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Abstract

Surveyors are continually looking for methods to improve
the quality and usefulness of responses from open
ended questions. This study examines the effects of an
importance cue on two open-ended questions. A
Cooperative Extension Service customer satisfaction
survey is used to test the idea that an importance cue
may produce responses with more themes and
elaboration than a question with no cue. The sample of
participants were randomly given one of two versions of
the survey, each with variations of an importance cue on
one of the open-ended questions in the survey. One
guestion, based on improvement of the program being
surveyed, produced more average themes when
presented with an importance cue rather than without.
Other factors that were evaluated include gender, age,
education and satisfaction with Extension.

Introduction
Previous research has demonstrated that adding
instruction or motivating the respondent during
telephone surveys produces responses with more
information (Miller and Cannell 1982). Studies have
shown that including an introduction before a question
on web surveys will produce longer responses (Smyth,
Dillman, Christian, and Mcbride 2009). Other factors
have also been shown to influence response length and
quality on paper surveys, such as the size of the text box
provided (Israel 2010). All of these factors are
important, but more information is needed on the
subject.
This study addresses a few main points:
e Does the presence of an importance cue influence
the respondent to answer a open ended question?
¢ Does the presence of an importance cue affect the
quality of responses?
o What other factors in association with an
importance cue encourage quality responses to
open ended questions?

Methods

o Data were collected for the annual survey of
Florida Cooperative Extension Service’s (FCES)
clients in 2011.

¢ A sample of 1,939 participants were selected and
given one of two versions of a mixed mode survey
(web or paper).

e The overall response rate was 53.3%.

e Each version on the survey had an importance cue
on one of two open ended questions.

e The questions asked for an explanation of their
interaction with the Extension office and for their
suggestions for improvement.

¢ Responses were coded by number of themes and
whether or not elaboration was present.

e Responses were considered to have themes when
the response was substantive.
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e Responses were considered to have elaboration if

respondents elaborated on a theme or had an
emotional response.

Findings

e Cue was significant on the improvement question
when determining if a participant will answer the
open- ended question. It was not significantly
different for the explanation item.

o For the improvement question, when an
importance cue was included it produced more
responses than the version with no cue for both
Web and paper responses.
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e The improvement question on the web survey
showed a significant difference in the length of the
answer between versions with the cue and without.

¢ Respondents wrote more words using the web
survey with a cue. The cue did not significantly
increase the number of words for the explanation
question.

¢ In addition, females wrote more words than males
overall. When mode is considered, both males and
females wrote more words on the web version of
the survey.
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e For the most part, questions with an importance
cue produced more themes than those without.
The one exception is the explanation question on
the paper survey. This may be explained in the
way the answers were coded. Answers were only
considered to have a theme if the answer was
substantive. This could mean that a respondent
may have recognized the cue and felt the need to
answer, even if they had no substantive
information to give.
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e The importance cue resulted in a significantly
higher percentage of respondents providing an
elaboration for the improvement item than did
those who answered the version without the cue.

¢ Although the cue did not affect whether
respondents elaborated for the explanation item,
women and older persons were more likely to do
so.
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Conclusions and Discussion
From the findings in this study we can conclude that:

¢ Adding an importance cue to an open-ended
guestion sometimes produces more responses
from participants. Adding an importance cue to an
open-ended question can also produce higher
guality responses with more themes, words and
elaboration.

e The lack of effect for the explanation item might
have resulted from the position of the cue, where it

was placed after the question. In contrast, the cue
occurred at the beginning of the improvement item,
where it might have more prominence.

e The addition of an importance cue to open-ended
guestions on mixed mode surveys is a low cost
way to increase the productiveness of your survey
efforts. Web surveys using an importance cue will
save money and produce longer responses from
participants as compared to paper surveys.

e For open-ended questions based on suggestions
of improvement of services, an importance cue will
increase response rates and quality dramatically.

Acknowledgement: This is part of the Florida Agricultural
Extension Station project FLA-AEC-004832.

References

Israel, G. D. 2010. Effects of Answer Space Size on
Responses to Open-ended Questions in Mail Surveys.
Journal of official statistics, 26(2), 271-285

Miller, Peter V. , and Charles F. Cannell. 1982. A Study
of Experimental Techniques for Telephone Interviewing.
Public Opinion Quarterly, 46(2), 250-269

Smyth, Jolene D., Don D. Dillman, Leah Melani
Christian, Mallory Mcbride. 2009. Open-ended
Questions in Web Surveys: Can Increasing the Size of
Answer Boxes and Providing Extra Verbal Instructions
Improve Response Quality?. Public Opinion Quarterly,
73(2), 325-337

Glenn Israel is a Professor, Department of Agricultural
Education and Communication, University of Florida,
Gainesville, FL. He can be contacted at 352-273-2586
or gdisrael@ufl.edu.

Garnet C. Flecker was an undergraduate research intern
in 2012 for the Department of Agricultural Education and
Communication, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL.
She can be contacted at 850-572-3940 or
garnet.c.flecker@gmail.com.

'Poster presented at the annual conference of the
Southern Rural Sociological Association, Orlando, FL,
February, 2013.

’Glenn D. Israel, Ph.D., is a Professor, and Garnett
Flecker is a former undergraduate research assistant,
Department of Agricultural Education and
Communication, University of Florida, Gainesville, FL.
Israel can be contacted at 352-273-2586 or
gdisrael@ufl.edu.



