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Current research question

• How do alternative response formats for presenting 

“multiple-answer” questions (lists) affect outcomes in a 

web survey?

• Response formats:  Check-list, check-all, stand-alone

• Build on research comparing check-list and check-all 

formats in web surveys (Smyth et al. 2006, 2008; 

Thomas & Randall 2006) by adding stand-alone format
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Check-list response format
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Check-all response format
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Stand-alone response format
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Methods: Study design

• Web survey of students’ media use and engagement in 

social activities

• Sample members 

• 12,005 randomly selected students at the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison

• Recruited via an email invitation containing a URL link

• Nonresponders received 2-3 email reminders

• 18.3% response rate (RR1)

• Did not vary by experimental groups
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Methods: Experiment
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• Respondents randomly assigned to response format

Check-list (711 completes)

Check-all (766 completes)

Stand-alone (772 completes)

• Question ordering

• 4 question series containing a total of 22 items

Methods for consuming news (6 items)

Local publications viewed (5 items)

Activities engaged in with parents (7 items)

Other activities (4 items)

• Each question series appeared in a fixed order
• Items were randomized within a series
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Outcomes
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• Breakoffs

• Item-missing data

• Frequency of item endorsement (“yes” responses)

• Completion times

• Primacy effects

• Criterion validity
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Because they impose more burden, levels of breakoffs will be 

higher for check-list and stand-alone formats than check-all formats

Results: Breakoffs

9

All breakoffs

(n = 425)

Breakoffs at 

experimental 

questions

(n = 43)



University of Wisconsin Survey Center   

Predict

Levels of missing data will be higher for check-lists because some Rs 

will treat them like check-all formats and only mark “yes” responses

Results: Item-missing data
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Results: Counts of “yes” responses across all 22 items

11

Predict

Levels of “yes” responses will be

– lowest in the check-all format because it promotes superficial 

processing

– highest in the stand-alone format because it promotes deeper 

processing
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Results: Completion times across all 22 items
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Completion times will be highest for the stand-alone 

format followed by the check-list then check-all format
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Stand-alone vs check-list response format
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Results: Completion times across all 22 items
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Results: Primacy effects
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Primacy effects will be lower for the stand-alone format followed by 

the check-list then check-all format
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Results: Criterion validity

• Criterion

• “how often have you followed current events in the news?” 

• “how often have you participated in social activities?”

• Predict

• If a response format predicts a stronger association 

between the criterion and an index, then the response 

format has higher criterion validity

• Statistical tests

• Regressed the criterion on an index created for a question 

series controlling for response format and including 

interaction terms for index*response format

• No differences across response formats
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Conclusions, limitations, and future directions

• Overall – “There’s no free lunch” (Singer, AAPOR 2011)

• Breakoffs were less likely with the check-all format

• Item missing data was rare but would have been more 

likely with check-list and stand-alone without checks

• Higher levels of “yes” responses and longer completion 

times with the check-list

• Stand-alone format reduced primacy effects

• None of the formats was more valid

• Limitations

• All Rs were college students

• Behaviors asked about were neutral or socially desirable

• Future research should examine sensitive behaviors

• Attempted to examine validity
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Please visit us at:

www.uwsc.wisc.edu

Thank You!

For copies of this presentation or more information, contact:

Jennifer Dykema

dykema@ssc.wisc.edu
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