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Keep
It
Simple
Stupid Parsimony

To keep a model as simple as possible – but no 
simpler. (Einstein)



Theory



Control variable
A variable we add to the analysis to 
see if the original correlation still 
holds.









Survey non-response
Losing observations because sampled individuals 
refuse to cooperate with (parts of) the survey.

Sampling bias
Bias incurred because the sample 
is not purely random (e.g. because 
of non-response).

Sampling error
The amount of error when a population 
parameter is estimated by a sample statistic.
The bigger the sample, the lower the sampling 
error – the size of the population is irrelevant!
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Open-ended question
Respondents can state or write in any 
possible answer.

Closed question
Respondents can choose between a 
fixed number of possible answers.

Note later class 
on coding text.



General considerations

1. Always bear in mind your research 
question.

2. Make sure the survey questions are 
capturing what you want to measure.

3. Short questions (unless long necessary).
4. Common language.
5. Common concepts.

Conceptualisation

Operationalisation

Measurement



Avoid leading questions



Avoid leading questions

“You don’t smoke, do you?”

“Would you vote for Ed Milliband, a 
man who has been known to break his 
campaign promises?”



Avoid negatives



Avoid negatives
“Do you agree or disagree with the 
following statements: 

• Marijuana should not be legalized.
• Teachers should not be required to 

supervise students during summer 
breaks.”

(Note that saying “Do you agree with ...” 
would have been a leading question.)



Avoid vagueness or ambiguity



Avoid vagueness or ambiguity
“Does your boss engage you in interactive 
dialogue?”

“Can you tell me how often you go to the 
cinema?”

“Are you supportive of populist leaders?”



Avoid double-barreled questions



Avoid double-barreled questions
“Do you think smoking should be 
prohibited in bars and restaurants?”

“Do you think women and children should 
be given the first available flu shots?”

“Given her stance on immigration, do you 
support Angela Merkel?”



Mutually exclusive
Answer categories must be mutually exclusive – there can be no overlap between categories.



Exhaustive
Answer categories must include all possible answers.

But what if I’m 55 ??



Likert scale
Ordinal survey question such as strongly disagree to strongly 
agree.

Also, a rarely used algorithm to construct scales combining 
multiple questions with this answer format.



Additional considerations

1. Include a “don’t know” option or 
not?

2. Even or odd number of answer 
categories for scales?

3. Avoid encouraging socially desirable 
answers



Mentimeter

(survey questions)
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Priming
The way a person reacts to something can be heavily 
influenced by what they have been exposed to recently. 
Priming occurs when a person is exposed to a stimulus, and 
it influences how they respond to another stimulus.
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Questionnaire design

1. Order matters!
• Go from general to particular.
• Go from easy to difficult.
• Go from factual to abstract.
• Start with closed format questions.
• Do not start with demographics or personal questions.

2. Attractive layout
3. Clear instructions (interviewer, respondent)

4. Avoid high question numbers
5. Don’t use page numbers

For an example, check 
out the European Social 
Survey questionnaire!



Survey non-response
Losing observations because sampled individuals 
refuse to cooperate with (parts of) the survey.

Response-increasing measures: 

• Accompanying letter (incl. goal, importance, 
anonymity, contact, signature) 

• Questionnaire layout (professional) 
• Clear questions 
• Mailing (timing, return envelop) 
• Reminders, then new questionnaire, then call 
• Face-to-face: persuasion 
• Group questions to reduce the numbers

Sampling bias
Bias incurred because the sample 
is not purely random (e.g. because 
of non-response).

Respondent
A person who provides data for 
analysis by responding to a survey 
questionnaire.
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Watch TV ad Vote choiceWatch TV ad Vote choice

Political
preferences

Watch TV ad Vote choice

Political
preferences

???
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Experiment
Through random assignment into treatment and control groups, it is 
impossible for a third variable to be the cause of the correlation 
between treatment and outcome.
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answers change – usually evaluating the 
effect of priming.
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Survey experiment
Randomly allocate different questions to 
different respondents, to see how 
answers change – usually evaluating the 
effect of priming.



Mentimeter

(questionnaires)



Open-ended vs closed
Mutually exclusive categories
Exhaustive categories
Double-barreled questions
Survey experiment
Likert scale
Priming

Make sure you stay on 
track with the textbook –
too much to read for the 
exam.


