information at 
the aim  of the survey.  

Radio 
button  Next 

Interrupt, Stop 
and finish later 
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Feasibility: further research needed 

Recommendations: 

Considerably shortened welcome page. Aim of this page is to encourage the respondent to 
proceed the questionnaire itself 

The information on the welcome page screen should support the respondent in a user-
friendly way and invite/stimulate/activate the respondent to fill in. Aspects of central 
guidelines of lay-out (Couper 2008, page 330-334).  

Relevant information on sending the questionnaire at the last page.  

Using guidelines or standards for designing web questionnaires, split instructions over 
screens, skip redundant information, remove relevant information to specific screens in the 
questionnaire (like sending back the questionnaire and the inlog screen).  

Explain aim of the LFS and why it is important to respond also if one is not (yet) active on the 
labour market (anymore) as there is no interviewer to convince, risk of drop off.  
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TOPIC 4 Placement, design of explanations 

Based on Dutch research (Vis-Visschers, 2007) pre-testing using two versions of help texts.   

Version 1) Help text is available by clicking on ?-button (clickable button) 

 

Button, 
question 
mark  
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Information text 
after clicking on 
button of question 
mark  
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Version 2) Help text appears when mouse is moved over ? –button (mouse-over) 
 

 

 

Mouse over 
question mark 
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Findings: (n=36 test respondents) 

 

• Respondents decide whether they need extra help.  

• But, most respondents indicate that they did not have the need for extra help.  

• The respondents indicate that the button is not clear; respondents said that they had seen 
the ?, but had not thought about its purpose. Comparable to other studies. 

• There is no difference between the click-button and the mouse-over. 

Information text after 
mouse over question 
mark  
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Findings from para data (audit trails)  of annual structural business survey at Stat Neth 
(Morren & Snijkers 2009): Not even half of the sample (43,4%) used the help button. 

 

 

Recommendations: 

• Minimize the use of explanations in questionnaire design of  social surveys 

• Include explanations in the question texts or use separate instructions texts under the 
question texts 

• Explanation texts should visually be displayed near the original question and should not 
cover it 

• In LFS and Health survey of SN no help texts are used, only instructions under the question 
text 
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Example of a help text in the Dutch Mobility Survey 

 

 

 

TOPIC 5 Dependent Interviewing:  no screenshots in Dutch LFS in second wave no web 
mode  

TOPIC 6 Navigation and progress bar: no screenshots, in Dutch LFS no use of progress bar  

 

The information text is 
placed on the left. 
Important;  It does not 
cover the question texts.  

Text saying: For more 
information click the?-button. 
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TOPIC 7:  Don’t know  

Based on research (Vis-Visschers, 2009). See appendix 3.1 

Pre-testing four variants of don’t know in web surveys.  

 
Variant 1 “Always”: 
Don’t know is always presented on screen, together with the other response options. 

Variant 2 “Never”:  
Don’t know is never presented. 

Variant 3 “Hidden”:  
Don’t know is not presented directly. Only if a respondent tries to skip the question, the option is 
presented with the other response options. (Procedure is explained on opening screen) 

Variant 4 “Button”:   
Don’t know is presented less visually prominent, as a button at the bottom of the screen. 
 

Methods 

In order to evoke as many as possible DK-answers the questionnaire was composed of “difficult” 
questions on several subjects, for example: 

• What is the value of your Quetelet index? 
• How much money was spent on medical costs this year by your household? 
•  Do you think that the present government policy has a positive or negative influence on your 

personal financial situation? 
•  In a family, the husband should be breadwinner and the wife should take care of the children. 

(agree or disagree) 
•  Having an education is more important for boys than for girls. (agree or disagree) 

 
Observations with afterwards face-to-face interview with cognitive techniques.  

 
Test respondents (n=36). 
Gender  
Men 
Women 

 
11 
25 

Age 
17-35 
36-50 
51-68 

 
11 
13 
12 

Education 
Low 
Middle 
High 

 
12 
14 
10 

Experience with 
computers 
Little 
Much 

 
 
10 
26 
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Experience with web 
surveys 
Little 
Much 
 

 
 
20 
16 

 

 

Findings 

 

 

Why has a respondent not answered DK to a question? 

1) Either, the respondent really does know the answer. 
2) Or, the respondent knows there is a DK option, but doesn’t want to answer DK. 
3) Or, the respondent does not know there is a DK option and guesses. 
4) Or, the respondent is not participating seriously and is just answering at random. 

Why respondents deal differently with “don’t know”: 

1) “don’t know” is the best answer, because it is better than guessing. 

2) “don’t know” is not the best answer, because they don’t want to present themselves as being 
uninformed 

 

Recommendations: 

For questions to which “don’t know” is a relevant response option, it should be possible to answer in 
all modes. 

If “Don’t know” is used, it should always be presented close to the other response options. 
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A hidden DK-option is not recommended 
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TOPIC 8  Error messages and symbols and hard and soft checks 

Error message …. 

 

 

Range checks: 

 

 

 

 
Recommendation: use a respondent friendly text like ” please make a correction of your answer”. In 
general,  if you have a lot of corrections on specific questions, than you have to redesign. 

If you leave a question blank the next 
message appears: 

You have forgotten to fill in the 
question, Please fill her in again. 

If you fill in a invalid number, the 
next message appears: 

No valid fill in: number not in range 
of 1900-2030. 

It is a hard check for the valid 
number related to respondent’s 
age. 
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TOPIC 9 CRITICAL QUESTIONS (see TEMPLATE A) and Appendix 1. 

TOPIC 10  Functional buttons 

When filling in questionnaire and interrupted by ‘crossing of’ the following message is 
shown: 

 

If after 15 minutes no action on filling in the web questionnaire is done, the message appears: 

An error occurred! 
Error: There is no interview session active (anymore). 
Resolution Click here to start the interview. 
 

This message also appear if a respondent  uses  ‘cross of web-application’.  

An error occurred! 
Error: There is no interview session active (anymore). 
Resolution Click here to start the interview. 
 

Problem: strictly speaking no error takes place, this is a risk of drop-off.  

English: Your answers 
have been saved. Do not 
forget to finish the 
questionnaire later. 
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Advice: replace text, make more respondent friendly,  invite respondent to restart filling in, stimulate 
the response to come back…: “Please click here to start the questionnaire  again…” 
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Functional button: SEND for Sending the questionnaire to Stat Neth 

 

 

Research Topic: usability aspect, respondent friendliness on last sceeen… 

Aim of Testing: usability test, paradata ($ work files).  

Problems of usability: the button sending in the instruction text is not active. Probably 
respondent use this button instead of the button in the bottom of the page. From audit trail 
data it appeared that 3,4 % of people who drop off (6% of the sample), at this screen. This 
are potential responses because they filled out the whole web questionnaire. (Arends & 
Beukenhorst 2013).  See also paper in appendix 2.3. 

Scope: Local problem, but for all social surveys at Stat Neth in web 

Severity: Very serious 

Feasibility: further research needed, meanwhile adaptation is made, sending button is left 
out, influence on response number  

Recommendations: 

• Give relevant information about sending the questionnaire on this last page, remove the 
image of the functional button in the instruction text. 
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• Make error messages informative and more respondent friendly. It should guide respondents 
on how to solve the problem. 

 

TOPIC 11 Different devices: no information. 

TOPIC 12: Pros and cons of software package (at Stat Neth we use  BLAISE for social web surveys) 

 

TOPIC 13 Using Grids 

Example of a grid in the Dutch Web LFS 
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Error message in grid 

 

 

Recommendations: 

• Avoid horizontal and vertical scrolling 

• Visible column headings 

• Limited number of items, smaller pieces, preventing satisficing 

• Ensure that columns for scalar options are of equal width 

• Use shading and spacing to guide the eyes and mouse to response 
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1. CTRL-O comments 

The comments that interviewers can make to each question by using a special key combination (CTRL 
and O) were reviewed. Most comments are made in the blocks occupation, employer, looking for 
work, module ‘retro’, education long and short, attained education and nationality/country of birth. 
Also, from the general comments it becomes clear that proxy response is difficult in many cases and 
that the sample contains difficult addresses. 

2. Observations of regional managers and team leaders 

The questions and issues that interviewers have put in through their regional manager or team 
leader were collected and reviewed. From this it appears that many questions are asked about the 
structure of the ‘basisvragenlijst’, and why the questions on nationality and country of birth appear 
very late in the questionnaire. In addition, it is often observed that it is annoying that the proxy-
questions appear on the screen still using “you” (and not “your partner”). Also, it is said that the 
telephone number are not correct and the addresses are more difficult. 
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Appendix 3.2 
Summary of the reviews and pre-tests of the LFS questions at Stat Neth on educational attainment in 
mixed mode data collection. 
 
Title: Questionnaire Laboratory Pre-test of the educational attainment questions in the Dutch LFS 
Rachel Vis-Visschers and Vivian Meertens 
 
Background: 
In this document is a summary of the paper in which the findings of Questionnaire laboratory test of 
the educational attainment questions in the Dutch LFS are discussed. The findings are based on a 
recent Questionnaire laboratory test and a review of previous studies in which the education 
questions were addressed. The recommendations in this paper can be used to improve the 
educational attainment questions  
 
In 2012 an unexpected big mode difference compared to 2011 in the educational attainment of 
people was detected in the LFS data. 
 
Research questions: 
a) Why are there are (relatively) too many people for whom the current study is the highest ( in 2012, 
640 thousand more than in 2011); 
b) Why are there too many people with no education (in 2012, 218 thousand more than in 2011) 
 
Methodology 
Test interviews 

The education questions of the LFS were tested by telephone with five test respondents and 6 test 
respondents filled in the web questionnaire. 

Table 1.Test respondents 

   
Mode test interview   
 Face-to-Face (web questionnaire) 6 
 Telephone 5 
Gender    
 Male 5 
 Female 6 
Age   
 20 – 40 years 6 
 40 – 65 years 5 
   
Education level Lower 3 
 Medium 3 
 Higher 5 
   
 
 
 
Results / Key Findings 
The analyses show that the questions responsible for the mentioned “problems” are OplNaLo 
(education followed after primary school) and NivGev (level of education). From reviews of previous 
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research on these questions, and recent test interviews with test respondents, possible explanations 
for the problems can be found. 
The analyses show that the questions responsible for the mentioned “problems” are: 
• OplNaLo: After primary or elementary school did you follow one or more studies or training 

courses that took 6 months or longer? Do not include the study or course you are doing now. 
(Yes/No) 

• NivGev: The next questions are about studies and training courses that you have followed 
completely or partly in the Netherlands. Which of the following studies or training courses have 
you followed for 6 months or longer? (List with studies, and abbreviations of the studies) 

 
 
Why do people answer “no” to OplNaLo?  
OplNaLo 
1. This question is quite complex and therefore prone to problems. It contains many aspects: 

primary school or elementary school - one or more – studies or training courses - six months or 
more - not include. A respondent must understand and apply all these issues while answering the 
question. Comprehensibility problems due to cognitive aspects, reference periods etc.  

2. It is a filter question. We want to know which studies or courses a respondent has followed, but 
to prevent possibly unnecessarily presenting an extensive list of options to all respondents, we 
first present a filter. This is a respondent friendly thought, yet it can also lead to false-negative 
responses. Someone who answers "no", will never find out whether it is correct or not, because 
he will never see the list of options as they are presented on a next screen.  

3. Here also a mode effect appeared. In CAPI/CATI the interviewer will help check whether a 
respondent has given a correct answer: "Are you sure you? No high school after primary 
school?". In web there is no such help or check as the follow up question and the list of answer 
options are not shown at the same screen 

4. The context in which the question is asked also plays a role. The questions on the current 
education are asked prior to this question. One explanation for the fact that people answer "no" 
to OplNaLo, may be that they have just finished an extensive discussion on their current study 
and they think they have already said it all. 

5. There is no instruction beforehand about which questions are asked, in what order and why. 
6. If the questions are answered proxy, there may be additional issues. For instance that partners or 

parents are not always up to date about which studies were done, and what the exact levels or 
names of these studies are. 

 
 
 
Why do people indicate a lower training level in NivGev? 
NivGev 
1. Respondents "forget" studies. On the one hand, because for some people it was a long time ago 

and memory effects occur;  
2. On the other hand it may be, the same as for question OplNaLo, the context in which the 

question is asked: respondents have just finished an extensive discussion on their current study 
and they think they have already said it all. 

3. Respondents (especially older ones) do not recognize the names and abbreviations of the studies 
that are presented in the list. Respondents have an idea in their head of what their training 
is/was called and must translate that idea into one of the answer options. This can cause 
problems. 
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4. Here a mode effect occurs, as well. In CAPI/CATI, the interviewer or agent can assist in coding the 
response, or can check whether a respondent has mentioned all studies or followed courses. In 
web there is no such help or check. 

5. Here the same problem with proxy-answering exists, as mentioned above. 
6. The list of studies is not balanced. There are more options for 'lower' education and that some 

abbreviations are missing or not explained. 
 

In conclusion 
It is concluded that these questions are difficult to answer, even with the help of an interviewer. If 
there is no assistance of the interviewer possible (i.e. in web), then the chances of more false and in 
particular more false-negative responses increases. To help a respondent giving a correct answer, it is 
necessary to give extra instructions or to limit the use of filter questions.  
An important aspect to prevent mode differences  is the interaction of visual design and 
comprehension in case of filter questions. It appeared to be necessary to present the filter question 
and follow up question on one screen, so that a respondent can see the context. 
 
 
Recommendations  
After analysing all the results of the test and the reviews, we come to the following key 
recommendations:  

1. Combine questions OplNaLo and NivGev and add the option "not completed primary school". Or 
show both questions simultaneously on the screen in the web questionnaire. This way the 
respondent sees to what he says 'yes' or 'no'. 

2. Adjust the order of the questions on current and followed courses. There are two ways to assess 
the education history of a person: either starting in the present and going step by step back in 
history, or starting in the past asking the first study after primary school and then step by step to 
the current study. In the literature there is no evidence which of the two ways is more effective, 
both ways are equally preferred. One way has to be chosen. The most important thing is to 
provide a clear introduction about which questions will follow and what the purpose of the 
questions is. 

3. Following the previous point; add introduction texts that explicitly make clear which questions 
are about current studies and which are about studies in the past. 

4. Review the answer options, i.e. all studies in NivGev. Verify whether the training should not be 
otherwise ordered (Why is VMBO separate from MAVO/MULO?). Be consistent, provide either 
the abbreviations or the entire name of the study or both. Consider adding more "older" names 
of studies. 

5. Consider adding a filter based on age, in order to tailor who gets “older” and who “newer” 
names of studies. This does not recon with the fact people from "older" cohorts can have 
followed studies in the new structure, but these could be included as separate response options. 
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Critical questions : Mode differences and question format 
Title: Experiment with telephone and web data collection on the LISS panel 
Rachel Vis-Visschers and Vivian Meertens 
 
Background: 
LISS internet panel: Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences. Based on a true  probability 
sample of households in the Netherlands. It contains  +/- 8000 individuals aged 15 and older from +/- 
5000 households. (www.centerdata.nl/en/projects/mess-liss-panel ) 
 
Mixed mode experiment, Telephone interview versus Web questionnaire on the Consumer 
Sentiment Survey. Telephone data collection first 10 week days of month; Web data collection whole 
month 
For the analyses: Telephone: random sample of one person per household, aged >18.  Response 
1380 persons. Web: random sample of one person per household, aged >18, AND responded on first 
ten weekdays.  Response 1828 persons 
Experimental design: Design to measure 2 different effects:  

• Always presenting Don’t know and Never 
• Question format 2-step versus 5-point 

 
Resulting in this design, to which respondents were assigned randomly: 

 
 
 
Research questions 
1. Is there an effect of mode and / or question format on the responses to the questions? 
(Different Consumer Confidence Indices) 
2. Do respondents give more neutral answers in 2-step questions than 5-point questions? 
(Possible learn effect, choosing Neutral answer to avoid follow-up question, as found by Peter Lynn 
et al.) 
3. Do respondents give more extreme answers in Web-mode than Telephone-mode?  
(More negative Consumer Confidence Indices in Web, as found by StatFin) 
 
Methodology 
We used two data sets for the analysis in this paper. The first one comes from the LISS experiment 
and was carried out by the interviewers of the CATI Centre at Statistics Netherlands in February 2009 
(n=1380). The second third data set is data of the web survey that was conducted in the LISS 
experiment also an contains a household sample. These respondents were selected that allow best 
possible comparisons with the other data set, i.e., the data of the CATI mode that were based on an 
independent random sample of individuals. Therefore, a systematic random sampling was conducted 

http://www.centerdata.nl/en/projects/mess-liss-panel


41 

 

to select one person per household. Also, only respondents were selected that were aged 18 and 
older, and responded in the same period in February 2009 (n=1828).  

For an extensive description of the LISS data www.centerdata.nl/en/projects/mess-liss-panel . For all 
datasets the respondents represents the Dutch population by gender, age and urbanisation.  The 
same structural questionnaire an same wording of the questions is used in both methods  and the 
wording were exactly the same for all the surveys and the same answer alternatives were given tot 
the respondents. Before starting the interviews the interviewers of the CATI Centre received training 
in the interviewing technique and the contents of the Consumer Survey.    

Question format 
Two-step, Branching or Unfolding (fig. 1) versus 5-point, non-branching or folding (fig.2): 
 
Figure 1. Example of Two-step question format 

 
 
Figure 2. Example of 5-point question format 

 
 
Consumer Confidence Index is compilation of 5 questions: 
1. EconL12 
Assessment of country’s economic situation in previous 12 months 
2. EconK12 
Assessment of country’s economic situation for next 12 months 
3. GrAankNu (not in analyses, because 3-point question) 
Is it a good or bad time to buy sustainable goods 

http://www.centerdata.nl/en/projects/mess-liss-panel
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4. FinanL12 
Assessment of personal financial situation in previous 12 months 
5. FinanK12 
Assessment of personal financial situation for next 12 months 
 
The statistical methods applied for the analyses was ANOVA (Chi square) controlled for background 
variables. 
 
Results 
Research question 1. Is there an effect of mode and / or question format on the responses to the 
questions? 

 
Mode: web more negative Consumer Confidence index than telephone 
Question format: no effect 
 
Additionally: significant interaction of mode x question format:  
Post-hoc t-tests: 
- For 5-point: significant effect of mode, but not for 2-step; 
- For Telephone: significant effect of question format, but not for Web  
 
Research question 2. Do respondents give more neutral answers in 2-step questions than 5-point 
questions? 
 

 
Chi-squared: 
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For 2-step more Neutral answers than for 5-point.  
For Telephone more neutral answers than Web, but not significant for each variable. 
 
Research question 3. Do respondents give more extreme answers in Web-mode than Telephone-
mode?  

 
Chi-squared: 
For Web more extreme answers, but not significant for each variable. 
For 2-step more extreme answers than for 5-point.  
 
 
Conclusions  
 
1. Is there an effect of mode and / or question format on the responses to the questions? 
 Yes, controlled for background variables, we see a more negative Consumer Confidence index in 
Web than in Telephone.  
This could be an interviewer effect, social desirability? 
 
 There is no significant effect of question format, though there is an interaction between mode and 
question format. But, how to explain the mode difference for the 5-point questions and the question 
format effect for telephone? 
 
2. Do respondents give more neutral answers in 2-step questions than 5-point questions? 
 Yes, for all variables there is a significant effect of questions format: for 2-step more neutral 
answers than for 5-point questions. 
Thus, when presented with a 3-point question (step 1 in the 2-step) respondents tend to choose 
more often the neutral option, than when they are presented a 5-point question. 
For two of the four variables there is a significant effect of mode: for telephone more neutral 
answers than web. 
The content of the question confounds the results? 
3. Do respondents give more extreme answers in Web-mode than Telephone-mode? 
 For two of the four variables there is a significant effect of mode: in web more extreme answers 
The content of the question confounds the results? 
For all variables there is a significant effect of questions format: for 2-step more extreme answers 
than for 5-point questions. 
When presented with the follow-up question (step 2 in the 2-step), thus when the respondents 
haven chosen a specific side (better or worse), they tend to choose more often an extreme option, 
than when they are presented a 5-point question. 
 
Finally 
From this experiment we conclude: 
In a mixed mode context do not use different question formats in the different modes. 
2-step and 5-point questions are not functionally equivalent. 
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For 5-point questions it seems that respondents give more balanced answers than for 2-step 
questions. Possibly because they can see all response options in one overview. 
 
Suggestion for further research:  
Investigate the effects between 2-step and 5-point questions for other questions than Consumer 
Sentiment Survey. 
Additionally investigate the effect of a possible learning effect for the 2-step questions. 
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Presenting 'don't know' in web surveys 
 

Rachel Vis-Visschers1 
 
Summary: In 2007 the Questionnaire laboratory of Statistics Netherlands conducted an 
experiment in which four versions of presenting “don’t know” in a web questionnaire were 
compared. In this paper we discuss the experiment and its results. The experiment showed 
that presenting “don’t know” always on screen for questions to which it is a relevant answer is 
to be recommended. 
 
Keywords: Don’t know, Web survey, Mixed-mode, Questionnaire laboratory. 
  
 
1. Introduction 
In 2007 the Questionnaire laboratory of Statistics Netherlands conducted two laboratory tests 
on how to present “don’t know” and help texts in web questionnaires. The first of these tests 
was discussed and presented at the Quest Workshop of 2007 in Ottawa (Vis-Visschers, 
2007b). The present paper will deal with the results of the second test, and we will focus on 
the results of presenting the answer category “don’t know” in a web questionnaire. The 
complete set of results of both tests is presented in a Dutch report (Vis-Visschers et al., 2008). 
Firstly we give a short background of the laboratory test and the importance of presenting 
“don’t know” in surveys, in relation to developments concerning mixed-mode research at 
Statistics Netherlands. Then in section 2 we discuss the method and the set up of the 
laboratory test. In section 3 we present the results. In section 4 we draw our conclusions and 
give some recommendations. We conclude this paper with plans for future research. 
 
 
1.1 Background of the laboratory test 
In 2007 a project was started at Statistics Netherlands (StatNeth) to gather information and 
experiences on the best way to conduct mixed-mode surveys, since StatNeth envisions 
executing most surveys from 2010 onward in a mixed-mode context for efficiency reasons. 
Most social surveys will be executed in a sequential mixed-mode setting, in which the 
respondents are first asked to participate in a web questionnaire, after which the non-
respondents are either approached for a telephone interview or a personal interview. This is 
considered to be a cost efficient way of data collection (De Leeuw, 2005). 
Yet there are also drawbacks to this way of collecting data; it is expected that survey errors 
occur, for instance discontinuities in the time series of a statistic. These errors can have 
several causes, but in this paper we will focus on the ‘mode effects’, i.e. errors that occur 
because different modes of data collection are used, for example differences due to oral or 
visual presentation of the questions. Three types of non-sampling error are distinguished2 
(Groves, 1989; Roberts, 2007). These are “the three main types of ‘mode effect’ researchers 
interested in mixing modes should be aware of”, according to Robert (2007). 

                                                           
The views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the policies of Statistics 
Netherlands. 
 
1 Based on a Dutch report by Rachel Vis-Visschers, Judit Arends-Tóth, Deirdre Giesen & Vivian Meertens 
(2007a). 
2 The total survey error consists of both non-sampling and sampling errors. The latter arise because estimates are 
based on a sample rather than a full census of the population. 
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Coverage errors, e.g. differences occur because telephone interviewing often only includes 
households with a known landline (fixed) telephone connection. 

1. Nonresponse errors, e.g. differences occur because older people are less likely to 
participate in an internet survey. 

2. Measurement errors, e.g. question interpretation may vary in self-administered 
modes in comparison with interviewer-assisted modes in which interviewers can 
control uniformity in question interpretation. It is also possible that the presence of an 
interviewer may cause the respondents to edit their response since they are reluctant to 
disclose sensitive or embarrassing behaviour or opinions. 

To prevent, or at least to minimize the impact of, mode effects it is necessary to gather 
relevant information. For this purpose the Questionnaire laboratory (Q-lab) formulated a 
research proposal (Vis-Visschers, 2007a). In this proposal several ways to accumulate 
knowledge about mode effects and experiences with mixed-mode research are described. One 
way to gather information is an extensive literature study; the results of this study are 
described in Ariel et al. (2008). A second way is a laboratory test (based on what we learned 
form the literature review) on how to present help texts and the answer category “don’t know” 
(DK) in a web survey, hence this paper. 
 
 
1.2 The importance of the way “don’t know” is presented. 
When respondents answer survey questions, theoretically speaking, they follow the four 
phases of the response process (Tourangeau & Rasinski, 1988; Snijkers, 2002): 1) 
Interpretation and comprehension; 2) Information retrieval; 3) Judgement; and 4) Report. 
Still, we also know that many respondents do not (always) perform the four phases carefully 
and completely. This behaviour is known as ‘satisficing’ (Krosnick, 1991). Satisficing 
manifests itself more often in self-administered modes than in interviewer-administered 
modes. An interviewer can assist a respondent in giving a correct answer, and can motivate 
the respondent to focus on the task. One way in which the influence of the interviewer can be 
seen is in the way a respondent deals with the answer category “don’t know”. An interviewer 
can persuade a respondent to change an initial DK-answer; this is not possible in a self-
administered questionnaire. 
The way in which DK is presented in a web questionnaire can effect the (quality of the) data 
(Presser & Schuman, 1989; Gilljam & Granberg, 1993; DeRouvray & Couper, 2002). If DK 
is always presented as an answer category it will be chosen significantly more often (Van den 
Brakel et al., 2006). If DK is never offered, it is possible that a respondent is forced to give an 
answer that doesn’t fit his opinion (i.e. “pseudo opinions”, Bishop et al., 1980) or even that a 
respondent will quit without finishing the questionnaire (i.e. drop-outs). The idea is that a 
balance must be achieved. For this reason the Q-lab executed a laboratory test in which four 
versions of presenting DK were compared. 
 
 
 
2. Method 
 
2.1 Four versions of presenting “don’t know” 
The following four versions of presenting “don’t know” in a web questionnaire were 
compared in the laboratory test (in the appendix we included screenshots of the web 
questionnaire):  
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Version 1 “Always” (Appendix figure 1). The response option is presented on screen 
for each question. It appears directly under the other response options. From previous 
experiments we know that this increases the chance that the option will be chosen. For this 
laboratory test we expect that the amount of DK’s will be highest in this version. 

 
Version 2 “Never” (Appendix figure 2). In this version “don’t know” is never an 

option. The respondents are forced to select an answer, even if they do not know, in order to 
continue with the questionnaire. This will possibly result in non-attitudes or pseudo attitudes. 
We expect that some respondents could get irritated. In a lab setting it will be highly unlikely, 
but in reality it is plausible that a respondent will quit before finishing the questionnaire. 

 
Version 3 “Hidden” (Appendix figure 2 and 3). If the respondent tries to skip the 

question a warning appears that all questions have to be answered, and the DK-option is 
presented under the other answer categories. The procedure is explained at the beginning of 
the questionnaire. This option requires a deliberate action of the respondent. It resembles the 
procedure in an interviewer administered survey: the respondent first has to indicate that he or 
she3 does not know an answer after which the interviewer tries to motivate the respondent to 
still choose between the response options and only to accept DK as a last alternative. In this 
test we want to find out whether a respondent is aware of this hidden option; how do 
respondents react to the warning that they cannot skip a question; do they see the DK-option 
appear after they have tried to skip a question? 

 
Version 4 “Button” (Appendix figure 4). DK is presented less visually prominent. At 

the bottom left side of every screen a DK-button is presented. The idea behind this version is 
that it is always possible to answer “don’t know”, as it is in an interviewer administrated 
survey, but choosing it is made a bit less inviting because the option is put away from the 
other response categories. A similar option was tested in DeRouvray & Couper (2002), in 
which DK was presented together with the other response options, but in a lighter colour. In 
this test we want to find out whether this version is indeed “less visually prominent” and 
whether it really does resemble an interviewer administrated survey. 

 
 
2.2 Test respondents 
To get an as accurate as possible picture of problems that can arise during the interview and 
the questionnaire, we strived to recruit a diverse group of test respondents based on gender, 
age, education, computer and web survey experience (Table 1.). 
For this laboratory test people who had participated in previous tests were addressed. A few 
days after the letters were posted they were contacted by telephone to ask whether they 
wanted to participate and/or they knew other people who were willing to participate. At the 
end of the telephone call an appointment for a test interview was made. Shortly after the call a 
letter was sent to confirm the appointment. 
Eventually, 36 persons completed the test interview. The group of test-respondents consisted 
1) partially of people who had participated in previous tests themselves; 2) partially of people 
recruited via them and 3) partially of acquaintances of the researchers. Due to this ‘snowball’-
method for recruitment it is not possible to give a response percentage. 
 
  

                                                           
3 Henceforward we mean “he or she” when we refer to the test respondent as “he”. 
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Table 1. Some background information on the 36 test respondents. 
Gender  

Men 11 
Women 25 

Age  
17 – 35 11 
36 – 50 13 
51 - 68 12 

Education  
Low 12 
Middle 14 
High 10 

Experience with computers  
Little 10 
Much 26 

Experience with web surveys  
Little  20 
Much 16 

 
 
2.3 Test questionnaire 
The questionnaire was built in BlaiseIS and consisted of several blocks that each dealt with a 
separate subject: Background questions (mainly factual questions); Health and food (mainly 
knowledge questions); Dutch politics (mainly knowledge questions); Family and role 
divisions (mainly attitude questions). On the last page of the questionnaire all versions of 
“don’t know” were presented and explained and the respondents were asked whether they 
preferred one version above another. 
For this experiment we set out to provoke the use of DK, and thus different kinds of questions 
(factual, knowledge and attitude) and especially questions that would be difficult to answer 
were selected. We deliberately included: 
− questions with difficult words (“Do you know your Quetelet-index?”) 
− questions with controversial propositions (“In a family the man should be the provider and 

the woman should take care of the household and the children.”) 
− questions about events in the past and requiring special interest (“At the end of June 2006 

the Dutch government resigned. Which incident caused the cabinet to fall according to 
you?”) 

− questions for which records have to be consulted and calculations have to made (“How 
much money did you spend on medical costs this year?”) 

 
 
2.4 Experimental design 
The four versions of presenting DK were built into four versions of the test questionnaire. The 
test respondents were randomly assigned to one of the four versions. Table 2 shows the 
distribution of the respondents and the respondents’ characteristics over the four experimental 
conditions. 
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Table 2. Distribution of 36 respondents over the four experimental conditions. 
 Total 

(36) 
Gender Age group Education 

 Male Female 17-35 36-50 51-68 Low Mean High 
Version 1 
“Always” 6 1 5 3 1 2 1 3 2 

Version 2 
“Never” 6 2 4 2 2 2 2 3 1 

Version 3 
“Hidden” 13 3 10 3 6 4 3 4 6 

Version 4 
“Button” 11 5 6 3 4 4 6 4 1 

 
Previous research has shown that either explicitly showing or never showing DK is not the 
best option (e.g. Krosnick et al., 2002; Van den Brakel et al., 2006). Nevertheless these 
versions are still tested in this experiment in order to set reference points for the results for the 
other two versions. 
 
2.5 The laboratory test 
In a laboratory setting people behave differently than in real life. It is impossible to pretend 
you are at home, if there is an interviewer observing all your moves and scrutinizing all your 
remarks. Moreover, there often will be a camera directly aimed at the respondent. Test 
respondents are very cooperative and motivated to “do it right”. They know they are 
participating in an experiment and know that their behaviour is judged, thus they want to 
present themselves as favourably as possible. It is difficult to copy a real life situation, yet in a 
laboratory setting one can observe other aspects. For instance, one can try to uncover 
underlying reasons for choosing or not choosing “don’t know”. Since respondents know that 
we want to know everything about them, it is not awkward to probe and ask many follow-up 
questions. 
For the test interviews the respondents were invited to the office of StatNeth in Heerlen. All 
interviews were recorded on tape, and were conducted by several colleagues of the Q-lab. In 
order to standardize the way in which the interviews are conducted, a fixed protocol was 
followed: 
• Filling out the questionnaire. First the interviewer shortly explains the importance of 

pre-testing questionnaires and the task of the test respondent. Next the test respondent fills 
out the questionnaire, which is already set out on the computer. The respondent is asked to 
think aloud, and is motivated to mention anything that seems noteworthy. Otherwise he 
has to act as if the interviewer is not present. In case the respondent wants to ask 
something, the interviewer is instructed to say: “What would you do if you were alone at 
home?”. The interviewer observes the respondent’s behaviour using a paper scoring form.  

• Cognitive interview. When the respondent finishes the questionnaire, the cognitive part 
of the interview starts. By retracing the respondent’s steps through the questionnaire and 
asking meta-questions4 the interviewer tries to unveil the respondent’s thoughts and 
decisions while he was answering the survey questions. 

• Last question about preference. After the in-depth interview, the final page of the 
questionnaire, in which all versions of presenting “don’t know” are shown, is opened. The 
interviewer explains the aim of the test and the different versions of “don’t know” and 
then asks the respondent whether he prefers one of the versions and why. The interview is 
concluded and the respondent receives his participation fee. 

                                                           
4 For instance: “You changed an initial answer here, can you explain why you did this?” or “Could you rephrase 
this question using your own words?”. 
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The results of the individual interviews were gathered in one spread sheet for the analyses. 
Finally the results are written down in a report (Vis-Visschers et al., 2008). 
 
3. Results 
 
3.1 In general 
The design of the laboratory test was successful. The test respondents often chose to answer 
“don’t know”, even though it was a test situation and they were motivated to be ‘good 
respondents’. 
It turns out that people deal differently with “don’t know”. Some want to avoid it, because 
they see that it is not a useful answer for the researchers: “That’s not useful for Statistics 
Netherlands.” Others avoid it, because they hesitate to admit they do not know something: “It 
is outrageous that I don’t know this. My husband is a nurse, so I should know these medical 
terms.” Again others prefer answering “don’t know”, as an alternative to randomly guessing 
an answer. And finally there are respondents who answer “don’t know” because it is just the 
most honest answer. 
In Table 3 we have shown some details on the respondents’ use of “don’t know”. Version 2 
“Never” is not shown since it was not possible for these six respondents to answer “don’t 
know”. As can be seen, it was possible for 30 respondents to answer “don’t know”. Of these 
respondents, 16 persons actually used the response option 67 times. That is a mean use of 4.2 
times per respondent who ever used DK.  
 
Table 3. Details on the use of “don’t know”. 
 “Don’t know” versions  

 Version 1 
“Always” 

Version 3 
“Hidden” 

Version 4 
“Button” 

Total 

 (n=6) (n=13) (n=11) (n=30) 
Respondents that use DK 6 7 3 16 
Percentage  that use DK 100% 54% 27% 53% 
Total number of DK’s 28 25 14 67 
Mean use of DK (if used) 4,7 3,6 4,7 4,2 
 
In table 4 we have divided the DK-answers over the different blocks of the questionnaire or 
the different kinds of questions. The first block, Background, consists mostly of factual 
questions. Here we see that none of the respondents answered “don’t know”. In the blocks 
Health and food and Dutch politics we find the most knowledge questions and the most DK-
answers. The block Family and role divisions contains mainly attitude questions. Table 4 
shows that only a few times DK was answered in this block. 
 
Table 4. The number of “don’t know” answers per questionnaire block. 
 “Don’t know” versions  

 Version 1 
“Always” 

Version 3 
“Hidden” 

Version 4 
“Button” 

Total 

 (n=6) (n=13) (n=11) (n=30) 
Background questions 0 0 0 0 
Health and food 6 10 2 18 
Dutch politics 20 14 11 45 
Family and role divisions 2 1 1 4 
 
In the following sections we will discuss the results per version of DK. 
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3.2 The use of “don’t know” in Version 1 “Always” 
All respondents in this version used the response option DK. Moreover in this version, DK 
was used most often. This confirms our expectation that presenting DK always on screen 
increases the chance that DK is chosen. 
The amount of times DK is used varies between one (female, 22, high level education) and 
eight times (female, 64, low level education). The mean amount of times DK is used is 4.7.  
When asked how the respondents appreciate their version of presenting DK, all respondent 
answer that they liked the fact that they knew DK was possible. 
 
 
3.3 The use of “don’t know” in Version 2 “Never” 
In this version is was not possible to answer DK or even to skip a question. Theoretically it 
was possible that drop-outs could occur, but since this was a laboratory setting this didn’t 
happen. Yet some respondents spontaneously mentioned that it was annoying that DK was 
missing. 
Verbally the respondents confirmed that they randomly chose an answer, because there was 
no real fitting response option in the list: “I don’t know anything about politics. I’ll just pick 
an answer.” Or “I have to pick something… I don’t know anything about this. I’ll just pick the 
middle option.” 
Another interesting finding here is that, compared to the other versions, these respondents 
consulted the help texts the most. It is possible that the absence of DK motivates the 
respondents to search for more information to be able to better choose between the response 
options. 
 
 
3.4 The use of “don’t know” in Version 3 “Hidden” 
Not all respondents in this version used DK. Seven of 13 respondents chose “don’t know” a 
total of 25 times. Even though at the beginning of the questionnaire it is explained how DK 
could be chosen, it appeared that not all respondents remember this at relevant moments. 
Some find the response option by accident, because they try to skip the question, one 
respondent remarked: “Oh yeah, don’t know is now possible, I have seen it in the 
introduction, but had forgotten about it.”. Another accidentally skips a question, but did not 
see that the response option DK had appeared. She thinks she really has skipped the question 
and browses back and forth a couple of times. Eventually she chooses an answer (not DK). 
Another respondent had remembered that she could skip a question (though not that DK 
would appear), yet this was not an option for her: “No, I would rather make a guess than skip 
a question.” 
The respondents in this version have mixed feelings about this way of presenting DK. Five of 
them used the option more often and appreciated the possibility. Yet the other two only found 
the option by accident, and are less appreciative: “It only hampers the flow.” Or “It is not 
clear, you think: there is that question again?” 
Actually you can say that the respondents in this version can be divided in two groups: 1) 
those who don’t know there is a DK-option, and who only find it by accident or not at all; and 
2) those who know there is a DK-option, and use it as if the option was not ‘hidden’. 
 
 
3.5 The use of “don’t know” in Version 4 “Button” 
The DK-button was meant to be less visually present, though it was not meant to be invisible. 
Still only one respondent found the button early in the questionnaire. Two others found the 
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button when they were well on their way in the questionnaire and the other eight never found 
it. The reason why they never found it was that the button was too far out of focus. The 
respondents had their eyes focussed on the question on the upper half of the computer screen, 
since there was never any relevant information at the bottom of the screen they were not 
enticed to look there. 
Just as is the case for version 3 ´Hidden´, we can divide the respondents into two groups: 1) 
those who know that DK is an option and 2) those who don’t know. 
 
 
3.6 Preference for a specific version of presenting “don’t know”? 
At the end of each test interview the respondents were asked whether they preferred one of 
the versions of presenting DK. In Table 5 we have presented the answers to this question. 
Most respondents (20) prefer version1 “Always”, followed by 14 respondents who preferred 
version 3 “Hidden”. The obvious losers are both versions 2 and 4. There does not seem to be a 
relation between the version the respondent had in the questionnaire and his preference. 
 
Table 5. The respondents´ preference for the way to present DK. 
 Respondents in the versions:  
 Version 1 

“Always” 
Version 2 
“Never” 

Version 3 
“Hidden” 

Version 4 
“Button” 

Total 

 (n=6) (n=6) (n=13) (n=11) (n=36) 
Preference for 
Version 1 “Always” 3 2 6 9 20 

Preference for 
Version 2 “Never” 0 0 1 0 1 

Preference for 
Version 3 “Hidden” 2 4 6 2 14 

Preference for 
Version 4 “Button” 1 0 0 0 1 

 
 
4. Discussion 
4.1 In general 
During the test it became evident that the respondents’ character also influences the way they 
deal with answering “don’t know”. There are people who consciously answer DK, because it 
is: 

1. the most honest answer, or 
2. better than taking a guess. 

There are also people who avoid answering DK, because  
1. they do not want to seem uninformed, or 
2. they think the answer is not useful for the researcher. 

Whichever way DK is presented in a questionnaire will influence the data. In a real data 
collection situation the respondent’s point of view towards DK can never be retrieved. This 
could imply that it is fairly impossible to gather comparable results. 
Since it cannot be avoided, researchers have to be aware of it and have to make a decision 
whether to do something about it: e.g. inserting a selection question (Bishop et al., 1980); or 
probing after a DK-answer; or reassuring a respondent at the beginning of a questionnaire that 
DK is a possible and acceptable answer; or never presenting DK and forcing all respondents 
to give an answer. Still, all of these methods will have their own advantages and 
disadvantages. 
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4.2 In relation to different kinds of questions 
The laboratory test showed that “don’t know” is answered most to questions for which certain 
knowledge is presumed (that is, the blocks Dutch politics and Health and food). For attitude 
questions (e.g. the block Family and role division) DK is less often chosen. In case of factual 
questions (in the block Background questions) no test respondent had the wish to answer DK. 
There is a certain logic to this: it is possible that one does not have the knowledge to answer a 
specific knowledge question, while for attitudes or opinions it is often the case that one has 
never thought about it until that moment. At that moment one does not know an answer, but 
an opinion is formed on the spot. 
 
 
4.3 What does a respondent’s answer mean? 
Not all respondents use DK, because not all respondents or have the urge to use it. Or, as is 
especially true for DK-version 3 and 4, the respondents do not find the response option. This 
means that the respondents can be divided into two groups: 1) the respondents who know 
there is a DK-option and either use it or not; and 2) the respondents who do not know there is 
a DK-option. This results in the disturbing fact that a researcher does not know for sure that 
the response to a survey question corresponds to the respondent’s opinion. That is to say, 
there are several possible explanations if a respondent did not choose “don’t know”:   
− Either, the respondent really does know the answer. 
− Or, the respondent does know there is a DK-option, but doesn’t want to answer DK. 
− Or, the respondent does not know there is a DK-option and is forced to choose another 

response. 
− Or, the respondent is not participating seriously and is just answering at random. 
 
 
4.4 To conclude 
The results show that the way in which DK is presented influences the amount of times DK is 
answered. Our expectation that DK would be used by most respondents in Version 1 
“Always” has been confirmed. In the other two versions, “Hidden” and “Button”, less 
respondents used DK. Still when you look at the mean amount of times a respondent uses DK, 
there is little difference between the versions. There seems to be little difference between the 
‘discouraging to use DK’-effect of either version 3 and 4.  
In table 6 we have listed advantages and disadvantages of all versions investigated in this test. 
From this we cannot definitely conclude that there is one best way of presenting “don’t know” 
in a web questionnaire. A researcher has to consider all advantages and disadvantages and 
decide for his research which risks he is willing to take. 
When presenting DK in a web survey a researcher should also take into account which kinds 
of questions are posed. We recommend that DK is always presented with the other response 
options if there is a reasonable possibility that respondents do not know the answer to the 
question, i.e. for questions to which certain knowledge that not all respondents have is 
presumed. For attitude questions or factual questions it does not seem crucial. 
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Table 6. Advantages and disadvantages of all versions of presenting “don’t know”. 
 Advantage 

 
Disadvantage 
 

Version 1 
“Always” 

• Respondents can always answer DK 
if they want to. 

• Danger of DK being used as an escape (satisficing). 
 

Version 2 
“Never” 

• No missing values in the data. • It is unknown whether the answer corresponds with 
the respondent’s actual opinion. 

• Danger of drop-out. 
 

Version 3 
“Hidden” 

• Satisficing is discouraged. 
 

• Not all respondents know DK is an option, 
notwithstanding the announcement. 

• A lot of mouse clicks in order to answer DK. 
• It is unknown whether the answer corresponds with 

the respondent’s actual opinion. 
 

Version 4 
“Button” 

• Satisficing is discouraged. • Not all respondents know DK is an option, because 
the button is too far out of sight. 

• It is unknown whether the answer corresponds with 
the respondent’s actual opinion. 

 
 
5. Future plans for experiments 
In February 2009 the Q-lab executed a mixed-mode experiment together with CentERdata of 
the University of Tilburg. For this experiment we used the questionnaire of the Dutch 
Consumer Sentiment Survey. We wanted to compare the following variables in CATI-mode 
versus Web-mode: 

1. Always presenting DK vs. never presenting DK. 
2. Probe after DK-answer vs. no probe. 
3. “Unfolded” question vs. 5-point scale question. 

Ad. 1. In this experiment it was possible to test with a substantial amount of persons the effect 
of always presenting DK versus never presenting DK, and to see whether it is possible to 
never present DK in a telephone survey. 
Ad.2. In order to make a web survey more similar to a telephone interview it is possible to 
probe “It is very important for us if you try to answer this question.” after DK is answered. 
We want to see whether and how this works in a web survey. 
Ad. 3. This survey has been executed by StatNeth for many years. Before the 1980s it was a 
PAPI survey, after that a CATI survey and now we want to investigate whether it is possible 
to execute this survey by web. For this we need to change a specific kind of question of this 
survey: the “unfolded question” (Table 7). It seems weird to ask an “unfolded” question in a 
web survey, thus we will change this into a 5-point scale question (Table 7). To see the effect 
of the 5-point scale we included it in both the web survey and the telephone interview.  
 
The results of this experiment will probably be available by the end of 2009. 
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Table 7. Unfolded question vs. 5-point scale. 
Unfolded question  
Question A.  
“What do you think will happen to the unemployment rate in the Netherlands the next 12 months? Do you think 
it will increase, decrease or stay the same? 

1. Increase  got to Question A1 
2. Decrease  got to Question A2 
3. Stay the same 
 

Question A1. 
 “Will it increase a little or a lot? 

1. Increase a little. 
2. Increase a lot. 

Question A2.  
“Will it decrease a little or a lot? 

1. Decrease a little. 
2. Decrease a lot. 

 
5-point scale question 

 

Question A*.  
“What do you think will happen to the unemployment rate in the Netherlands the next 12 months? Do you think 
it will increase, decrease or stay the same? 

1. Increase a lot. 
2. Increase a little. 
3. Stay the same. 
4. Decrease a little. 
5. Decrease a lot. 
 

 
 
Appendix. Screenshots of the questionnaire 
  

 
Figure 1. “Don’t know” is not presented on screen. 
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Figure 2. “Don’t know” is presented together with the other response options. 
 

 
Figure 3. A warning (in red) appears if you try to skip a question, and “Don’t know” is 
presented together with the other response options. 
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Figure 4. “Don’t know” is presented as a button on the bottom left side of the screen. 
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Break off in web questionnaires of social surveys at Statistics Netherlands 
 

Dirkjan Beukenhorst and Judit Arends 

 

Introduction  

The CBS data collection strategy for primary observation in person surveys uses four modes, 
in ascending order of cost : 

• Internet survey (CAWI : Computer - Assisted Web Interviewing), self-completion of a 
computerized questionnaire; 

• Postal survey (PAPI : Paper And Pencil Interviewing), self - completing of a paper 
questionnaire ; 

• Telephone interviewing (CATI Computer - Assisted Telephone Interviewing), telephone 
interview with a computerized questionnaire; 

• personal interviewing (CAPI : Computer - Assisted Personal Interviewing), face-to -face 
interview with a computerized questionnaire.  

For the time being CBS uses web -surveys for individuals and households are used in a mixed 
mode design. Potential respondents are initially approached for an internet survey (CAWI), 
followed by re- approaches of non-respondents by CATI or CAPI.  

To be able to analyse and monitor any abnormal and disappointing results of fieldwork, good 
information about the quality of data collection is necessary. For the quality of CAPI and CATI 
surveys we use interviewer evaluations and interviewers remarks in questionnaires, quality 
of interviewers (RAS), listening to interviews and research analysis For CAWI surveys, 
however,  CBS has very little information on the quality of data collection. 

Quality of data collection in survey research 

To optimize the quality of the data collection in survey research - depending on the 
observing mode - various means are at our disposal. A distinction can be made between the 
quality of the process, instrument, questionnaire, and the quality of the answers. 

The quality of the questionnaire can be tested before implementation through cognitive 
interviews. If interviewers are used in  CATI or CAPI interviewers, interviewer evaluations can 
be held to investigate the quality of the questionnaire and the course of the study (eg, too 
many refusals, comments from respondents). With self -completion questionnaires on paper 
or in web questionnaires this is not possible. 
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The answering process in self -completion questionnaires (CAWI and PAPI) is more difficult to 
investigate than CATI or CAPI. In telephone interviews one can listen in to follow the flow of 
the conversation, in CAPI recordings can be made of all or parts of the interview. This 
provides insight into both the quality of the questionnaire and the answers given by the 
respondent as well as the quality of the interviewer. With paper questionnaires only visual 
inspection of the completed and returned questionnaires can teach us something about the 
care that has gone into completing the questionnaire and quality. 

In the web - questionnaires such simple quality inspection is not possible. There needs to be 
made use of technical aids. One can create audit trails of the filling-in process. In this way, 
the key strokes of the respondent can be monitored, to see which route through the 
questionnaire was followed, if he occasionally went back to change something, etc. Also, for 
each keystroke the exact time can be recorded. For a detailed description and an application 
see Morren et al (2009).  

While in paper questionnaire visual inspection of any quality control mechanism can only 
occur when the questionnaires are returned, in web questionnaires it is generally possible to 
study partly filled in questionnaires, even if they are not sent in.   

Breaking off web surveys 

With web surveys people regularly interrupt completing the questionnaire. Meta analyses 
mention percentages up to 34 % (Musch and Reips, 2000). For web surveys in which 
respondents are invited personally this is usually around 15 % (Lozar - Manfreda and 
Vehovar, 2002). In current CBS surveys, the percentage break-off is around five % of the 
fielded sample, and around 15 % of people who have logged in / started. That does not seem 
very much and, in addition, quite a few nonrespondents respond later in a second stage of 
the in mixed-mode design. Should we therefore give attention to these dropouts? We think 
we do. First, for the cost of the study a reduction of the break-off percentage is important. 
Second, CBS started with a web panel. In such panels, the risk of dropping out early is larger. 
Moreover, the value of a web panel increases as respondents participate more fully and 
forever. 

In addition to this direct motive for studying break-offs namely reducing it, there are other 
reasons why this break-off behaviour deserves attention, as it offers the possibility of 
assessing the quality of a questionnaire. 

In this report, we report on a study of break-off in various CBS surveys. This research is 
mainly based on analyses of the so-called $work files, paradata that are generated by the 
web process.  In addition, comments from respondents are regarded. In the Survey of 
Mobility in the Netherlands (OViN 2012) a separate question was included on the CAWI non-
response behaviour. The mixed-mode design offers interesting possibilities for studying 
dropouts because these are typically contacted again and - as will be seen - often participate 
in another mode. 
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First, we pay attention to the literature on the process of data collection  in web surveys. 
Then we look at how broken off  CBS Web questionnaires can be analysed. We finish with 
conclusions and recommendations. 

The (non)-response process in web questionnaires 

Response, non-response and partial response in web questionnaires 

To understand break-off behaviour as a special form of non-response, the various forms of 
the response process in web surveys should be described exactly. Figure 1 displays them. On 
the far left are the unit non-respondents. They decide not to participate without even having 
seen a question. The x - axis shows the number of questions that are looked at by the 
respondent,  the y- axis shows the number of questions answered. The so-called ' lurkers ' 
only look at the questions, and may answer a series of questions or some loose questions 
(these are lurking dropouts). Other respondents neatly answer some questions in the 
prescribed order but breaks off somewhere on the diagonal. These are the answering 
dropouts. 

 

Figure 1 : Response Process 
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There is a fundamental difference between unit non - responses and dropouts. The true non 
- respondent decides not to start the survey,  based on very little information. The decision is 
to some extent independent of the form and content of the study. They decided based on 
the advance letter and their opinion - if any - of the organization conducting the research 
(and / or sponsors). People who start but break off covers base their decision on much more 
information. First, on the information that is given at the opening screen (the so-called splash 
page), and second on the questions that they have already answered, or seen without 
answering. In a lot of research it is not possible to scroll to subsequent questions, but in 
studies that are only one page long, this is always possible. In CBS surveys only dropouts 
occur anywhere within the triangle but not on x - axis because lurking is made impossible, 
except within a page. Dropouts, but equally people who respond fully, can throughout the 
enrolment process repeatedly consider  to continue or stop (Peytchev, 2006; Galesic, 2006). 

In the case of participants in web panels this is somewhat different: they know more or less 
what to expect because they have already participated in previous polls. On the basis of 
earlier experiences with e.g. little attractive layout coupled with the announced topic, they 
may decide not to participate this time. This aspect should be taken into account in the 
interpretation of the (scarce) research that has been done to dropouts, as that concerns in 
many cases dropouts in panel research. 

Reasons for breaking off in web questionnaire 

Why do potential respondents break off? Initially it was assumed that people that are little 
motivated to start with, start with the questionnaire out of curiosity, start but then lose 
interest. According to Peytchev (2006), it is rather the reverse : motivated people who find 
the task difficult drop out. It is a combination of cognitive motivation plus tax plus an 
affective component (which you often could call irritation) that induces a respondent to drop 
out. For each question, the respondent can think if he continues. Therefore, dropping out is, 
at least in part, the same mechanism as underlies item non-response. Beatty and Hermann 
(2002) designed a model where item non-response occurs when the cognitive, psychological 
and social costs of answering transcend motivation. Galesic (2006) supposes an almost 
identical but dynamic model (during the course of filling) for the drop-out: during the process 
of completion of the questionnaire, interest and burden compete for ascendancy per block 
or per question. In the case of actual dropout, the increasing burden eventually wins of 
declining interest. 

 

If a respondent is hardly interested, and opens the questionnaire just out of curiosity, he will 
quickly stop if he does not like the introduction or the first questions. In a study of Ganalassi 
(2008) half of the people who dropped out, did so in the first or second screen. It can also be 
that a respondent does want to participate, but that the questions or the operation of the 
web questionnaire can be hard for him. Respondents may have expectations or ideas to 
which the questionnaire does not comply. Matters such as concerns about privacy, expected 
ease of use, screen  formatting and question wordings / disclosures may annoy a respondent 
so much that he quits. 
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Especially interesting is whether it is possible to discover patterns in where drop off occurs, 
for which for subjects, for which kind of questions. With regard to formal aspects of 
questions some research is done. Knapp and Heidingsfelder (1999), Ganalassi (2008) and 
Peytchev, 2011, similarly find this. Complexly formulated questions and long questions lead 
to dropout. Long load times of pages are also cause for dropping out (Galesic, 2006). 

 

A second reason to investigate aborted interviews is that it may give insight into the types of 
respondents that stop midway. Are these especially the elderly, or the highly educated 
respondents, etc.? If they differ from both respondents and non - respondents in essential 
points we must correct for this type of non-response separately (Peytchev, 2011). This 
currently does not seem necessary in CBS standard mixed-mode design, given the size of the 
break offs, but in the context of the web panel it is something that is worth investigating. 

 

Another hypothesis may be that the drop outs resemble complete non - respondents, 
parallel to the assumption that late respondents are more similar to non-respondents 
regarding the target variables than early respondents.  In that case, the half- completed 
questionnaires would allow statements about the characteristics of non-respondents. Both 
for correction as for designing tailored approached  for such groups this kind of analysis is 
useful. 

The combination of the first and the second research objective can help to implement 
designs  so that the response is as high as possible and measurement error is minimal. The 
intention is to minimize the number of respondents that drop out, and securing that those 
that do drop out are not select groups of respondents (that is, differ from respondents or 
from non-respondents). 

 

Monitoring break-off  CAWI questionnaires at CBS 

To get grip on the break off in CAWI questionnaire at CBS, we monitored which households / 
individuals have started to fill in web questionnaires, but did not finish. These data are kept 
in so-called $work files. 

The $work files 

Each web research by individuals and households has a file with paradata. In this file, the 
answers at predefined transitions are stored in memory, which are retained after answering 
of the CAWI questionnaire is interrupted. The stored information is determined by 
transitions like moving to the next screen or questionnaire block / theme, not after 
completing each question. So the structure of the questionnaire and the institutions and 
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transitions are very important for the interpretation of the results. This is also a concern, 
since the settings can be differently defined by each survey.  

Reasons for not responding via CAWI 

To get to know more about the quality of web surveys and the reasons why people do not 
send the (partially completed) CAWI questionnaire to CBS, we looked into the following 
information: 

• The results of the re- approach of CAWI-nonrespondents in CATI and CAPI. Most studies 
were conducted according to the mixed-mode design. This implies that the CAWI 
nonrespondents are approached in either CATI of CAPI, depending on the presence of a 
known telephone number. The research question was whether people who successfully log 
into the CAWI questionnaire, but do not finish, are subsequently less or more willing to 
respond in another mode than people who do not log on at all. 

• The second source of information is a question in the mobility survey, where non-
respondents in web were later asked in CATI or CAPI for the reasons they did not respond in 
CAWI.  

• At the end of the web questionnaire, respondents are asked if they have any comments. 
We looked at  the remarks in the LFS. These observations shed light on what respondents 
liked or not. We assume that what annoys respondents also annoyed those who dropped 
outm although perhaps not to the same extent. So we assume a difference in degree of 
intensity, not in content of the responses. The material therefore has limitations but it sheds 
some light on why people drop out. 

Analysis of CBS surveys 

In this section, we briefly describe the results of the analysis of degraded web questionnaires 
in five studies: LFS, Mobility Survey,  Experiences Survey, Health Survey, and SAM (Social 
Cohesion). 

Who logs in and who drops out  

Table 1 shows the percentages of respondents and dropouts from five studies that have 
been conducted by CBS. In the household sample of the LFS,  33% of the sample logged in 
(complete and partial respondents and dropouts), of which 18% drop out (the remaining 82% 
are respondents). The total amount of drop out in the gross sample is 6%. The LFS has 
individual questionnaires for all household members 15 years or older. We see that a 
relatively large amount drops out in the first person questionnaire and when a new person 
questionnaire is started. 
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Table 1 : Percentage of respondents and dropouts 
 
Survey 
 

% logged 
in 

Of whom 
respondent 

Of whom 
drop out 

% response 
of sample 

% drop out 
of sample 

LFS 33 82 18 27 6 
Mobility 26 79 21 20 6 
Experiences 38 93 7 35 3 
Health 38 91 9 35 3 
SAM 33 91 9 30 3 

 

  

 

From the other four studies whose drop out percentages we reviewed are person samples. 
The results of the Mobility Survey stand out: compared with the other three person surveys 
the fewest people (26%) log in, and the most drop out (21 % and 6 % of the fielded sample). 
The Mobility Survey has a fixed reference day. From the analysis of the $work files and the 
comments it seems that forgetting this reference day accounts for this high failure rate,  
People are either too early or too late to complete the questionnaire. As this is made 
impossible in the questionnaire, this may explains the high drop off rate. To what extent this 
also explains why relatively few people log on, is not clear. 

In the Health and the Experiences Surveys 38% of people log in, of which 3% drop out (of the 
fielded sample). For SAM fewer people log in (33%) than in Health and Experiences. The 
response rate improved after adjusting the advance letter, although the break off rate did 
not change as a result of that. 

 

Background characteristics of dropouts 

In some studies it was possible to study the background characteristics of dropouts / non-
respondents. The analyses of the LFS shows that: 

- Larger households drop out more often than smaller ones.  

- Ethnic origin (non - Western immigrants versus Other) plays no role in the dropout 
rate. 

- In the Experiences Survey there are more dropouts with low education,   

- and fewer dropouts in the category ‘moderately urban’. 

- In the Mobility Survey we looked at the age of CAWI non-respondents who indicated 
in CATI or CAPI that they could not participate because they have no PC or are not handy 
with computers. Over 60 % of this group is older than 60 years. 

Break off place within the questionnaire 
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The analysis of the place of break off in the questionnaire requires good knowledge of the 
content and the structure of the questionnaire  Also, we needed to verify how the specific 
questionnaire is presented on the screen and at which transitions information is retained. 

Below we summarize the general findings : 

• After opening the questionnaire about 15% drop out. In the mobility Survey that 
percentage is  38%.  

• About half of the dropouts do not start with the substantial variables of the survey, and 
break off in the person or household roster questions. 

• There are indications that break off occurs at open questions. 

• Indications of break off in questions that require relatively much work,  

• Indications of breaking off in sensitive questions,. 

• It also happens that questionnaires are fully completed, but the questionnaire was not 
sent. Unfortunately there is no information why these completed questionnaires were not 
sent, but we suspect it has something to do with the example of the ‘send’ icon. People may 
have taken the example for the actual icon.  

From 2013, this was modified in a few web - questionnaires. A follow-up study is highly 
desirable to see whether this adjustment actually leads to less drop out. 

Results CATI and CAPI re-approach 

There are differences in the final response in the CATI and CAPI if we compare those who 
started the questionnaire, but did not finish, and those who did not even start. Those who 
started the CAWI questionnaire and were re-approached respond far better than people who 
have not opened the questionnaire. One possible explanation is that people who have taken 
the trouble to open the CAWI questionnaire and fill in some questions are motivated to 
participate in the study or are interested in the study. They may however not always find the 
time or opportunity to actually fill in the questionnaire (for example as a result of technical 
problems, disturbances during filling in or finding the questionnaire difficult). 

This finding is  important, as it appears to be worthwhile to re-approach these persons, and 
not to abandon them.  

Reasons not to participate in CAWI  

In this section we analyse the result of the analysis of the question in the Mobility Survey 
about why people did not participate in CAWI. What immediately stands out is that few 
people drop out because of a lack of motivation (no use, don’t feel like it, 7%). This probably 
explains the high response CAPI and CATI re- approach among dropouts. Much more answers 
were substantive reasons, because of concerns about privacy, the length of the 
questionnaire, or difficult questions (20%). These people deliberately break down for 
example, because they want to fill in their movements but no questions about the 
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household. Also the degree of detail and accuracy surrounding departure and arrival times 
and places are reasons to give up. This kind of respondents loses motivation or patience. It 
seems necessary to make it very clear - in the questionnaire, not in the letter - why certain 
questions or level of detail are needed for the research. Otherwise, giving people the 
opportunity not to fill in some questions, or more freedom in filling in might help. 

Around 22% of the dropouts mentions technical and login problems as a reason why they did 
not complete the questionnaire. 15% had forgotten, 18 % was too late or too early, 12% 
indicated that they had no time or were on vacation during the CAWI period.  Four per cent 
claimed to have completed and mailed the questionnaire and two per cent  cannot call 
reasons. 

To summarize: substantive and technical annoyances are the most common reasons to abort 
the questionnaire. We should put more effort in communicating to log in on time and not to 
forget the survey.  

The method of studying the answers to the re-approached respondents has the limitation 
that we only have answers from people who later were still willing to participate. The value 
of this additional method, which is only possible with mixed-mode studies, increases as the 
open question is asked to re- approached respondents  systematically.  

Comments from respondents in the web survey 

We have also looked at the comments LFS  web respondents made in the questionnaire. 
These observations shed light on what respondents liked or not. We assume that what 
annoys respondents also annoys dropouts, but not to the extent that they broke off the 
questionnaire. 

The annoyances of Web respondents most often cited relate to the inertia of the system, the 
layout of the web questionnaire (irritation about constantly having to click "next") and small 
letters on the screen (40%). 36% of the annoyances relates to the content of certain 
questions and the length of the questionnaire. 10% of respondents feels the approach of CBS 
(letter and reminder letters) is pushy.  14% of the comments are no complaints but notes 
from people about their situation. 

The length of the questionnaire, the content of the question texts and technical aspects such 
as the layout and letter type, and the inertia of the system are the most mentioned 
annoyances of Web respondents. These aspects probably play a major role in dropping out. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

CAWI is now, and will be in future, a very important mode in survey research. Gathering 
information about the quality of the data is however difficult. Conducting quality surveys like 
we do for CATI and CAPI respondents and nonrespondents is not possible. We need to make 
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use of technical aids, such as audit trail analysis or viewing aborted web questionnaires 
($work files). 

The method of $work analysis has the advantage that quick information can be obtained 
about the number of people who logged in, but did not finish. If this number is high, further 
analysis can be performed. However, these analyses are time-consuming. It is not easy to see 
where and by whom the questionnaire is broken off. 

Why break-off occurs 

After extensive analysis of the $work files it is known how many respondents quit where in 
the questionnaire. We do, however, not known why they do it. 

Formal characteristics of the question 

 

Any examination of why people drop out, needs further examination. A very obvious 
research  method that we mentioned a few times is to associate the breakpoint point with 
formal characteristics of the question. A list of such formal features has been prepared 
among others by Saris and Gallhofer (2014). Their list has the ability to determine the quality 
of a question in advance. Campanelli and Nicolaas (2013) also suggested such a list. Their aim 
was to assess the suitability of question for for mixed- mode research. All efforts mentioned 
shows that formal features cannot be studied independent of substantive aspects. It has 
often been observed that matrix questions cause large drop out, for example. However, to 
what extent the matrix character, topic, or the size of the battery played a role is not easy to 
determine. In a CBS experiment matrix questions were used concerning  the attitudes toward 
the police. Many citizens seem hardly to have an opinion, in view of the huge number of ' do 
not know' answers. This may also be a reason to stop. 

 

A second limitation of the formal characteristics approach is that some features are quite 
subjective in nature. For example, Saris and Gallhofer (2014) mention 'centrality' as a 
feature. This concept describes how the topic of the question is 'alive' for the respondent. 
This can at best be subsequently determined by the number of ' don’t knows’. Campanelli et 
al (2013) mention the risk of social desirable answers as a reason why a question is not 
suitable for mixed-mode in a combination of interviewer -administered and self -
administered questionnaires. For a seasoned drug user smoking a joint is decidedly not a 
touchy subject, and for an obese person a question on weight can be very sensitive. Both ' 
centrality' as ' socially undesirable ' are rather subjective aspects that can be estimated 
differently by researchers.  One will thus s have to ask respondents and dropouts whether 
these factors played a role. 
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Another problem with this approach is that formal aspects of placing in a questionnaire (at 
the beginning or much later), can also play a role in the early termination of the 
questionnaire. In the aforementioned CBS experiment, the matrices came at the end of the 
questionnaire. 

 

In practice, in short, it is difficult to separate formal aspects, content aspects (' centrality') 
and place the questionnaire in the study of break-offs. In order to determine the formal 
aspects as independent cause of break-offs, we need a complete permutation of all formal 
and all content characteristics. So far, our current knowledge and current research lack these 
yet. The same applies to substantive aspects. Without external knowledge on what topics are 
good or bad for respondents / drop outs / non-respondents, the explanatory value is low.  

Background characteristics of dropouts 

 

Exploratory analyses of background characteristics of dropouts / non-respondents indicate 
that the size of the household (LFS) and age (Mobility Survey) can play a role in completion or 
dropping out. Other background characteristics hardly play a role. It should be noted that the 
amount of drop out in certain groups is too small to be able to make meaningful statements.  

Additional analysis : Comments 

$work analyses should be supplemented with further research among respondents and 
dropouts themselves. In a mixed-mode design this may be done by additional questions in 
the re-approach in CATI or CAPI.  In unimode web research this be done by calling with a 
short, open question, asking why they have not returned the questionnaire (without 
mentioning that it is known that they have started the questionnaire). This can also be done 
by letter or e - mail, but then responses will be lower. In a web panel this can be asked in a 
subsequent wave. 

A general comment on the additional analysis is that the use of the open-ended question 
about the reasons of no web response generates a lot of useful information. However, its 
value would increase if asking the ' why didn't you - question was mandatory or if  the 
question was included in the questionnaire. If this question is asked in each new study, for 
just a few months, the costs remain definitely manageable. 

Opening screen and layout web questionnaire 

The result that on average 15% of individuals who do not complete the questionnaire, do this 
right after opening the survey,  asks for more attention. In a web survey, opening  the survey 
questionnaire, after all, is dependent on the advance letter and the folder. Actually starting 
to fill in is dependent on the ' splash page' and the first question or questions shown. The 
splash page (Couper 2008, 330-335) is the tool of choice to draw those who are curious 
across the line.  There is little research about this, but it is clear that the respondents should 



73 

 

be directed to the actual questionnaire as soon as possible, not only after several screens 
with instructions and privacy statements. The layout of the opening screen should also be 
user-friendly and inviting. 

re-approached non-respondents and respondents frequently complain about the unfriendly 
layout of the web questionnaire, the small font of the letters, the inertia of the system and 
on technical and login problems. 

It is worth considering to have a good look at the introduction, the opening screen, the first 
question, and the font and other layout.  

Substantive comments 

 

Twenty per cent of dropouts in the mobility survey indicated that substantive reasons, like 
concerns about privacy, the length of the questionnaire, too difficult , irrelevant or too 
detailed questions, were reasons to break off. These people broke off deliberately. We need 
to make clear in the questionnaire why certain questions (eg about the household) or the 
level of detail are required for the study. 

Summary and Recommendations 

Analysis of $work  files offers the opportunity to assess the number of dropouts. Looking at 
the formal characteristics of questions and the background characteristics of dropouts do not 
provide sufficient handles to understand the reasons for dropping out. It is not possible to 
make statements about the reasons for dropping out without performing additional 
investigations among respondents and dropouts.  The use of the open question of the 
reasons not to respond in web provides much useful information. 

Below, we summarize the recommendations : 

• To increase the percentage login CBS we should study the advance letters. We could also 
think about using incentives.  

• To avoid irritation we recommended to indicate in the reminder letter(s) when the term to 
take part in the web survey is closed.  

• To get curious people across the line and make research (appear) more attractive, we 
should adapt the splash page. 

• It is advisable to present the most important research questions in the front of the 
questionnaire, and to or explain why certain information is required for the investigation.  

• Avoid matrix questions and open questions.  

• The reason why completed questionnaires are not sent should be further investigated. A 
follow-up study is highly desirable to see whether the adjustment on the last page, where 
the icon of the button is no longer used in the text, in fact leads to less dropout. 
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• It is worthwhile to re-approach dropouts in another mode, as they respond better than 
those who have not started with the web questionnaire.   
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