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Previous research has demonstrated that responses to
survey questionsare not sensitive to order effectsexcept
when two or more questions are perceived to berelated.
(Smith,1991). One situation where questions are rel ated
iswhere ageneral question on atopic either precedes or
immediately follows multiple specificitemson the same
topic. Inthis article, we examine the effects of multiple
specific items on responses to genera questions using
data from thirteen split-ballot experiments conducted
with general populations in lowa, Montana, New
Hampshire, Oregon, and Pennsylvania. In each survey,
genera questions about overal satisfaction with
community life, local government services, or the
condition of state highways either preceded (GS) or
followed (SG) a series of items addressing specific
aspects of the same theme. These experiments were
conducted as part of a USDA regiona project W-183,
“Improvement in rural and agricultural sample survey
methods.”

Research questions

Three practical concerns have been identified regarding
the effects of multiple specific items on responses to
genera questions. These concerns, expressed as
guestions, are:
1. Is there evidence that the genera question is

interpreted asasummary question in the SG order?
2. If the genera is placed last, is there evidence or

recency effects whereby the last items have a

disproportiona influence on responses to the

general question in the SG order?
3. Do the mean responses to the general question
differ in the SG and GS orders and if so, why?

So far, these research questions have been addressed
in only three published articles. First, McClendon and
O'Brien (1988) and Willits and Saltiel (1995) have
found some evidence that when the general question is
last, the specific items provide aframe of referencethat
hel ps the respondent formul ate an answer to the general
guestion. In contrast, when the general question isfirst,
respondents need to recall attitudes and experiences
from memory without any clearcut standards. In both
articles, the general question was regressed against

responses to the specific items, and the mean square
error was smaller and the R-squared was larger in the
SG than in the GS order.

Second, both McClendon and O’ Brien (1988) and
Willites and Sdltiel (1995) found evidence of recency
effects. When they regressed the general questions
against the specific items, they found that the last
specific itemsin the list were stronger predictors of the
general question in the SG than GS order.

Third, both Willitsand Sdltiel (1995) and Schul and
Schiff (1993) found evidence that the mean score on the
general question was lower when the general question
was asked first. Schul and Schiff explained thisfinding
by arguing that when the general question is asked first,
respondents search their memory for whatever
information they can retrieve, and they are more likely
to recall negative than positive experiences.

Methods
Datafrom eleven experimentsin four statesareadded to
one previoudly published study (Willits& Saltiel 1995).
The studies are as follows:

Pennsylvania (Willits and Sdltiel, 1995). The
general question was, “Compared to lifein other areas
of the state, how would you rate the OVERALL quality
of life in rural areas of Pennsylvania? Responses
ranged from 5 (much better) to 1 (much worse).
Respondents were asked to answer the same question
on 19 specific domains related to quality of life. (The
total sample size was n =346).

Montana A: (Willitsand Saltiel, 1995) “How would
you rate the overall qudlity of lifein your community?’
Responses ranged from 1 for poor to 5 for excellent.
Nine domainsof community liferated on the samescae
(n=997).

Montana B: “How would you rate the overal
quality of life in your community?’ Ten aspects of
community lifewereaso rated. Eight (8) of thesewere
identical with those used in Montana A. The response
scales were also the same (n = 545).

Montana C: Same as Montana B except that the
ordering of the specific items was altered (n = 536).

New Hampshire A: “How would you rate the
overall quality of lifein your community?’ Responses



ranged from 1 for poor to 5 for excellent. Eleven
domains of community wererated using the same scale.
Ten of these were identical to those used in Montana B
(n=235).

New Hampshire B. Identical to New Hampshire A
except the ordering of the domain itemswas changed (n
=219).

lowa A: ( Mail and telephone survey) “Please rate
the overdl quality of servicesand feacilitiesin (name of
town)”. Responses ranged from 4 (very good) to 1
(poor). Respondents al so rated nine community services
on the same scale (ny, = 2407 and n, = 889).

lowa B: (Mail and telephone). “How would you rate
the overall quality of government services in (name of
town)” Responsesrangefrom 4 (very good) to 1 (poor).

Respondents rated seven specific government services
on the same scale (N, = 2778 and n, = 907).

Oregon A: “Overall, please rate how satisfied you
arewith the conditions of those highways you have used
in the past 12 months’. Responses range from 1 (very
dissatisfied) to 5 (very satisfied). Respondents also
rated 6 aspects of highwaysthey havetraveled inthelast
12 months from 4 = excellent to 1 = poor. (n = 1684).

Oregon B and C: Same as Oregon A except that the
ordering of the domains differed and the studies were
done with different samples (ng = 849 and nc = 878).

Results

The results are organized around the three research
questions. First, the evidence in Table 1 supports the
conclusion that when the general question follows the
specificitems, respondentsinterpret the general asacdl
to provide a summary. When regressing the genera
against the specific in both ordersin all the surveys, the
multiple R%s (shown in Table 1) arelarger and themean
square errors (not shown) are smaler, for all the
regressions in the SG than in the GS order, except one
(Montana B). The differences are not noticeably higher
for telephone interviews than mail surveys. Overall,
there is consistent evidence that, in the SG order,
respondents interepret the general question as a call to
summarize their responses to the specific items.

Second, the recency hypothesis predictsthat thelast
specific items should exert greater influence than the
first items on the general question when the general is
last (SG). To look for evidence of recency, we
correlated responsesto the general question withindices
formed by summing the first three (F) and last
Table 1: R-sguared for regression of the genera
guestion against the specific itemsin the GS and SG
condition.

_GS _SG_ Diff

Pennsylvania 0426 0522 0.096

Montana A 0446 0.602 0.156
Montana B 0477 0475 -.002
Montana C 0.369 0.548 0.179
New Hampshire A 0479 0.699 0.220
New Hampshire B 0.534 0.705 0.171
lowa A (Mail) 0.443 0.465 0.022
lowa A (Telephone) 0415 0475 0.060
lowaB (Mail) 0450 0472 0.022
lowaB (Telephone) 0.306 0.386 0.080
Oregon A 0.134 0.283 0.149
Oregon B 0.231 0.284 0.053
Oregon C 0.189 0.294 0.111

three (L) items in the list of specifics. In Table 2, the
differences between these two correlations (L — F) are
shown for the GS and SG condition. The third column
presents the difference between the first two columns
(SG — GS). The recency hypothesis predicts that this
third column should be positive, meaning that the
difference between the correlation of the general with
the last and with thefirst (L — F) should be greater in the
SG than in the GS order. Of the thirteen experiments,
only three (Pennsylvania, Montana A, and Montana B),
possibly four (Oregon A), showed evidence of recency
effects. Theremaining differencesexcept onewereclose
to zero, with Oregon C being that single exception.
Overdl, we conclude that there is some evidence of
recency effects, but it is not strong or consistent.

Table 2: Differences (L —F) between the multiple R of
the last three (L) and thefirst three (F) specificitemsin
the GS and SG orders.

_GS _SG_ Diff

Pennsylvania -.046 0.178 0.224
Montana A -111 0.102 0.213
Montana B -160 0.016 0.176
Montana C -037 -033 -.004
New Hampshire A -.022 0.028 0.050
New Hampshire B 0.127 0.085 -.042
lowa A (Mail) -090 -.044 0.046
lowa A (Telephone) -.045 -058 -.013
lowaB (Mail) -146  -103 0.045
lowaB (Telephone) -094 -010 0.008
Oregon A -082 0.030 0.112
Oregon B -.037 -.015 0.022
Oregon C 0.168 0.053 -.115

The third research question asks whether
respondents evaluation of the general question is
different if the general precedes rather than followsthe
specific items. Table 3 presents the mean scores for the
genera question in both the GS and SG conditions, and
the difference between them. Respondent evaluations of
the general questionswere significantly higher inthe SG



condition in eight of the experiments, lower in four, and
no different in two (M ontana C and Oregon B). Thefour
in which the mean of the generd question was
significantly lower in the SG than GS order (New
Hampshire A and B and lowa A (mail and telephone))
are particularly interesting because they are contrary to
the direction predicted by Schul and Schiff (1993). They
argued that the mean of the general question should be
lower in the GSthan SG order because, inthe GS order,
respondentswill retrieve whatever information they can,
and they more likely to recall negative experiences.

Table 3: Mean scores on the general question in the GS
and SG conditions.
GS SG_ Diff

Pennsylvania 5.52 5.74 0.22
Montana A 3.25 3.49 0.24
Montana B 3.40 3.59 0.19
Montana C 3.35 3.33 -.02
New Hampshire A 371 3371 -34
New Hampshire B 3.67 3.46 -21
lowa A (Mail) 2.76 2.56 -.20
lowa A (Telephone) 2.82 2.70 -12
lowaB (Mail) 247 2.67 0.20
lowa B (Telephone) 260 294 034
Oregon A 343 3.74 0.31
Oregon B 3.77 3.83 0.12
Oregon C 3.69 3.90 0.21

To probe Schul and Schiff’s argument further, we
return to their research setting, an evaluation of customer
satisfaction with an Isragli public utility (telephone
company). They argued that good serviceisexpected of
utilitiesand customers remember unexpected problems.
Thus, when the general question isasked first, customers
who experienced problems willgive lower overdll
ratings, which reduces the average score. But when the
general question is asked last, customer responses will
be tempered by recalling both the negative and positive
services contained in the list of specific items. This
results in a higher average evaluation of the general
guestion in the SG than GS order.

To test whether thisargument is consistent with our
data, we divided our studies into two groups. The first
group included those surveys in which the genera
guestion wasrated lower in the GSthan in the SG order
(Table 4(a)). These studies, in turn, can be divided into
those that, like Schul and Schiff’s (1993) study, asked
about the quality of public services (lowaB and Oregon
A, B, and C) and those that asked about community life.
The lowa B studies asked about the quality of local
government services and the Oregon studies addressed
the qudity of highways. The second group included

those surveys in which the general question was rated
higher in the GS than SG order (Table 4(b)).

Next, we followed Schul and Schiff’'s lead by
computing acombined scorefor thethree specificitems
with the lowest eval uations (MIN) and acombined score
for the three items with the highest ratings (MAX). Our
hypothesis is that if respondents are recalling negative
information in the GS order, the correlation between the
general question and MIN should be stronger than
between the general and MAX in the GS order, but less
so in the SG order.

The results in Table 4(a) for the GS order are
consistent with Schul and Shiff’ s prediction for thefirst
5 studies listed in Table 4(a). For example, in the lowa
B (Mail) survey of sdatisfaction with government
services, the correlation between the general question
and the most negatively rated items (MIN) was 0.61,
while the correlation between the general and the most
positively related items (MAX) was only 0.38.
However, this same essential pattern was aso found for
the SG order, where we expected a much smaller
difference. Thus, it seems that the general question
correlates more strongly with the most poorly rated
specific items regardless of the order. Further, for the
Pennsylvania and Montana community surveys, the
general questions correlate more strongly with the most
positively rated items rather than the negatively rated
items in 3 out of 4 of the studies, the only exception
being Montana A. Overal, these patterns provide little
consistent evidence supporting Schul and Shiff’s(1993)
hypothesis that the mean scores on the general question
arelower inthe GS order because, in the absence of any
other information, respondents are likely to recall
negative experiences. For our surveys, genera questions
about public services seem to elicit negative recall
whereas questions about communities seems to dlicit
positive recal, but neither has much to do with the
explanation of why mean scores are lower in the GS
order.

Table 4(b) presents the same correlations for the
surveys in which the general question was rated higher
in the GS order. Arguing by analogy to Schul and
Schiff, we expected the general question to correlate
more strongly with MAX than MIN in the GS order, and
less so in the SG order. Indeed, the results in the GS
order are aswe expected; for example, the correlation of
the general with MAX is 0.59 but only 0.47 with MIN
for New Hampshire A. A similar pattern was found for
New Hampshire B, but the patterns were weak for both
lowa B surveys. But again, just as in Table 4(a), we
obtain essentially the same pattern for the SG order.
Thus, the more positive genera rating of communitiesin
the GS order cannot be unambiguoudly attributed to the



recal of positive, perhaps romantic notions about
community.

Table 4: Correlations of the general question with the
most positive (MAX) and most negative (MIN) itemsin
the GS and SG order.

(8 Mean score lower in the GS than SG order:

GS SG

lowaB (Mail) MIN 061 0.60
MAX 038 043

lowa B (Telephone) MIN 047 0.57
MAX 035 034

Oregon A MIN  0.34 0.45
MAX 025 040

Oregon B MIN 045 051
MAX 033 0.30

Oregon C MIN 040 0.52
MAX 033 030

Pennsylvania MIN 040 0.34
MAX 043 047

Montana A MIN 0.47 0.50
MAX 044 049

Montana B MIN 044 049
MAX 054 057

Montana C MIN 041 044

MAX 0.50 0.62
(b) Mean score higher in the GS order:

Gs G

New Hampshire A MIN 047 0.51
MAX 059 0.62

New Hampshire B MIN 034 0.51
MAX 0.69 0.72

lowa A (Mail) MIN 055 0.56
MAX 055 053

lowa A (Telephone) MIN 053 0.56

MAX 057 0.59

Discussion

Our results so far lead to three conclusions for
prectitioners. First, the results in Table 1 are so
consistent that we fed comfortable making
recommendations. If a researcher want the general
guestion to serve as asummary of the specific domains,
then the genera question should come after the specific
items, but if a“top-of-the-hat” responseis desired, then
the general question should come first. There is little
evidence that respondentsto mail surveyslook ahead to
specific items in formulating a response to the genera
guestion when the general comesfirst.

Second, athough recency effects may be a factor
shaping responses to general questions, we doubt that
they are mgjor factor. One theme we continue to probe
in our research with this dataisthat recency effects may
interact with other characteristics of the specific items,
such asthe salience or relative abstractness of adomain,
to shape its effect on the general question in the SG
order, but at thistime thereis no clear pattern.

Third, it is clear that question order almost aways
affectsthe mean of the genera question. Only two of the

13 differences reported in Table 3 did not havet-ratios
larger than 2.00 in absolute value (Montana C and
Oregon B in Table 3). However, itisnot clear why. The
only hypothesis put forward so far, as expressed by
Schul and Schiff (1993), was not consistent with our
data. At this point, our recommendation to practitioners
isthat, if they areinterested in comparing general scores
over time or across communities or settings, itisprudent
to keep the order of the specific items the same and to
keep the placement of the general question the same
relative to the specific items.
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