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This chapter considers issues that need to be taken into account
when preparing the national HES questionnaire and planning the
questionnaire administration. The questionnaire design has im-
pact on participation rate and validity of the obtained data. Ques-
tionnaire administration mode has an effect on survey budget
but it may also affect on participation rate, item non-response
and validity of the answers.

Timing of the questionnaire data collection in the national HES is
discussed in Part A, Chapter 6 of the EHES Manual.

8.1 Questionnaire design

Every national HES should also include a questionnaire. Question-
naire design affects the participation rate as it gives the partici-
pant an impression of how easy, convenient and time-consuming
it is to take part in the survey. It also affects the reliability and
accuracy of the information obtained by the questions. There-
fore, enough time and resources for planning the questions and
preparing the questionnaire should be available (Tolonen 2005).
Often, after the pilot survey, the questionnaire is at least slightly
modified and improved based on the experiences obtained dur-
ing the pilot.

Language, wording of the questions, selection of the response
alternatives, formulation of sensitive questions, recall bias, order
of questions, jump rules and the length of the questionnaire are
the main elements of questionnaire design.




8.1.1 Language and wording

The proper wording of the questions is essential; the questions
should be simple and straightforward. This ensures that respond-
ent understands the questions correctly. When formulating the
questions the effort must be devoted to avoiding ambiguity in
the wording. Professional or highly technical terms, slang, ab-
breviations or words which may be considered as insulting should
be avoided. In each question only one thing should be asked.
All the questions should be available in the native language of
respondent. (Rea 2005.) In many European countries, several
language versions should be considered. The translations should
be prepared with a careful validation process. EHIS questions
are usually translated to the national language(s) by the national
Statistics Office and at least for some sets of questions, cogni-
tive validation has been done. These should be used when ever
possible.

8.1.2 Recall bias

When formulating the questions it is good to remember that peo-
ple tend to forget events. It is usually easier to remember things
that happened recently than for example a year ago. When the
recall period is longer the accuracy is often worse. Recall can
become a source of bias (de Bruin 1996). Therefore recall of
the events should be assisted by adding aids to the question-
naire and by ordering of the questions. For example holidays
and national festivals can be used or the respondents can use a
calender. (Tanur 2004.)

8.1.3 Order of the questions

The order of the questions in the questionnaire is also important.
A poorly organized questionnaire may confuse respondent, bias
the responses, has an effect on response rate, as well as willing-
ness to answer sensitive questions. (Rea et al. 2005, Tanur 2004,
Biemer et al. 1991.) The questionnaire should start with the easy
questions. When more difficult questions are placed at the end
of the questionnaire and if respondent stop answering, at least
some data for earlier questions have been collected. During the
interview by asking the easy questions first may lead to trusting
relationship between interviewer and respondent and then the re-
spondent may be more willing to answer more difficult questions
in the end. All the questions should be grouped by the topic. This
makes answering easier. Also filtering questions should be used.
This reduces the respondents burden. By using the jump-rules in
guestionnaire avoids respondent answering irrelevant questions.
Also the order of the response alternatives can greatly influence
the obtained results (Biemer et al. 1991).




Each national HES should include at least EHES core questions
(see Part B, Chapter 5 of the EHES Manual). If the national ques-
tionnaire includes several additional items, it is recommended to
keep the EHES core questions early in the questionnaire to make
sure that the participants give valid responses to all of them.
However, the structure of the whole questionnaire needs to be
taken into account.

8.1.4 Length of the questionnaire

The length of the questionnaire affects to the response rate as
well as reliability of the data. A short questionnaire increases the
response rate but may lack important questions for the indica-
tors. With the longer questionnaire the respondents often get
careless towards the end and the reliability or the answers suf-
fers (Biemer et al. 1991). The ideal length for a self-administered
questionnaire is 15 minutes and for the face-to-face interview 30
minutes. In practice, questionnaires which are designed for these
lenghts, may require about 15 minutes longer for most respond-
ents. (Rea et al. 1997.)

8.1.5 Layout of the questionnaire

Issues to be considered when using paper questionnaires include
e.g.:

e font size and font layout feasible for persons with some
problems in visual capacity (especially for the elder-

ly);
e number of questions in each page;
e number of pages needed;

e if some questions can be skipped, clear advice to jump
to next questions;

e using colours and pictures.

Issues to be considered when using web questionnaires include
e.g.:

e font size and font layout;
e number of questions visble at each screen;

e jumprulesto be followed (controlled by the programme,
not the respondent);

e using colours and pictures;

e downloading the file in respondent’s own computer not
too time consuming.




Issues to be considered when using computer aided question-
naire administration (CAPI or CATI or CASI) include e.g.;

e possibilities for layout when using different pro-
grammes;

e visibility of instructions for the interviewer;

e jump rulesto be followed (controlled by the programme,
not the interviewer);

8.2 Questionnaire administration

Survey questionnaires can be filled in either by the respondent
(i.e. self-administration) or by an interviewer. Both self-adminis-
tration and interview have several alternatives how then can be
organized and all of them have advantages and disadvantages,
see Table 8.1 (Franklin & Walker 2003, Czaja & Blair 2005, Tolo-
nen 2005). The questionnaire administration mode may affect
participation rate and the accuracy and reliability of the respons-
es. Thus it is recommended that the core EHES questions are
collected through face-to-face interview. Other administration
modes could be considered for additional questions and when
the person does not respond to the first contact attempt. Use of
mixed-mode and several phases of questionnaire administration
may avoid participant’s burden and selection bias.

Table 8.1 Comparison of different questionnaire administration methods (adapted from Franklin
& Walker 2003, Czaja & Balir 2005, Tolonen 2005)

Self-administered Self-administered

Aspect aper question- electronic ques- Interview Interview
P paper qu . q Telephone Face-to-face
naire tionnaire
Cost Low Low* Medium High
Length g;i?glestmn- Medium Short Medium Long
Complgxmy pf ques- Must be simple May be complex May be com- May be com-
tionnaire plex plex
Controlocl?ggruestlon Poor Fair Very good Very good
Use of visual aids Good Very good Not possible Very good
Sensitive topics Good Poor Fair Fair
Contro_l of response Poor Poor Fair Good
situation
Language version Poor Very good Good Very good
Socially desirable No No Yes Yes
answers
Item non-response High High Medium Low
Response rate Low Low Medium High
Needed literacy level High High Low Low
verifying the re- Low Low Medium High

spondents identity




* Setting up the electronic questionnaire may be costly but after
that costs of data collection are low

8.2.1 Self-administration

Self-administration of the questionnaire is cost effective but as-
sumes that participants are not visually impaired and have a good
literacy level. In paper forms it also requires separate data entry.
The self-administered questionnaire should be relatively short
and all questions need to be completely self-explanatory; format
and question wording must be simple, without complex skip pat-
terns. Self-administration eliminates the interviewer effect but
may result in missing data as a result of uncertainty about the
question. The self-administered questionnaire can be either a pa-
per form or an electronic version. The electronic questionnaire
can be at the internet or on stand alone software on computer.
The electronic questionnaire can be more complex (with skip pat-
terns) than the paper format. In the computer program it is pos-
sible to have built-in checks for responses.

In HES, a self-administered questionnaire can be delivered to
the participant before the clinical examination. In this case, the
questionnaire is filled in at home before the examination and
checked by field work staff at the examination site. The possibili-
ties to motivate participation to examinations are poor if ques-
tionnaires are mailed before examinations. It is also known that
response rates tend to be low when self-administration is used.
Alternatively, the questionnaire can be given to the participant
when he/she arrives to the examination site and he/she fills in
the questionnaire at the examination site. In this case, the par-
ticipant can ask help from the field work staff if he/she has any
problems with the questionnaire. Also in this case, the completed
questionnaire should be checked by the field work staff for com-
pleteness before the participant leaves the site.

Self-administration provides more privacy for the respondent
and is particularly suitable for sensitive questions (e.g drug use,
sexual behavior, income). The questionnaire can contain printed
reference materials and pictures (visual aids), e.g. pictures can
be useful for showing portions in questions on alcohol intake and
food consumption/diet. But when the computer is used for self-
administration sensitive questions may become problematic, be-
cause the respondents do not always trust in data security.

Web-based questionnaires can be considered as one form of self-
administration which may be easy for certain groups in the popu-
lation. However, they may result in participant selection because
it requires easy access to Internet. Therefore it should in most
European countries be used as an alternative to the traditional
paper forms, rather than as an exclusive mode of data collection.




The use of web-based questionnaires also requires extra efforts
to ensure privacy.

8.2.2 Interviews

Interviews are time consuming and carry additional personnel
costs, but they eliminate the issues of literacy level and visual
impairment and they provide an opportunity for clarifying the
questions if needed. The protocol for such clarifications has to
be precisely prescribed to avoid biased responses and standardi-
zation of questionnaire admission. Interviews can be conducted
either by telephone or face-to-face. In both methods the ques-
tionnaires can be quite long and complex, because the skip pat-
terns and jump rules are used and followed by the interviewer
(e.g by computer assisted interview) and not by respondent. This
reduces the burden of the respondent. Automatic built-in checks
for responses are possible and data entry by the interviewer may
reduce errors in computer assisted interviews.

Face-to-face interview is usually the most expensive method for
questionnaire administration. But is has many advantages: the
interviewer has a possibility to check the personal records (e.g.
medication), personal contact may increase the response rate
and the use of printed reference materials (visual aids) is pos-
sible. Telephone interviews are less expensive but provide no
control over the environment in which the interview is conduct-
ed. Question wording needs to be simple and it requires good
hearing capacity from the respondent. There is a risk that in-
terviewers introduce bias by not asking the questions verbatim,
modifying the questions or by incorrect prompting. This risk can
be reduced, but not fully eliminated, by proper training. In inter-
views the sensitive questions may be problematic, because the
respondent may reply as he is expected.

8.2.3 Mixed method

When there are several additional topics and many questionnaire
items, a mixed method should be considered: e.g. a short self ad-
ministered questionnaire mailed before examinations, interview
during examinations, and another questionnaire given to be filled
in later at home. Several modes of data collection can also be
used for the same questionnaire to obtain better response rates,
e.g. self-administered questionnaires are mailed as a paper ver-
sion to all subjects, but a possibility to fill this in as a web-based
guestionnaire is given in the cover letter. In addition, interviews
during the examination may be offered to those who have been
unable to fill in the questionnaires by themselves. In this case
the mode of questionnaire admission should be recorded to allow
comparsion of responses by different administration modes.
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8.3 Use of proxies

In EHES data collection, proxy use during the interviews is only al-
lowed when the selected person him/herself is unable to respond
due to major limitations in communication skills and/or cognitive
ability. The reason for proxy use (why the selected individual
was unable to respond on his/her own behalf) and type of proxy
(spouse, child or other relative/significant other, or nurse for e.g.
institutionalized persons) should always be recorded. When the
use of proxy is considered, special attention should be paid for the
decision if the person him/herself is capable to provide informed
consent (see Part B, Chapter 2 of the EHES Manual). Proxy use
can be avoided by proper resources during data collection and
scheduling adequate time to contact all selected persons.

There is a lot of evidence that the use of proxies introduces sys-
tematic biases, affecting national disability estimates and the
incidence of several chronic conditions as well as their trends
in repeated surveys (Shields 2004, Todorov & Kirchner 2000).
Proxy responses and self-reports differ significantly depending
on the type of questions, age and gender of both the proxy and
the selected person, and relationship betwen the selected person
and the proxy (Neumann et al 2000, Toldrov & Kirchner 2000,
Shields 2004, Snow et al 2005). For younger persons there is
evidence on proxy respondents under-reporting chronic condi-
tions, disability and medication use, while for older persons the
bias may be opposite, proxies reporting more impairment than
self-respondents.
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