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Survey researchers have debated strategies for handling
“don’t know” (DK) responses for several decades (Converse,
1964; Schuman and Presser, 1981; Hippler and Schwarz,
1989). The cnitical issue has been whether or not to “accept”
DK responses. Those who favor accepting DK as legitimate
answers argue that not accepting DKs forces respondents to
answer questions on the basis of insufficient knowledge or
experience and diminishes the quality of data. Those who
favor not accepting DKs argue that probing or
encouragement from interviewers can often convert DKs to
valid, substantive answers. Accepting DK responses too
easily creates missing data and analytic difficulties.

The arguments for accepting or not accepting DKs both
have merits. Some respondents may profess to know what
they really do not; or, respondents may report DK when they
could provide a substantive response (Converse and
Schuman, 1974). Survey designers may be quite perplexed
regarding the optimal use and interpretation of DKs.

The purpose of this paper is to propose a framework for
evaluating DK responses to survey questions.  This
framework may be used both to help understand the basis of
DK responses, as well as to guide decisions regarding what
to do with DKs. We begin by reviewing the literature on
DKs. We then develop the framework based upon this
review, and conclude by considering applications of the
framework to survey practice.

Past theory and practice
The Central Debate: Should DKs be Accepted?

Much of the literature that argues for accepting DK
responses is based on the work of Converse (1964). His
research indicated that respondents sometimes answered
attitude questions even when unfamiliar with the issue. DK
responses should be accepted to avoid the reporting of such
“nonattitudes.”

Similarly, Schuman and Presser (1981) reported that
up to 30% of respondents reported attitudes about obscure
laws when they were not given an explicit chance to say that
they had no opinion. One explanation for this finding is that
respondents feel pressure to answer survey questions if not
given an explicit opportunity to respond DK. They will
therefore provide an answer, even if it is meaningless
(Bishop, Tuchfarber, and Oldendick, 1986). Indeed, the
training manual for survey interviews at the Survey Research
Center, University of Michigan (Guenzel, Berckmans, and
Cannell, 1983) instructs interviewers to “always probe a
‘don’t know’ response at least once” (p. 181). If such
probes pressure respondents to provide meaningless answers,
then prohibiting DKs could damage the quality of survey
data.

Some researchers counter that DK responses may be
given prematurely by respondents, who either lack
motivation to think of an answer, or have initial difficulty
doing so. Respondents may be able to provide adequate
answers with additional effort. In a factual survey, Cannell,
Oksenberg, and Converse (1979) directed respondents who
gave DK answers to try harder, instructing “Maybe if you
think about it a little longer, you will be able to remember.”
This direction did increase substantive responses.

Martin (1986) further explored whether additional
probes helped respondents remember answers. Respondents
were asked to remember the dates of autobiographical events.
Those who responded DK were probed to associate the event
with other dated events, seasons of the year, or holidays. If
such probing yields acceptable substantive responses, then
DK should be discouraged.

Question Type: When Should DK’s be Accepted?

Some researchers have investigated the consequences
of accepting or not accepting DKs for particular question
types. For example, Poe, Seeman, McLaughlin, Mehl, and
Dietz (1988) argued against providing explicit DK boxes for
factual questions on self-administered questionnaires.
Traditionally, attempts to minimize DK responses have
focused on factual questions, while DK responses to attitude
questions have been regarded as more acceptable (Groves,
1989, pp. 468-471). Factual knowledge may be considered
a matter of degree, in that approximations and estimations
may be close enough to a “true” value to be worth obtaining;
in contrast, people either “have” attitudes or they do not.
Weak attitudes are often viewed as inadequate-- and may be
formed as a direct result of being questioned on an issue that
the respondent has never before considered.

Recent research on DK's has challenged the dichotomy
that attitudinal DKs are desirable and factual DKs are not.
Several studies suggest that DK responses to attitudinal
questions should not be encouraged broadly. Smith (1984)
argued that DK responses represented not only nonattitudes
but also ambivalence. In the latter case, probing may yield
a valid substantive response. Fazio and Williams (1986)
argued that some attitudes are less accessible than others;
therefore DK responses may not be randomly distributed in
the population. Accepting DK answers too early may bias
the sample towards people whose attitudes are accessible and
can respond more easily.

In addition, Gilljam and Granberg (1993) showed that
some attitudes obtained following initial DKs were
successful predictors of behavior. Thus, while attitudes are
sometimes expressed without underlying knowledge (a
“false positive™), some attitudinal DK responses may also be
“false negatives.” Feick (1989) argued that DK responses
may represent not only nonattitudes, but also inability to
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choose among the responses offered, and misunderstanding.
Thus, DK responses do not necessarily indicate ignorance of
issues and facts, and DKs should be treated differently based
upon their meaning. ‘

DK responses to attitudinal questions are given for
uncertainty, ambivalence, inaccessibility of information, and
low motivation-- the same reasons that DK responses are
provided to factual questions. Thus the attitudinal/factual
dichotomy should not dictate whether or not to accept DKs.

Filtering: How Should DKs be Encouraged or Discouraged?
The more explicitly the option of DK 1s offered, the

more frequently people give DK responses. An explicitly
offered DK option is referred to as “filter” because it filters
people from substantive responses. While a “standard form”
does not offer a DK option explicitly, a “quasi-filter” asks the
question while explicitly allowing a DK response. A “full
filter” allows a respondent to say that he/she has no opinion
on an issue before the question is asked. (Schuman and
Presser, 1981, pp. 122-125).

Schuman and Presser (1981, p. 127) report that
“filtering can on occasion significantly alter the division of
substantive opinion, but that it typically does not.” It is not
clear which form of filtering produces the most useful
information, but their use does enable researchers to allow or
discourage DKs at various levels.

Recommendations regarding DKs in the literature are
sometimes contradictory, and without a unifying theory, it
remains difficult to formulate recommendations for DK
strategies for particular topics or questionnaires. However,
the literature can be applied to a framework that suggests DK
strategies based on data needs, respondent knowledge, and
respondent motivation.

A Two-State Mapping of Cognitive States to Responses

The mapping in Figure 1 shows a simple relationship
between what a respondent knows (cognitive states), and
how a respondent answers (response outcomes). The first
cognitive state is that respondents have the knowledge or
attitude of interest. The second cognitive state is that
respondents do pot have the knowledge or attitude that
researchers are interested in. Arrows connect the response
states to two response outcomes: either the respondent
provides a substantive answer or provides a DK. Thus, the
mapping contains four possible response paths that lead from
a cognitive state to a response outcome.

Figure 1 Here
State-response mapping for two cognitive states

Ideal respondent behavior is a truthful response. That 1s,
respondents in the upper cognitive state provide a substantive
response that reflects their actual knowledge or attitudes
(Path 1). Altemately, respondents in the lower cognitive
state provide a DK, which would reflect their lack of
knowledge or attitudes (Path 4). This response behavior is
labeled “T” in Figure 1.

If all respondents answered in this ideal manner,
responses to survey questions would always represent what
respondents actually know. Path 1 responses, however, may
be errors of commission, labeled “C,” if respondents provide
an untruthful substantive response. Respondents may also
provide an answer without any basis for doing so (Path 3),
another error of commission. Path 3 may be taken due to
unwillingness to admit ignorance, or a belief that some
substantive answer is required even in the absence of
knowledge. Another possibility is that respondents may not
provide information that they actually know (Path 2). This
an error of omission, labeled “O.” Path 2 may be taken due
to desire to shorten the interview (Krosnick 1991), or
unwillingness to discuss knowledge or attitudes with an
interviewer. Paths 2 and 3 are always errors, and Path 4 is
never an error. Path 1 may or may not be an error.

When survey designers decide the extent to which they
will allow or discourage DK, they are choosing error control
strategies. These strategies are designed to minimize
responses that do not reflect the cognitive state of the
respondent. For example, the strategy of probing initial DKs
may be used restrict Path 2 and reduce errors of omission.
Alternately, the strategy of filtering may be used to restrict
Path 3 and reduce errors of commission.

Error control strategies, however, involve trade-offs.
For example, strong attempts to restrict Path 2 (ie.,
discourage DKs by not offering them explicitly, and probe all
initial DKs) might inadvertently restrict Path 4, a truthful
response. Thus, the strategy could dispose respondents to
provide a fabricated response. As discussed above,
respondents sometimes provide answers when they have no
basis to do so, and DKs are less common when the option is
less explicit. Alternately, strong attempts to restrict Path 3
(i.e., encourage DKs through full filters) might inadvertently
discourage Path 1 responses. The strategy could dispose
respondents to answer DK when they have information of
value. They may take the encouragement of DK answers as
a signal of a potential “easy out,” or be convinced that their
attitudes or knowledge are insufficient to justify responding.
Attempts to eliminate errors of omission could create errors
of commission; the reverse is also true.

Of course, there are intermediate error control
strategies. Quasi-filters alert respondents to the acceptability
of DKs without directly querying whether a respondent wants
to use a DK.  This strategy reduces some errors of
commission and omission. Stronger DK policies might be
used depending which errors are expected.

The Two-State mapping in Figure 1 1s useful for
understanding DK answers as a subset of potential
responses. It distinguishes between responses that meet
researchers’ objectives (Paths 1 and 4) and those that do not
(Paths 2 and 3). The mapping also shows a tradeoff--
reducing errors from one path could increase them on
another. But on the whole, this model is too simple, because
it assumes that respondents are in one of two cognitive states.
Many respondents fall in the middle: they may recall
information with effort, recall partial information, or provide
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estimates of factual knowledge through heuristics. Similarly,
an attitudinal question may ask for an opinion that
respondents have never considered, though they may have
attitudes on related issues (Groves, 1991). Thus an attitude
could be “generated” from related attitudes or knowledge.

A Four-State Mapping of Cognitive States to Responses

Instead of a two-state mapping, we suggest a four-
state mapping of respondent knowledge or attitudes. We
believe that the states are logically sound and sufficient to
account for major psychological differences in the possession
of attitudes or knowledge (Herrmann, 1995). The states are:

1) Available: The requested information is known and it is
available with no apparent effort.

2) Accessible: The requested information is known but is not
instantly available. Special effort from the respondent or
prompting from the interviewer is necessary in order to recall
the information.

3) Generatable: The requested information is not exactly
known, and is therefore not instantly available. However,
memory contains enough of a basis to make a reasonable
approximation or generate an attitude.

4) Ignorant: The requested information is not known, and
there is no basis to approximate or generate an answer.

As in the Two-State mapping, each knowledge or
attitude state leads to either a substantive response, or a DK
response. The Four-State mapping appears in Figure 2.

Figure 2 here:
State-response mapping for four cognitive states

Each response path is labeled according to its origin
(cognitive state) and endpoint (response outcome). Thus, the
path from state 1 to a substantive response is “1R”; the path
from state 1 to a DK is “1D”, and so on.

The mapping shows that ostensibly substantive
responses can arise from each of the four cognitive states.
Responses that seem equally complete could include precise
answers, close estimates, wild guesses, or falsifications.
Similarly, DKs could indicate a true lack of knowledge,
difficulty coming up with an answer, or a desire to conceal
information or attitudes. The mapping shows that
respondents can always choose between two response paths.
In order to plan appropriate DK strategies, it is necessary to
understand what factors guide that choice of response path.

Determinants of Response Paths

Response path 1s determined by willingness to report
the results of an attempt to find (or generate) the requested
knowledge or attitudes. A respondent decides what to report
in two stages. First, the respondent performs an adequacy
judgment on the potential response. Afterwards, the

respondent evaluates the desirability of responding
accurately, which we refer to as formulating communicative
intent (cf. Bradburn, Sudman, and Associates, 1979). In
other words, the path from cognitive state to response is
determined by two judgements: an assessment of what
qualifies as “truthful,” and a decision of whether answering
truthfully is in the best interest of the respondent.

Determinants from “Extreme” Cognitive States (1 and 4)
In the first cognitive state, the requested information or

attitude is “available” by definition. Because the knowledge
or attitude can be instantly provided, no adequacy judgement
from the respondent is necessary-- the response is obviously
adequate. Thus, response path from State 1 is determined
only by the respondent’s communicative intent.  Three
response options are available to him/her:

* Report the “truthful answer” (Path 1R)
* Report a fabricated answer (error of commission, Path 1R)
» Report DK (error of omission, Path 1D)

The latter responses are errors, based on a decision to report
inaccurately, perhaps due to socially desirability.

In State 4 the respondent cannot provide the requested
information or attitude, regardless of effort -- the respondent
is “ignorant” by definition. Because the request cannot be
fulfilled, no judgement of adequacy is necessary. The only
determinant of response path is the respondent’s
communicative intent -- a choice between admitting
ignorance (Path 4D) or fabricating an answer (Path 4R).

Determinants from “Middle” Cognitive States (2 and 3)
In States 2 and 3, knowledge and attitudes are neither

instantly available nor completely unavailable-- some effort
must be expended to answer. When a potential response
contains uncertainty, estimation, or guessing, or when the
respondent does not know the level of precision expected by
the researcher, an adequacy judgment is necessary. For
example, many respondents could not report exactly how
many apples they had eaten in the past 30 days, but they
could generate an estimate. Respondents must decide
whether that approximation qualifies as a legitimate answer.
They might also decide that DK would be literally correct.
Respondents may evaluate a potential response as
inadequate because they are unable to choose between
several response categories, or the respondent may believe
that a potential substantive answer does not “count” because
it is not known precisely. The respondent may also believe
that DK responses are unacceptable. The respondent may
also lack motivation to respond (Cannell and Henson, 1974).
Although respondents must assess whether a
substantive response or a DK is most appropriate for each
question, communicative intent dictates what they actually
report. Errors result when a respondent decides not to report
the most appropriate answer based upon an adequacy
judgment. Errors of omission occur when a respondent has
an “adequate response” . but chooses to report DK errors of
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commission occur when a respondent does not have an
adequate response but chooses to provide one.

A Combined Model of Response Path Determinants
Figure 3, below, consolidates cognitive states,

adequacy judgements, and communicative intent into one
model that explains the respondent’s reporting decision.

Figure 3 here:
Decision model for potential response

The response process begins with the formulation of a
potential response. Respondents in States 2 and 3 must
evaluate its adequacy. Respondents in State 1 know theirs
are adequate; those in State 4 know theirs are inadequate.

All respondents in State 1, and respondents in States 2
and 3 with adequate responses, base their final responses
upon the communicative intent decision shown in the lower
left of Figure 3. Those with truthful intent provide a
substantive answer that meets their understanding of the
question  requirements. Those with untruthful
communicative intent may plead ignorance with a DK (error
of omission), or provide a fabricated substantive answer
(error of commission). All respondents in State 4, and
respondents in States 2 and 3 without adequate responses,
base their final responses upon communicative intent
decision shown in the lower right of Figure 3. In this case,
admitting that they do not know the answer to the question
1s the truthful response. If their commumicative intent is
untruthful, they may fabricate a response (for example, to
avoid social undesirability of admitting ignorance).

Discussion
Purpose of the framework

The framework, consisting of the four-state mapping
and the decision model, is designed to explain reporting
decisions in response to survey questions. Respondents can
choose between DK's and substantive responses regardless of
their cognitive state. Furthermore, they can choose between
accurate responses (based on their understanding of question
requirements) and inaccurate responses (errors of omission
or commission). Respondents first decide whether they can
report adequately to meet the question requirements. Next,
they decide whether they will report accurately based on
communicative intent. The framework should help survey
researchers understand the factors involved in these choices.

The framework should also help researchers design
appropriate DK strategies. Successful DK strategies should
help the respondent understand the researcher’s intention of
what qualifies as an adequate response-- through
instructions, probes, or filters. These strategies should also
encourage truthful reporting.

It is important to note that a respondent’s adequacy
judgment may not correspond to the researcher’s objectives.
In the absence of instructions to the contrary, a respondent
may believe that vague estimates are acceptable when exact
figures are required, or that exact figures are required when
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estimates are acceptable. Thus, researchers must take
responsibility for defining question requirements and
designing strategies that support those requirements.

Implications for formulating DK strategies
We conclude with DK policy implications suggested

by the framework. Researchers can decide what type of
“filter” to use, what level of precision should be required for
responding, and how extensive probing should be. They can
also design surveys that pose realistic tasks for respondents,
both in terms of cognitive abilities and motivation to
participate. Which strategies should researchers employ?

First, the four-state mapping of cognitive states (Figure
2) may be used to conceptualize what respondents are likely
to know and how they are likely to respond.  Survey
designers should estimate respondents’ cognitive states
regarding the attitudes or knowledge in question. For
example, some survey questions are designed to measure
visits to the doctor in the past year. Researchers should
assess whether respondents tend to know this information
exactly, know it but require assistance remembering,
estimate it in general terms, and so on. Such assessment,
(e.g. through cognitive interviewing) will help researchers set
goals for data that respondents can actually provide, as well
as understand what errors respondents are likely to commit.

Sometimes knowledge about respondents’ cognitive
states will suggest clear error control strategies. For
example, if respondents tend to fall into State 2, increased
probing may be necessary. As remembering becomes more
difficult, more sophisticated probing techniques may be
helpful. One such technique is to “prime” respondents with
information to help their memory-- or allowing additional
time so respondents can prime themselves. Alternately, if
respondents tend to fall into State 3, increased filtering may
be necessary; if respondents tend to fall into State I,
relatively simple questions may be most effective.

The decision model (Figure 3) indicates that survey
researchers and designers should take account of adequacy
judgments in determining response outcomes. Survey
designers should therefore define the level of precision that
qualifies as adequate for responding. Explicit instructions to
respondents may be necessary, and interviewers should also
understand what qualifies as “acceptable.” For example,
should rough estimates or “generated” attitudes be accepted,
or is greater precision required? If the researcher does not
define the “acceptable™ level, respondents will have to do so
themselves. As a result, respondents with the same level of
knowledge could choose different response paths, with both
believing that they answered correctly. Filters should be
employed according to desired precision levels, and
instructions given to clarify question requirements (e.g., “if
you can’t remember exactly, give me the best answer you
can”; or, “if you can’t remember exactly, please say so.”)

Third, the decision model (Figure 3) also shows that
communicative intent is critical in determining response
outcome. Survey designers should design surveys that
encourage truthful intent. Low respondent motivation may



result from long interviews, particularly if the questions are
burdensome (Cannell, Miller, and Oksenberg 1981). As
motivation decreases, respondents may provide answers that
they know are less than adequate. In extreme cases,
respondents may give blatantly false answers just to end the
interview quickly. While researchers sometimes craft long
and complex questions to measure precisely defined attitudes
or behaviors, tired or disinterested respondents may not pay
close attention to these nuances. Researchers should
realistically estimate the amount of effort respondents are
willing to spend in answering, planning survey length and
complexity accordingly.

Also, sensitivity of the survey topic may also impact
communicative intent.  Respondents may associate
disclosing sensitive information with various assessments of
risk and potential loss (Willis, Sirken, and Nathan, 1994)
which could lead to a reluctance to report accurately.
Surveys on sensitive topics require special consideration of
these issues during design. Researchers may need to justify
the need for the sensitive information, offer rewards or other
mcentives for participation, or provide proof of
confidentiality.

Conclusion

Whatever error control strategies researchers employ,
they should remember that extreme attempts to eliminate one
type of error may create others. Blocking all inappropriate
substantive responses could increase errors of omission--
respondents might be inadvertently discouraged from
reporting some acceptable responses. Alternately, blocking
all inappropriate DKs could increase errors of commission--
respondents who really do not know answers might feel
pressured into providing meaningless ones. Given a
particular question, researchers may decide that one type of
error or another is more serious. However, they should
remember that the errors are interrelated and attempts to
reduce them should be balanced.

The framework presented here demonstrates that issues
central to understanding DK -- cognitive states, adequacy
judgements, and motivational and social aspects of
responding-- are also central to overall data quality. Survey
designers would benefit from carefully considering how well
questionnaire design and interviewing strategies address
factors that impact data quality =~ We recommend
considering:

» Will respondents be capable of providing the information?
« Will respondents be willing to do what we are asking?
« Are our strategies for minimizing error balanced?

If the answer to any of these questions is no, then
fundamental data quality requirements are not being met.
Researchers should address these problems through revising
questions, dropping questions, or acknowledging potential
inadequacies of resulting data.

References

Bishop, G.F., Tuchfarber, A.J., and Oldendick, R.W. (1986).
“Opinions on Fictitious Issues: The Pressure to Answer

Survey Questions.” Public Opinion Quarterly, 50, 240-250.

Bradbum, N.M., Sudman, S., and associates (1979).
Improving Interview Method and Questionnaire Design. San

Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Cannell, C. R., and Henson, R. (1974) “Incentives, Motives,

and Response Bias.” Proceedings of the Section on Survey
Methods Research, American Statistical Association, 425-

430.

Cannell, C.F., Oksenberg, L., and Converse, J M. (1979).

Experiments in Interviewing Techniques. Ann Arbor, MI:
Institute for Social Research, The University of Michigan.

Converse, J.M., and Schuman, H. (1974). Conversations at
Random: Survey Research as Interviewers See It. New
York: John Wiley and Sons.

Converse, P. (1964). “The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass
Publics.” In Apter, D, ed., Idealogy and Discontent, pp.
206-261. New York: Free Press.

Fazio, R., and Williams, C. (1986). “Attitude Accessibility
as a Moderator of the Attitude-Perception and Attitude-
Behavior Relations: An Investigation of the 1984

Presidential Election.” Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, 51: 505-514.

Feick, L.F. (1989). “Latent Class Analysis of Survey
Questions That Include Don’t Know Responses.” Public

Opnion Quarterly, 53, 525-547.

Gilljam, M. and Granberg, D. (1993). “Should We Take
Don’t Know For an Answer?” Public Opinion Quarterly, 57:
348-357.

Groves, RM. (1989). Survey Errors and Survey Costs. New
York: Wiley.

Groves, RM. (1991). “Measurement Error Across
Disciplines.” In Biemer, P., Groves, RM,, Lyberg, L.,
Mathiowetz, N.A., and Sudman, S., eds., Measurement
Errors in Surveys. New York: Wiley.

Guenzel, P.J., Berckmans, T.R., and Cannell, C.F. (1983).
General Interviewing Techniques. Ann Arbor, MI: Survey
Research Center, The University of Michigan.

Herrmann, D.J. (1995). “Reporting Current, Past, and
Changed Health Status: What We Know About Distortion.”
Medical Care, 33, AS89-AS94.

1009



Hippler, HJ., and Schwarz, N. (1989). “No Opinion Filters:
A Cognitive Perspective.” [nternational Journal of Public
Opinion Research, 1, 77-87.

Krosnick, J.A. (1991). “Response Strategies for Coping with
the Cognitive Demands of Attitude Measures in Surveys.”

Applied Cognitive Psychology, 5, 213-236.

Martin, E. (1986). Report on the Development of Alternative

Screening Procedures for the National Crime Survey.
Washington, DC: Bureau of Social Science Research.

Poe, G.S., Seeman, 1., McLaughlin, J., Mehi, E., and Dietz,
M. (1988). ““Don’t Know’ Boxes in Factual Questions in a
Mail Questionnaire-- Effects on Level and Quality of

Response.” Public Opinion Quarterly, 52: 212-222.

Schuman, H., and Presser, S. (1981). Questions and

Answers in Attitude Surveys: Experiments on Question
Form, Wording, and Context. New York: Academic Press.

Smith, T. (1984). “Nonattitudes: A Review and
Evaluation.” In Turner, C., and Martin, E., eds., Surveying
Subjective Phenomena, vol. 2, pp. 215-255. New York:
Russell Sage.

Willis, G., Sirken, M., and Nathan, G. (1994). “The
Cognitive Aspects of Responses to Sensitive Survey

Questions.” Cogmtive Methods Staff Working Paper No. 9.
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics.

Figure 1: State-response mapping
for two cognitive states
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Figure 2: State-response mapping
for four cognitive states
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