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The Problem

The Gallup Organization has developed a series of 13 questions to gauge employee satisfaction with the workplace.
The questions consist of an overall satisfaction item, followed by twelve agree-disagree statements regarding various
aspects of the workplace. Thetwelve questions arereferred to asthe “Q-12” and are administered both in
interviewer-assisted formats and self-administered formats. In converting the questions to a self-administered mode
for apaper administration, there have been several different designs used, depending on the preferences of the client.
Through these various designs, it has been observed that item nonresponse to the overall satisfaction questionis
often higher than the next question, which isthe first of the 12 agree-disagree questions (see Figure 1 for the
guestion wording). In some cases, honresponse to the satisfaction item has exceeded 25%, while nonresponse to the
Q-12 agree/disagree items that follow it is seldom more than 1 or 2%.

In order to increase item response rates to the overall satisfaction item, some have suggested that this item be moved
so that it followsthe Q-12 items. This might reduce item nonresponse to the satisfaction question, but it could also
have a substantial impact on the way respondents answer the satisfaction item. The survey literature suggests that
by placing a general question after a series of specific questions, respondents are more likely to be thinking about
how they replied to the specific items when they answer the general question. It is considered a better measure of
work satisfaction to ask it prior to the specific items.

This paper reviews various self-administered formats that have been used to ask this series of 13 questionsin the
prescribed order and their resulting item nonresponse rates. Reported here are the item nonresponse rates for the
satisfaction item and the first of the Q-12 itemsthat follows it for 11 different design formats that have been used in
recent Gallup employee surveys. In addition, recommendations are made for reducing the item nonresponseto the
same level as exists for the Q-12 items and for gaining a better understanding of why different formats provide quite
different results.

Thelssuefrom a Questionnaire Design Per spective

Self administered questionnaires are written in two distinct languages—the word language that respondents are
expected to read, and the graphical language as defined by visual qualities such asfont size variations, the use of
bold type, figure/ground configurations, and the consistent use of symbols. These graphical elements are features of
the questionnaire page that may influence how respondents move their eyes and that add meaning in other waysto
the printed words. Typically, the questionnaire designer attempts to manipulate the graphical language of a
guestionnairein away that will increase the likelihood that respondents will read, comprehend, and provide answers
to questionsin the same manner.

Respondents are guided in their interpretation of both words and graphical language by culture. By culture we mean
such things as the learning that goes on through life that leads a person to interpret words and symbolsin certain
ways. For example, this* $” symbol encourages us to move our eyesto the right. Other symbols or phrases such as
“1" or “A” or “START HERE" typically suggest the location of where oneisto begin atask. In addition, we typically
read pages from the upper left to the lower right. The reasoning behind the use of these symbols and their
connectionsto culturally-based expectations in surveysis provided in several publications
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(see, for example, Jenkins and Dillman, 1997; Jenkins and Dillman, In Press; and Dillman, 2000).

The 13 Gallup questions have been formatted in various ways for self-administration, depending on the preferences
of the client and project managers. The satisfaction question is meant to stand alone so that it is answered
independently of the Q-12 items. In some of the questionnaire formats, the satisfaction item has been physically
separated from the 12 items; in others, it is numbered in a different fashion from the 12 items, which are numbered
from 1-12. A review and theoretical interpretation of the formats used in previous questionnaires suggests a number
of reasons for the difference in item nonresponse rates between the satisfaction and agree-disagree items. This
activity also suggests a number of potential solutions.

Asshownin Figure 1, acommon visual format for asking the complete set of items, the satisfaction and
agree/disagree questions are visually similar to one another. Both use similarly labeled 5-point scales. It is not
immediately obvious to the reader who quickly scans the items (al so known as pre-attentive processing) that one
guestion uses a satisfaction scale while the other uses an agree-disagree scale. When viewed quickly, thefirst item
may give the outward appearance, based on previous cultural experiences, of being an “example”, or practice item, for
theitemsthat follow. Therefore, the respondent concludes that the first item does not need to be answered without
fully reading and comprehending its nature.

One approach to lowering item nonresponse might be to make the firstitem look less like a practice item. That might
be accomplished through placing it in adifferent format, e.g., not using a similar looking set of horizontal categories
or not letting the item stand alone as a singular example. A variety of visual manipulations, including the traditional
tools of font size, brightness, contrast, and location changes, can be used in conjunction with one another in ways
that might influence how respondents attempt to process and respond to these questions. One might al so use word
manipulations, i.e., change the wording of the question to direct attention towards key differences. We would expect,
for example, that the greater the number of words in the questions, the more likely oneisto rely on the graphical
language to decide whether the questions differ. And, the simpler the wording, the morelikely it is that the
respondent will process all the words to determine whether the question is only an example or should be answered.

Because the Q-12 is frequently administered to employees of various organizationsit has provided many
opportunities for usersto present this series of itemsin different ways that might influence item nonresponse rates.
During a one-year period, from mid-1999 to mid-2000, at least 11 different formats have been used for presentation of
theseitems (Figure 2). These effortsinclude labeling, the first question as step one (Formats A to C) and using a box
to draw visual attention to theinitial step (Formats A and B). These manipulations are designed to rely on the
cultural guidance implied by identifying and numbering steps in the order they are to be done.

Since the 12 agree/disagree questions are always asked in the same order, it could be beneficial to data analysts and
interpreters of Q-12 results to number theseitems as 1 through 12. To retain this numbering scheme the satisfaction
item has sometimes been numbered “0" (Formats D — F). These formats depend upon the use of brightness of the
reverse print blocks containing numbers and the lines that connect these blocks to counter the cultural tendency to
start with the item labeled “1".

Formats F to | use fewer words, the likely effect of which isto encourage a more complete reading of the words that
are on the page. A consequence of thisformat isthat if the words are read in anormal sequence the respondent can
only obtain the knowledge that a different scale is used after reading the item to which it pertains.

Format J uses a visual method of distinguishing between the satisfaction and agree-disagree items. It placesthe
satisfaction scale into avertical format, while the agree-disagree items remain in ahorizontal format. Thus, theitems
exhibit asubstantial visual contrast. Format K groups a second item with theinitial satisfaction question so that it
does no longer has the quality of appearing to be an example of how to fill out the remaining questions. A further
visual distinction is made by omitting the Don’t Know answer choices from the satisfaction items.

By examining the item nonresponse rates for questionnaires that have used these varying visual and word formats
we hope to gain insight into the causes of nonresponse to the satisfaction question. In addition we hope to identify
important issues for further research.



The Data and Methods

A total of 17 self-administered questionnaires have used 11 distinguishable visual layouts for asking employee
satisfaction, followed by the 12 agree-disagree items. The surveys were administered to employees of different
organizations throughout the world in 1999 and 2000. All surveyswere implemented by the Gallup Organization, and
the results processed by their scanning operationsin Lincoln, Nebraska. Preliminary examination of the data showed
that the item nonresponse for all of the Q-12 items that followed the satisfaction question was similar. Therefore we
have limited out comparisons to the difference between nonresponse to the satisfaction question and the first of the
Q-12 itemsthat followed it.

None of these surveys were conducted using an experimental design. Thus, the comparisons are across formats as
well as groups of employees. In addition, it can be seen from Figure 2 that the variations across forms often included
more than one visual and/or word element. Consequently, the findings from this research can only be suggestive, as
opposed to conclusive. However, because of the number of questionnaires and different questionnaire designs,
patternsin item nonresponse rates can at |east be detected for future experimentation.

Item Nonresponsefor Eleven Questionnaire For mats

Figure 2 reveals that item nonresponse to the work satisfaction question for these 17 questionnaires ranged from 1%
to 26%, and varies widely across formats. By way of contrast, item nonresponse for thefirst of the Q-12 items that
immediately followed ranges from 0% to only 2%. Thus, we conclude that the different formats examined here make
virtually no difference in whether people answer the agree/disagree items, but do make a huge difference with regard
to whether the satisfaction question gets answered.

Satisfaction question item nonresponse rates reported in Figure 2 tend to fall into three groupings. The ratesfor
Formats A-C are generally quite high. Formats A and B, the Step 1, Step 2 boxed formats, had item nonresponse rates
of 23.3 and 23.5%. The unboxed Stepl, Step 2 format, which was used for four questionnaires, had nonresponse

rates of 19.2, 19.0, 7.7 and 8.5%.

Formats D — H exhibited intermediate response rates, which with one exception were between 5.3% and 7.9%. None
of these formats used either the Step 1, Step 2 labels. These formats include separate explanations for how to
respond to each type of question in two of the formats, but eliminatesit for the others. In addition, with one
exception, thisformat identifies the initial satisfaction question as“0” in order to label the first of the standard Q-12
itemsas 1.

Finally, the remaining three formats, 1-K, have low item nonresponse rates of 2.7%, 1.5% and 0.7%. Each of these
formats differs substantially from the others. Thefirst of these formats eliminates from the stem of the questions any
mention of the points on the scale. Thusthewordingisgreatly simplified. Format Jliststhe categoriesfor the
satisfaction question vertically rather than horizontally, thus drawing a contrast with the Q-12 items. Theitem
nonresponse for the satisfaction question under thisformat isonly 1.5%. Finally, Format K was done for a company
that requested inclusion of a second satisfaction item. Thus, the Gallup satisfaction item is grouped with another item
before continuing with the agree-disagree items. However, scale labels for the satisfaction questions al so appear
different than the agree/items because of the lack of a“Don’t Know” category. Item nonresponse for the standard
satisfaction question was 0.7%, and 1.05% for the item that follows. Thisisthe only instance in which the percent
item nonresponse was higher for the agree-disagree item than for the satisfaction item.



Discussion of the Results

Questionnaires are often constructed in which “examples” are provided for how to fill out a series of items. People
may learn to skip over such items without fully reading them in order to be efficient and go directly to the items they
are supposed to answer. Several inadvertent clues may be provided through both words and graphical design that
encourage people to think of theinitial satisfaction item as an example for how to fill out the remaining items on the
page. One such clue, and a powerful one, may be the boxing of that item in away that visually separates the
satisfaction question from the Q-12 itemsin Formats A and B.

The provision of five similarly-arranged and horizontally-displayed answer categories may make the items appear
very similar to the respondent who has not read enough of the detail to realize that in one item she is being asked to
express satisfaction or dissatisfaction, and in the other agreement or disagreement. The identical wording that begins
each item, “On afive point scale...” tendsto accentuate this similarity. Identification of Steps 1 and 2 may further
reinforce the erroneous belief that the first question is only an example (Formats A to C). The formatsthat use Step 1
and Step 2 and, in particular, the ones that box them separately, produced the highest item nonresponse rates shown
inFigure 1.

Formats D and E that eliminated the Step 1 and Step 2 sequencing, but placed prose between thefirst and
subsequent items, may also signal to the respondent that the first item is only an example. Thisformat produces
widely varying item nonresponse rates for the satisfaction question, with those rates ranging from 5% to 23%.
However, Forms F through H, in which the instructions between the items have been eliminated in various ways, do
not improve response patterns greatly.

It appears that many factors may be operating, perhapsin combination with one another to lower theitem
nonresponse rates in the eleven formats shown here. No single feature seems to turn on or turn off the tendency for
respondents to skip the first item.

Conclusion

Overall, wefind that three of the 11 visual formats discussed here appear to bring the item nonresponse rates down
to the point of exhibiting little if any differences between the satisfaction and agree/disagree items. They include:
Format |: an extensive word simplification (not indicating in the stem of the question what answer categories are
available), Format J: changing the visual organization of the first question in the sequence so that the answer choices
are displayed vertically, and Format K: grouping of a second item with the satisfaction items in conjunction with the
omission of the Don't Know categoriesfor the first items. Each manipulation appears to accomplish the design
objective. However, this conclusion is based only on experiences with three surveys, each of which was done on an
employee popul ation different from the other surveys we have examined. It isthereforeimportant that these results
not be accepted as definitive.

Formal experiments need to be conducted in ways that allow various word and graphical manipulationsto be
individually evaluated. Such research might be guided by several considerations. First, these data suggest that
many different factors, some visual and some words, may influence item nonresponse. These factorsinclude
conceptual aspects such as grouping mechanisms (the box), word directions (Step 1 and Step 2), brightness of print,
quantity of explanatory words, and cultural learnings that may suggest to the respondent that avisually similar item
located by itself can probably be skipped. It isimportant that such research be donein order to learn with confidence
the relative power of word and graphical language manip-ulations to influence respondent behavior.

While this brief paper provides some evidence that words and graphical languages combine in ways that influence
how people respond to questionnaires, we are as yet some ways from knowing how and why these elements act as
they do. Nonetheless, these data suggest that the quality of results we obtain from self-administered questionnaires
depend upon gaining a greater understanding of how the word and visual languages of questionnairesinfluence
respondents to read and use the information contained by them.
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Figurel. Example of a sdf-administered questionnaireformat that produces high item nonresponserate for
thefirst question.

SURVEY QUESTIONS

F‘.xtrep“lely Extr_emely
On a five point scale where “5” is extremely satisfied and D‘SS"’:'Sﬁed ) R . Sah;ﬁed l]z::;::
“1” is extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with v v v v v v
your company as a place 10 WOIrK? ......ccveevcevreeivenivennererereenessnuinineens O O O] El a: 0O
On a scale of 1 to 5, where “57 is strongly agree, and 1 is
strongly disagree, please indicate your level of agreement .
with each of the following items: Strongly AI:::,?:;F Strongly
Disagree Disagree Disagree Agree Agree Don’t
1 2 5 Know
A4 v v v
I know what is expected of me at Work. ... L] O Ol Ll Ul U
I have the materials and equipment [ need to do
MY WOTK TIZHE. oot O [ O O O O
At work, I have the opportunity to do what I do
DESt EVEIY AY. ..oiiiiiiiiiiiiiteiteee et e O ] 1 (I O O
In the last seven days, I have received recognition or praise
for doing g00d WOIK. .....covvievrreereeirenerreerenrre e e ] ] ] O | (]
My supervisor, or someone at work, seems to care
ADOUL IME 8S & PEISOI. .cvirveeererteennireiererer e srsre et e st sseesssba s ] (| [l O Ol ]
There is someone at work who encourages
My develoPMEent. ..ot O O O O O (]
At work, my opinions SEem 10 COUML. ........ooerrrerieisiiisiiisssnisnaesnrireen O O O [l O U
The mission/purpose of my company makes me feel
my job iS IMPOITANL. ..........veiiieveeee e et (] U O [ (| O
My associates (fellow employees) are committed to doing
QUALTIEY WOTK. (oot et sae e e v e ] O Oa O 4 O
Thave abest friend at work. ... O O O O O ]
In the last six months, someone at work has talked
tO Me ADOUL MY PIOZLESS. 1. .evecerecrereeerereaerceremeicesesen e e rescse e O O O O [ O
This last year, I have had the opportunities at work
O 1eam and GrOW. ... oottt O Ol (] ] ] ]




Figure 2. Per centage item nonresponse for initial satisfaction item and the Q-12 agr ee-disagree item that
immediately follows on each questionnaire.

Item Nonresponse
Satisfaction First Agree-

Format A: Steps placed in boxes (two languages). Item Disagreeltem

¥ PASO1/STEP 1 Extremadamente Extremadamente h
Insatisfecho Satistecho

Extramely Extremel
En una escala de cinco puntos, en la que "“5” es Dissatisfied Satisfie NSINA
isfecho y 1” es T 23.5% 1.1%
insatisfecho, 3 Cuén satisfecho esta usted con
Xxxx Puerto Rico como lugar de trabajo? O O OooOoogoi o
On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied, and “1” is
extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with
\Stryker Puerto Rico as a place to work?
V¥ PASO 2/STEP 2
En una escala de cinco, donde ‘S" es totalmente de acuerdo,
y “1” es totalmente en desacuerdo, sirvase indicar su grado Totalmente
de acuerdo con cada uno de los siguientes puntos. desatmordo Totalmente
On a five point scale, where “5™ is strongly agree, and “1” is strongly Strongly Strongly
disagree, please indicate your level of agreement with each of the Disagrea 3 4 Do NamA
following items. v v v v v
Sé lo que se espera de mf en el trabajo. O 0O g o o og
1 know what is expected of me at work. !
Tengo los materiales y equipo que necesito para hacer
bien mi trabajo. O O o oo o
| have the materials and equipment | need to do my work right. T e
. v . H
Format B: Steps placed in boxes (one
language).
VWV STEP 1 ~
Extremaly Extremely Don't Know/
Dissatistied A Slllgﬂ A 'I‘IM bl
©On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied, and “1” v ¥ v v v eegee 0 0
is extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with OO0 oo o O 233 /0 04 A)
your company as a place to work? ! )

VY STEP 2 N

On a five point scale, where “5” is strongly agree, and “1” is
strongly disagree, please indicate your level of agreement with Strongly Strorgly Dot Know)

each of the following items. 's?r“ ] 3 : s Applicable
| know what is expected of Me at WOrk. .............cooovvrorvercreiennees O O oo [}
| have the materials and equipment i need to do my work right. O 0o 0o o d O
- S e

Format C: Steps: No boxes.

» Don’t
Dissatisfied Satisfied N
1 2 5

ot
On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied, and “1” is 3 4 Applicable
extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with your company as Yy v v Vv v
a place to work? O Y R O Y I I |
Don’t
On a five point scale, where “5” is strongly agree, and “1” is strongly Strangly Strongly ~ Know/
disagree, please indicate your level of agreement with each of the Disagree Agree Not
o 1 2 3 4 5 Applicable
following items. v vy v v v
1. Tknow what is expected of me at WOTK. ...eevoeerenernmrnissisrssins s O 0o o o o3 Od
2. Thave the materials and equipment I need to do my work right. ............ O oo o d O



Figure 2.

Per centage item nonresponse for initial satisfaction item and the Q-12 agr ee-

disagreeitem that immediately follows on each questionnaire. (Continued)

Format D: “(Q" starting point with explanation

between items.

Extremely
Dissatisfied

On 4 five pomnt scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied, and “1" is Imls i 2
extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with your company v v
as a place to work? a O

Please respond to the following statements to describe your present work

situation. Use a five point scale, where “5” means that you strongly agree  Stronaly

with the statement, and “1” means that you strongly disagree with the n's’lg'“ 2

statement. v v
I know what is expected of me at work. o 0O
1 have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right. ... .0 O

O

OO0«

Item Nonresponse

Satisfaction First Agree-
ltem Disagreeltem

Don’t
ol ool 23.3% 0.0%
4 5 Applicable
00O 6.25% 2 0%
ooy Koo 7.9% 1.9%
: A%" Ap:i‘::lnhle 5.3% 0-7%
O O O
O o Od

Format E:

“Q" starting point with dlightly
different explanation.

Extremely
On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied and ~~ ™*7"
“1" is extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with v v
your company as a place to WOrk? ... s [} O
On a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 is strongly agree,
and 1 is strongly disagree, please indicate your Strongly
level of agreement with each of the following ltems: Ploagree
v v
| know what is expected of me at work. ... O Oa
| have the materials and equipment | need to do
my work right. . O
Format F: “Q” gtarting point, no explanation

between.

¥ CONTINUL HERL

Extremely
. . . - . Dissatisfied
On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satistied, and “1” is 1 2
extremely dissatisficd, how satisfied are you with your company vy v
85 8 PLACE 10 WOTK? couuccvevreeeremsinimecniasrasnsectses o serassssesessonsssenssocmssscnss O Od
Strongly
Disagree
1 2
vy v
Tknow what is expected of me af WOrk. ..o O o
1 have the materials and equipment I need to do my work right. .......... O O

O«

O 0O«

[0

O O«

Extremely
Satistied  Don't
L) 5 Know
A 6.4% 0.35%
Strangly
Agree  Don't
) 5 Knaow
v v hd
O o0
o oOo:!0d
Don't
Extremely K;n:v/
Satisfied io
o ST 6.7% 1.2%
o oo
Don’t
sy
4 5 Applicable
v v v
o ad ]
N



Figure 2. Per centage item nonresponsefor initial satisfaction item and the Q-12 agr ee-disagr eeitem that
immediately follows on each questionnaire. (Continued)

Item Nonresponse

Satisfaction First Agree-
Format G: Continuing numerical sequence, Item Disagreeltem
with no explanation in between.
i Dot
Extremely Extrendy  Know/ 0 0
Dissatisfied Satisfied o
On a five point scale, where 5" is extremely satisfied, and “1” is extremely 2 4 5 Applicable 6'0 A) 2' 2 A)
dissatisfied, how satisficd arc you with your Stryker Mcdical as a place hd v v hd v
to work? O oo oo 0O
Dot
Strongly Strongly K;O:Vf
ise ree o
Demree 0 4 4 M Appliabie
¥y v v v Y
T know what is expected of me at work. O O 0o o o O
T have the materials and equipment I need 1o do my work right. ....cevecnevccencnns O ] O O o O
Format H: Onesdtarting point, with titleand no
explanation in between.
SURVEY QUESTIONS
7.6% 0.42%
On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satistied, and D'm:'iﬁed 2 3 4 s’"_:ﬁed m:‘:
“17 is extremely dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with v v \d v v v
your company as a place to WOFK? ... O O O O Oo: 0o
Neither
Strongly Disagree Strongly
Disagree Disagree nor Agree Agree  Agree  Don’t
1 2 3 4 5 Know
v v v v v v
Tknow what is expected of me at Work. ..o O O O | O ; O
1 have the materials and equipment I need 10 do my work right. ... d ] O O 0o a
Format | Horizontal arrow, smplified explanation.

QUESTIONS Ertrenly Extremely 2.7% 0.3%

Dissatisfied Satisfied  Don’t
1 2 3 H Knaw
Overall, how satisfied are you with this company v v v v v v
as a place to work. O | O O O | O
Strongly Strongly
Disugrec Agree Dot
1 2 3 4 5 Knaw
v v v v v
I know what is expected of me at Work. .........cccocorecmivenrenas O O O O O O
T have the materials and equipment I need to
do My WOrK FIZht. .ot e e O O O a Oa O



Figure 2.

Per centage item nonresponse for initial satisfaction item and the Q-12 agr ee-

disagreeitem that immediately follows on each questionnaire. (Continued)

Format J: Vertical answer choices.

Part 3: Overall Job Satisfaction

Item Nonresponse
Satisfaction First Agree-

Item Disagreeltem

Ty

1.5% 0.4%

On a five-point scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied and “1” is
your company as a place to work? (Mark one response)

O 5 (Extremely satisfied)

O 4 (Satisfied)

[ 3 (Undecided)

O 2 (Dissatisfied)

O (Extremely dissatisfied)

Part 4: Questions

o Directions: Using a five-point scale, with S=strongly agree and 1=strongly disagree, please mark [X] the box

how satisfied are you with

corresponding with the response you feel best describes the current state of affairs at your company.

If a question does not apply or you are unsure, mark “NA."

I know what is expected of me atwork ...

| have the materials and equipment | need to do my work right .............

At work, | have the opportunity to do what | do best every day .............

Format K: Twoitems.

"

A work, 1 have the opportunity to do what I do best everyday. ...

On a five point scale, where 37 is extremely satisfied, and 17 is extremely
dissatisfied, how satisfied are you with your company as 4 place 10 work? e

On a five point scale, where “5” is extremely satisfied, and *17 is extremely
dissatisfied, please rate your overali satistaction with your job? .....

On a scalc of 1 to 5, where *5” is strongly agree and “1” is strongly disagree,
please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following items.

[ have materials and equipment 1 need 10 do my work tight. e

O
OOQds«-

Strongly

Extremety
D‘hu;l:ﬂ:d

O

.. 00

Strongly
Disagree
1 2

. O0n
- 00

Strongly
Disagree

Og-de«-
O0O0«s
OO00«-
O0O0-«s

e 0.7% 1.05%

Oo0oano

Strongly | Don't Know/
Agree | Does Not

3 4 3 Apply
ooo| g
agool o

10



