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1. What the Question Bank is:

A resource, free to use without registration requirements, available to all.

A place to view questionnaires and associated methodological materials.

A source of ideas on how others have phrased questions.

A place where comparisons between questions and response sets can be made.

2. How does it do this?

It presents whole questionnaires in PDFs so that questions can be seen in context. Also showcards, information leaflets, advance letters, diaries etc.

It has its own search function which works within the PDFs. Questions can be located on the basis of the words they use, not the abstract concepts which they may be measuring.
It also includes topic guides on 22 key areas, indicating the most important surveys that have covered those areas and linking to example sections in their questionnaires.

3. What are its key principles?

The Qb was set up in 1996, at a time when the internet was still quite a new thing, and some decisions taken then still affect its structure today. In some ways we struggle to cope with the changes in the research world around us, but those struggles may be informative for others.
A primary aim is to show good practice, so that others may learn from it and improve the quality of their survey instruments. The Qb is not an archive and it does not seek to achieve comprehensive coverage of the whole field of survey research. So far as I know we have not yet removed any materials that have been shown on the site but that point is going to have to be considered soon. However we do not pass judgement on the questions that we show, we do not say that one question or survey was ‘better’ than another. Instead we rely upon the judgement of our users and the principles of openness and comparison.

When the Qb was founded most questionnaires used PAPI techniques, so the decision to use PDF was made in order to preserve the full context of each question. As CAPI has become much more widely used we still use PDF to preserve the appearance of the instruments published by the research organisations but it is questionable whether we are really preserving the context in which the questions have been asked. This is an issue with which we are currently grappling, and DDI has an important role in our discussions.

4. How can it be used in conjunction with other data resources?
Whilst our use of PDF may not be preserving a reality that ever existed, it does allow users to move around between surveys very easily. In some ways this can provide a possible route to locate data for secondary analysis. An analyst wanting to study the interaction of two variables should be able to locate surveys that have covered both with particular questions quite easily with our search function. However the drawback here is that as we are not an archive, and so are not comprehensive in our coverage, we can provide no assurance that the datasets so identified are the only relevant ones.

We aim to provide a good set of links to related websites in connection with each survey that we illustrate. Where datasets are available (eg through ESDS or the UK Data-Archive) we show that. We also link to the websites of the research organisations, sponsors and other parties involved in each survey. So having established which particular survey should be of interest, you should find it straightforward to move on to more detailed information about it.

5. Are there other ways this might be done?
This question probably needs to be answered in two ways. Are there other ways that a user could gain access to the same materials? Are there other ways that we could present the materials on our site?

In answer to the first, I would have to say ‘yes’. None of the information that we carry is unique, some of it is available in several other locations, on the UK Data-Archive and on research organisations’ and sponsors’ own websites. But it is a much more tedious job to move around these other sites in order to make comparisons between similar or related materials. I hope that the QB makes it very easy to look at something in the British Social Attitudes Survey and then in the British Crime Survey, or the Scottish Social Attitudes Survey, or the European Social Survey. With a uniform style and a flat structure you can move around the questionnaires for each of these surveys with little wasted effort.

The question of using a different presentation for the QB is more difficult. When I started this job I was thinking of some sort of database approach but two main problems arise with this. Firstly, the database would require irrevocable decisions about the nature of the elements to be extracted, would it be just the question as read out to the respondents, or the question and response categories that gets carried on the database? What about the additional prompts an interviewer might be allowed to use, or the instructions to the interviewer about when he should probe or challenge an answer? The other problem is over categorising or labelling each question. Many questions fall easily into obvious descriptions but not all do, especially those attempting to measure abstract concepts like ‘social capital’. Here the content manager would have to make many highly subjective judgements as to what each question is really about. I already encounter this problem when I add the PDF bookmarks to aid navigation within a questionnaire as not all survey documenters include neat section headings every few pages.
So, for the moment, I stand by our decision to leave the questions in the linear PDF documents that are currently the common style, and to ask the users to develop their skill at finding them in a variety of ways.

6. An Example of the Site in Use.

What I would like to do, partly by way of a demonstration of how the site works but also because I think it is interesting in the context of DDI and discussions of metadata presentation, is to show you some quick comparisons of style across a range of survey questionnaires. I want to focus on the common elements that make up a CAPI questionnaire document and highlight the different ways that these are identified with various text features.

At the heart of the issue is the question text which is rarely made prominent in the documentation but is usually identifiable from its content and language (Example 1 – a difficult presentation of question text). This is almost invariably followed by the set of response categories pre-coded for analysis (Example 2 – a clearer presentation of question text and response set, but the response codes to the right are not easily aligned with their meanings, Example 3 shows another way of presenting the response set). The question text is usually preceded by the variable name, a mixture of code and abbreviation (Example 4 – a lengthy presentation of variable names, with a section number and code preceding the question number and name, and using a mixture of capitals and lower case. Example 5 is rather more simple and just shows the variable name in bold face).

 Frequently we will find a clue to the type of variable or question somewhere in the vicinity; here I am referring to the fact that some questions will only accept a single answer, some will accept any number of answers at the discretion of the respondent, some will be open questions with a space constraint on the number of characters of free text, and others will be calculated by the program and not actually asked aloud. These types (single, multi, open, computed) have to be inferred by the reader from instructions apparently given to the interviewer in the text (Example 6 – note “CODE ALL THAT APPLY – Multicoded (Maximum of 11 codes)”). There are other sorts of instruction for the interviewers as well, for example telling him/her to use a particular showcard, advising him/her when to prompt the respondent for more detail, highlighting some questions as very important for the sake of correct routing later, and sometimes telling him/her when a ‘Don’t know’ or ‘refusal’ response is not acceptable (Example 7 shows several prompts and finishes with “EXCLUDE BBC WEBSITE”).

In addition to these common elements we frequently find two aspects of the CAI program made visible to us and these I term as “routing instructions” and “control checks”. I suggest that these are qualitatively different from the other elements I have just outlined because they do not seem to arrive in the published documentation as direct representations of text used in the program itself, in other words they are interpreted for us by the people who prepare these documents. 

I am sure that many of you will be familiar with two types of routing instructions which are often described as “Go To” routing and “If … Then … Else” routing. Of these the first was frequently used in PAPI interview documents but is rarely found in CAPI documentation, it is generally used beside specific response categories to send the reader forward to the next applicable item following that answer (Example 8 shows some use of this method in a CAPI questionnaire). The second routing type generally refers to answers already given to previous questions in the ‘if’ part of the instruction but it can take a variety of forms in practice. Quite often I find a variable preceded by “Ask if …. “ or “Applies if … “ although the plain “If … “ is the most common form. But some interpreters like to show how an ‘If’ condition applies to a set of questions by indenting this set down to an “End if” statement, and even by adding a string of ‘pipe’ characters between these limits, in practice this gets difficult to interpret when multiple conditions are nested within each other over several pages of script.

There are then two different conventions on showing the conditional part of these routing instructions, some surveys show plain text while others use the codes for variables and responses. Here we also find a variety of combinations of text and code for applicable questions, variables and responses. This is where we can most clearly see the human contribution to the documentation process at work. In the following examples please note the variety of presentational styles used to help identify these routing instructions in the form of various brackets, fonts, italics, capitals, bold face etc.

Example 9 shows the “Ask If” style of instruction using plain text for the conditions, capital letters for the logic, and all of the routing instructions in italic script. Example 10 is similar but on this occasion the condition is expressed in terms of the code value rather than plain language. Example 11 also uses italics and makes striking use of the vertical pipe characters to indicate the continuing application of a logic condition, and this interpreter tries to use both plain language and code for the conditions but does not carry this through to the mathematical operators such as “< >” and “>=”, note also the use of square brackets to separate the coded condition from the plain text. Example 12 shows the use of “IF … END IF” conditions nesting within each other, but it is hard to see whether this extract is complete  without carefully counting and matching the pairs, and the pure code conditions are also difficult to comprehend.

This is not the end of the routing possibilities that the reader of a CAI questionnaire might encounter. There are also “Loops” and “Tables” which should be seen as a form of routing. These are documentation short-cuts to show how a set of questions might be repeated for each individual member of a household, or for each individual circumstance applicable to one person (such as victim forms in a crime survey). Then some surveys use parallel modules whereby various subsets of the interview sample are given some modules of questions and not others, these arise as “Versions A, C and D, ask all” (Example 6) or “FUB” (abbreviation of ‘Follow-Up module B’ in the British Crime Survey 2004/5) so some are more explicit than others. This represents an important difference in the routing in that there is an element of random chance determining who is asked the question as opposed to logic based on data supplied by the respondents. Finally there are sometimes questions designed to trigger substantial routing instructions later in the questionnaire, these are often referred to as “screener” or “filter” questions. In a sense they are not a different form of routing because they will be acted upon by “If” conditions later in the interview but they are more widely used in CAPI programs than was possible in PAPI ones and they can add to the complexity faced by the analyst reading the questionnaire.
To complete this description of the common elements found in a CAI questionnaire document I will briefly summarise the control checks. These seem to be more elusive and I suspect, but cannot prove, they are not always fully reported. There are at least three main types of check, which are often termed ‘hard’, ‘soft’ and ‘range’. The hard checks are designed to identify fundamental inconsistencies in the data recorded for any one respondent, errors that are so serious that they would undermine the data for that case if left uncorrected. They are described as hard checks because generally the program will not allow the interview to proceed any further until the discrepancy has been removed. This seems fine in theory but I imagine that it is not necessarily easy to define a hard check that is fully applicable in all cases. 

Soft checks are much easier to set up, the researcher does not need to be so certain of their ground as these checks are more along the lines of “Are you sure of that answer?”. They are called ‘soft’ because they can be overridden and the apparently inconsistent data left to stand if the interviewer is convinced that the programmer’s concern is not justified on this occasion. Presumably these soft checks often identify simple mis-keys by the interviewer or stumbles by the respondent. There is a clear advantage to the research in sorting out queries and errors at source and producing a cleaner data file at the outset, but there may be a cost in the interview if its flow is frequently interrupted by such ‘are you sure of that?’ moments. It is these soft checks which I suspect are most often omitted from the documentation.

Range checks are probably the most simple to document, being effectively hard checks on numerical type data. Where the data-entry routine has been programmed to take an answer within certain limits the check merely makes those limits visible to all. However this can provide a false sense of security since recording an answer within the acceptable range does not ensure that it is correct, only that it is not grossly incorrect.

All of these types of control check are illustrated in the two parts of Example 13 but a close inspection of the first hard check under “Hous9” seems to indicate that there may be an error here as it appears to contradict the instruction and range check just above it. Also it is not clear why some of the check feedback is shown in capitals and some in lower case. And this particular questionnaire uses the “^” character to indicate a data-fill so that “^hous9” is replaced on screen by the value just entered for variable Hous9.
So that is the final item, that can appear in a variety of locations within the questionnaire elements that I have just outlined, the automatic (or programmed) data-fill. It is difficult to know what to do with these little bits of programming cleverness, they are introduced in order to make the conversation of the interview flow more smoothly and naturally by making references within questions, prompts, control checks and interviewer instructions to matters already covered follow normal conversational conventions. In the live interview the program will show only the correct option for that respondent but in the documentation we are shown the full set of alternative texts available to the program. Example 14 shows a fairly incomprehensible set of data fills where the mixture of conditional logic code and alternative texts combined with an unpredictable use of capital letters makes it very difficult to isolate the question texts.

Now I have just discussed most of the elements that I have identified from reviewing a range of CAI questionnaire documentation issued in recent years. I have not discussed some further materials which are added to provide explanations for the document reader such as chapter and section headings, footnotes and other explanatory text, as this section has been long enough already. However I would be interested to know if anyone is aware of further elements, especially ones which may not be displayed in the document conventions we currently see.

7.
Conclusion
I hope that the range of examples I have used to illustrate these elements has begun to give you an impression of the confusing variety of styles and conventions that are being used in these questionnaire documents today. This summary has been offered, not as a criticism of the survey agencies that have prepared these materials but as an illustration of what is to be found when you look in this way, as my work leads me to do. I hope that this can be taken as a further justification, if any is needed, for the DDI project as when that standard becomes widely adopted these differences will largely disappear.
QUESTION BANK EXAMPLES LIST:
Examples format: - Survey name & year – Questionnaire PDF name – Bookmarked link. (The web-link will take you to the start of the PDF document and you should then click on the relevant bookmark to locate the specific page referred to in this paper.) 
1. National Travel Survey 2004 – Individual Questionnaire – Journey to work http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/nts/04individual.pdf 
2. Health Education Population Survey 2005 – Main Questionnaire – Alcohol http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/heps/05mainqheps.pdf 
3. British Crime Survey 2004/5 – Main Questionnaire – Main questionnaire http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/bcs/04mainqbcs.pdf 

4. Family Expenditure Survey 1999 – Household Questionnaire Part5 – Purchase of Furniture http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/fes/fes99hque5.pdf 
5. Health Survey for England 2004 – Household Questionnaire – Accommodation & tenure http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/hse/04hqhse.pdf 
6. British Social Attitudes Survey 2005 – Main Questionnaire – Disability http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/bsa/05mainqbsa.pdf 
7. British Social Attitudes Survey 2005 – Main Questionnaire – Newspaper readership http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/bsa/05mainqbsa.pdf 
8. Continuous Household Survey (NI) 2004 – Household Questionnaire – Tenure http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/chs/04housechs.pdf 
9. ONS Omnibus Survey 2003/4 – Classificatory Questionnaire – Paid work http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/omnibus/OMNClass0304.pdf 
10. People Families & Communities Survey 2005 – Questionnaire – Illness or Disability http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/citizenship/05questcs.pdf 
11. English Longitudinal Study of Ageing 2004 – Private Questionnaire – Expectations http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/elsa/04w2privatelsa.pdf 
12. Scottish Health Survey 1998 – Individual Questionnaire Part A – General Health module http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/ShealthS/SHS98_IQUIREa.pdf 
13. Families and Children Study 2004 (Wave 6) – Main Questionnaire – 7. Housing http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/facs/04mainquest.pdf 
14. Offending, Crime and Justice Survey 2004 – CAPI Questionnaire – Victimisation http://qb.soc.surrey.ac.uk/surveys/cjs/04capicjs.pdf 
