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Background 
Since 1986, the SOM Institute the University of Gothenburg conducts annual mail surveys in 

Sweden and in Swedish regions. Representative samples of people aged 16-85 years are asked 

questions about their media habits, leisure habits and their attitudes on different social issues. 

Several research projects are involved in the surveys and leading scholars in the Swedish 

social sciences appear in the books that the SOM Institute annually publishes. The annual 

surveys also provide descriptions of long-term trends based on previous studies. The 

Institute´s analyses are often referred to in the public debate and can be considered to have a 

great impact on many levels of the society. 

Collection of data suitable for longitudinal comparisons requires continuous development 

work. Therefore, all surveys need to be carefully scrutinized and the quality of data 

continuously evaluated. In addition, it is the ambition of the SOM Institute to contribute to a 

general development of research methods and survey research. The SOM Institute is 

constantly trying to improve its work, its current methods are always subject to improvement, 

and new ones are continuously tested. Since a great deal of the collected data must be 

comparable over time, many questions need to be similarly formulated over the years. Yet, the 

surrounding society and people at large are constantly changing, implying that the SOM 

Institute must constantly revise the survey questions. In this work, methodological 

experiments for validating and constructing survey instruments are becoming increasingly 

important. This report is a part of this on-going process. The ultimate goal is to have all new 

survey instruments thoroughly pretested before they appear in a regular SOM-survey. 

In this aim the SOM-institute participated with a series of methodological split ballot 

experiments in a panel study called “The Citizen Panel” (M-panelen) in spring 2011. 

Through a methodological experiment it is possible to, for example, impose how the use of 

single words and turns of phrase or a different use of items in a survey question may, if 

circumstances are right, affect the answers and valuations (see f c Schuman & Presser 1996). 

With this knowledge it becomes possible to develop survey questions and examine how they 

affect the answers in order to improve the research methods and the surveys. This paper 

examines the outcomes and the conclusions of a series of methodological experiments that 

were embedded in a websurvey to an on line panel of respondents participating in the 

University of Gothenburg’s Citizen panel.  
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Design 
The results are based on survey-embedded experiments which were included in a larger 

survey (M-panelen/ The Citizen Panel) where the respondents also got additional questions of 

various issues. In this report four sets of questions from the methodological test will be 

examined. The experiments reflect a general interest in how different formulations of survey 

questions affect the respondent’s answers. The survey instruments examined in this report 

deals with four general areas. These areas are a) attitudes to cities in Sweden, b) attitudes to 

refugees, c) questions about siblings and finally a question that can still be considered to be 

controversial in a Swedish context, d) what sexual orientation the respondents have. The first 

three tests (a-c) were standard split-ballot experiments while the fourth test (d) can be 

characterized as an evaluation of how the survey question on sexual orientation was perceived 

by the respondents. 

The survey questions were designed and formulated by the SOM Institute and the practical 

work of transferring the questions to the web survey and to send out the survey and collect 

data was all conducted by the Laboratory of Opinion Research (LORe) at the University of 

Gothenburg. Data for the study were gathered via web-questionnaires which was sent out to 

participators of the Citizen Panel in April 2011. Most of the questions were followed by fixed 

alternatives, with accompanying boxes for respondents to fill in (see appendix 2).  

Population and sample 
The methodological test conducted by the SOM Institute included a total of 2 000 randomly 

selected people from the Citizen Panel´s participants, which in total consists of about 8 000 

respondents (Dahlberg, S et.al 2010 and Dahlberg, S et.al 2011). These 2 000 respondents 

where then randomly assigned into ten groups of 200 respondents each. These groups then 

received different questions or variations of questions or items that were included in the 

methodological tests. By comparing the different groups´ results it becomes possible to 

investigate how small changes in wording can affect the understanding and valuation of an 

issue. 

This paper examines the results of the methodological tests and focuses on how and if the 

answers changed depending on the phrasing of the survey questions, items or response 

alternatives. It also examines how the respondents managed to answer the questions, if there 

were any problems understanding the questions and how to answer them.  The focus of the 

report will therefore be on how the questions worked and how changes in question format 

influence the answers. 
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Results 

Test 1. Popularity measurement of Swedish cities 
The first methodological test was designed to test how questions about attitudes to various 

Swedish cities work. We wish to develop a measure of the popularity of Swedish cities in 

order to invite more research on creative cities, and how cities may work to be more appealing 

to the creative class, i.e. in line with the thoughts of Richard Florida and others.  

This first test mainly aimed to analyze how, if at all, the respondents valuations were affected 

by how the scale was graded. The question the respondents received was simply “What is 

your opinion on the following cities?” and below the question there were sixteen of the largest 

cities in Sweden which the respondents were supposed to evaluate (in two groups of eight 

presented on two different web survey pages). The sample was here divided into two groups 

(split ballot randomized), group A and group B with 200 respondents in each group. 

Respondents in both groups were then asked to evaluate the cities along a 5-point scale 

running from 1 to 5. The experimental variation was a small difference in the phrasing of the 

end points of the scale. The difference lies in the upper end of the scale (“ 5”) where the word 

“very” was included in the scale for group B. The two different scales were A)“Does not seem 

to be a good city to live in” to “seems to be a good city to live in” and B) “Does not seem to 

be a good city to live in” to “seems to be a very good city to live in”. 

Findings 

On the question on how respondents value different cities the methodological test shows that 

the answers are slightly different depending on the scale. By making a comparison between 

the two groups (Group A and Group B) to see how they valued the various cities it is possible 

to recognize some differences. As the chart below illustrates Group A tend to value the cities 

higher than group B in general do. 
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The chart illustrates how many of the respondents, in % who valued the cities as fairly good or good/very good. The different scales 

between group A and B:  A) 1=Does not seem to be a good city to live in, 5 = Seems to be a good city to live in, B) 1 = Does not seem to be a 

good city to live in, 5 =Seems to be a very good city to live in. 

Not only did Group B evaluate the cities more carefully when it came to the upper scale. The 

experiment also showed that there are differences at the lowest point of the scale. To some 

extent group B seems to evaluate cities fairly bad or bad in a greater extent than group A do 

(see chart 1 in appendix).This becomes clear when an analysis is made of the mean of the two 

groups evaluations.  As the figure below illustrates, the mean is lower in group B than in 

group A on almost every city. This gives an indication that when the scale includes “very” on 

the highest point of the scale respondents tend to get more cautious in their valuation.  
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We now return to the primary question of whether the different scaling affected the 

evaluations of the cities. All in all the results indicate that there indeed are differences in the 

answers in the two groups. Not only, Group A tend to choose the highest scale in a greater 

extent they were also less likely to give low points in some extent. But one should not 

exaggerate the results since the significant is relatively low. All in all, the experiment on the 

valuation of Swedish cities was not instantaneously, to be specific the results were just 

significant on two cities, namely Västerås and Örebro (see table 1 in appendix A). A cautious 

conclusion can thus be drawn; the results indicate that the phrasing of the end points on the 

rating scale affects, in some extent, respondents evaluations of Swedish cities. 

Criteria for evaluations 

The respondents also got a follow-up question on what they take into account in their 

evaluation of the cities. This was of interest in order to get more information on how to 

formulate future questions and items on the subject. There was a few central themes which 

were mentioned several times and therefore can be interesting in the analysis of how and what 

a question regarding valuations of cities should include. The most common topics that the 

respondents said formed their evaluation of the cities were: the labor market, surroundings i.e. 

nature and water, communications, a wide cultural selection, proximity to universities, good 

health and social care, low crime rate, good environment for business and enterprises. These 

answers help us to formulate questions in the future, especially if we want to construct a 

closed end follow up question on what factors respondents regard as important when choosing 
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what city to live in. The topics mentioned above could be used to form items in the future, just 

to name one possible use. 

Additional cities 

Since one aim of the test was to examine how the question of the cities works and how it best 

could be formed it is also interesting to analyze what cities that seemed to be missing in the 

list, since there is a possibility that more cities should be included. There were a few cities 

that occurred several times on the alternative “other city”, these were Trollhättan, Gävle, 

Karlstad, Eskilstuna, Luleå and Uddevalla. However, these responses may have been shaped 

by the fact that a large part of the panel participants actually live in these cities. We have long 

known that some regions are over-represented in the MOD/LORe Citizen panel and some of 

the cities mentioned above are situated in these regions. 

It could also be interesting to analyze how the respondents valuated cities that they suggested 

themselves, in the field “other city” (See appendix B). A trend in the answers is that both 

groups tended to mention cities they valuated high and very few mentioned cities they 

valuated low. 

Comments 

At the end of the survey the respondents were asked to leave their comments on the 

questionnaire and there were some who commented on the block concerning Swedish cities. 

A recurring comment was that it was difficult to answer the question since it was unclear what 

the question actually was referring to. There were a number of respondents who claimed that 

they needed more information on what aspects they were supposed to base their evaluations 

on. It simply seems as the question in some extent was too broad to understand. In addition, 

there were a few respondents who said that they had never been in the city, or simply knew 

too little about it, which made it difficult to comment on it. An analysis of the comments from 

the respondents shows that they experienced some difficulties in answering the question since 

they did not understand how they were supposed to rate the cities and what they should take 

into account when they value a city. This indicates that it is important to specify the question 

in some way. One way to solve this problem could be by using the results from this 

methodological test and make use of items like the various topics mentioned above. 
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Test 2. Anxieties  
The second test aimed to examine how just a change of wording and additional clarifications 

in one item can affect the respondents attitudes regarding refugees. The main question was 

“Given the situation today, what do you experience being most worrying for the future?” For 

this aim the sample was divided into three different groups (33/33/33 split ballot method 

experiment), with 200 respondents in each group. Each group got different variations of one 

item (item 4). The different variations of the items were: Increased amount of refugees, 

increased amount of refugees in Sweden, increased amount of refugees in the world. Except 

from this change all other items were exactly the same for all the groups. The other items 

were the following: terrorism, pollution, economic crisis, wide spread unemployment, 

weakened democracy, organized crime and increase in social inequality. The respondents 

were then asked to evaluate these various items on a scale from very anxious, quite anxious, 

not so anxious to not anxious at all. 

The aim of the test was to inform the scholars linked to the SOM Institute whether 

respondents make different evaluations of their anxiety depending on shift of perspective. It 

was also of interest to examine which of the various formulations of the item that resulted in 

the highest and lowest percent worried respondents. 

Findings 

As the figure below illustrates there was a great difference in the answers depending on the 

formulation of the item. The result of the test shows that the group that got the most specific 

and close-to-themselves item (increased amount of refugees in Sweden) were least likely to 

state they were worried or fairly worried.  

 

The figure illustrates how many of the respondents, in percent, that has stated that they are fairly worried or worried. 

Most striking is the large difference between the two first groups and the group that got the 
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in some degree. The point estimate is almost twice as high compared to the proportion of 

panelists that, in some extent, was worried of an increased amount of refugees in Sweden. 

Most worrying is an increased amount of refugees in the world whereas only 39 percent of the 

respondents are worried by an increased amount of refugees in Sweden. 

The results of the test show that the formulation of the items affects how worried the 

respondents say they are regarding the question of refugees. There is a significant difference 

in responses between the group receiving the item “increased number of refugees in the 

world” (n=170) and the group receiving the item “increased number of refugees” (N=125) 

were 49 % of the respondents compared to 77 % indicated that they were very or quite 

worried (p=<0,001). Likewise, it is a significant difference in responses between the group 

receiving the item “increased number of refugees in Sweden (n=159) and the group receiving 

the item “increased number of refugees in the world” in which only 39% indicated that they 

were very or quite worried (see chart 2 in appendix). 

To investigate how reliable these results are it can also be fruitful to analyze the differences 

between the groups on other items in the question. When it comes to the question of terrorism 

all three groups valuate their worriedness very similar to each other (49,6 percent/50,6 

percent/47,6 percent). The same is the case of pollution where no distinctive differences can 

be found between the three groups (12 percent/13,7 percent/16,4 percent). This indicates that 

the big differences in the answers about refugees were more because of the shift of 

perspective in the items than because of other differences between the groups. 

There was only one single comment after this question which is interesting in this matter. 

Slightly amusing a respondent took up the fact that the question did not specify where the 

influx of refugees would increase which made it difficult to answer the question. This 

respondent had been received the item that was very broad formulated (Increased amount of 

refugees) which also is the one used in the surveys at present. Although the purpose of the 

methodological test was to examine how the responses were affected by the change of 

wording in the first place it also flow into new knowledge on other aspects of the issue which 

can be of help in coming surveys.  

As the test illustrates it really does matter, at least in this case, how the questions are 

formulated. Regarding the issue of refugees the results are also interesting. What does it mean 

that people are worried about more refugees in the world? What do they read in to that? War? 

Natural disasters? This is not something we can know anything about from the test but could 

be an interesting to test in upcoming waves of the Citizen panel. 
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Test 3. Siblings 
The next experiment concerned two versions of a survey instrument about respondents’ 

siblings. This block was divided into a number of sub queries and was sent to 200 respondents 

who all got the same questions. This experiment was more a test of a new type of question in 

order to analyze how it works. For this aim the analysis of the answers will include details 

regarding the response rate and how the respondents managed to answer the question, i.e. if 

they understood the question and the guidelines.  

Findings 

The first question the respondents got was “did you grow up with one or more siblings?”(the 

answer alternatives were yes or no). According to the results 56,5 percent of the respondents 

had one or more siblings. This first question seemed to be the easiest to answer and of 200 

respondents 154 answered, the response rate was thus 77 percent. However, this question was 

not in focus, but it can serve as a help for subsequent questions and not least as an analytical 

tool. 

Thereafter the respondents who answered yes were asked to enter year of birth and gender for 

each of the siblings they grew up with. As the italics indicate it was the siblings they have 

lived together with that was in focus. The question was followed by five rows where the 

respondents could fill in birth date and gender for each sibling (See appendix B). The figure 

below illustrates the results of how many siblings the respondents have and the results seem to 

be reasonable when it comes to how the answers were distributed between the number of 

siblings.   

 

The test also revealed some difficulties and what details that has to be improved. The main 

purpose of the methodological test was, as mentioned before, to test if the respondents were 

able to answer the question. All of the 134 respondents who said that they have one or more 

siblings on the first question also filled in the birth date on the first row and all but one also 

filled in the gender on the second question.  
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One problem that appeared was that there were a number of respondents who did not seem to 

understand that they were supposed to rank the siblings in chronological order and where to 

put themselves. This indicates that a more detailed introduction text may be necessary. In the 

survey there were fixed options for the year of birth in a scale from “Before 1910” to 1995. 

The experiment made it clear that it at least should be an option for “later than…” since there 

was a number of respondents who could not answer the question correctly since they had 

siblings born later than 1995. Another conclusion drawn from the results is that there should 

be more than five rows, since there was a small number of respondents who stated that they 

had more than five siblings and therefore was not able to answer the question fully. 
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Test 4. Sexual orientation 
The question about sexual orientation is interesting to test in various means since it can be 

considered to be a sensitive and most personal issue. Therefore, a cautious test was carried out to 

investigate in what extent the respondents were likely to answer the question and perhaps above all 

to see the respondents reactions. A group of 200 respondents got the question “What is your sexual 

orientation” with following answer alternatives: heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual, other (please 

specify), or just fill in the “I do not want to answer” alternative. In the purpose of not being too 

distinctive, the question was asked in connection with other background questions and was carefully 

placed not to let it be shown alone on its own page in the survey (see appendix B). The title of the 

block was thus "a few questions about yourself" and as a beginning the respondents were asked 

about their education to prevent the question about sexual orientation to become too protruding.  

Findings 

The methodological test of this question signals that it seems to be no overhanging difficulties in 

asking about the sexual orientation, at least not in an “elite” panel as the MOD/LORe Citizen panel. 

The response rate on the question is somewhat lower compared to random selected questions as it 

is 70 % compared to around 77 % on the other questions. In the same manner the results give no 

signs of that the respondents did not want to answer. As the table below illustrates only 5 % of the 

respondents said they did not want to answer. 

Heterosexual 87,9% 
Homosexual 2,9% 
Bisexual 4,3% 
I do not want to answer 5,0% 
 

It may also be interesting to see how the responses are distributed among different age group. The 

table below illustrates how different age groups have answered the question. However, the groups 

are of very different size why the results are reported in exact number instead of percent since 

comparisons between the groups would be biased. As illustrated in the table none of the groups´ 

answers that stand out much from the other and not any of the groups that was more likely to 

refrain from responding. 

Age Heterosexual Homosexual Bisexual Do not want to answer n 

16-29 10 0 3 2 15 

30-49 42 2 2 3 49 

50-69 36 2 0 0 38 

70-85 5 0 0 0 5 

 

Furthermore, the reactions on the question were not so many as the research team first thought it 

would be and the reactions were fewer and actually more mixed than expected. Since it was mainly 

the reactions that were in focus of the methodological test it was more the comments in the 

comment fields that was of interest than the actual answers on the question and therefore these will 
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be in focus here. There were too few comments to make any conclusions of how the respondents in 

general reacted on the question. But the fact that there were so few comments could also indicate 

that most of the respondent did not react in either a positive or negative way on this question. 

Among the comments there were some who indicated that they did not know what sexual 

orientation they had or that there is not something static. One conclusion one can draw from this is 

that there could be fruitful to add an alternative for “I am unsure of my sexual orientation”, which 

has been used elsewhere (see Livsvillkor och hälsa bland unga homo- och bisexuella – resultat från 

nationella folkhälsoenkäten, Folkhälsoinstitutet). Precisely because of this it may also be good to 

have an option for “other” for those who feel they do not fit in in any of the other alternatives. 

One comment was formulated as a question which stressed that it is an irrelevant question which 

just aimed to categorize people. One similar comment stressed that the sexual orientation could not 

be of any relevance for the other answers. This indicates that it also seems to be important to have a 

clear aim with the question of sexual orientation to refer to. 

Final words 
The methodological tests yielded highly variable results, some more easily analyzed and conclusive 

than others. However, it becomes clear that the methodological tests contribute to new knowledge, 

which in turn can contribute to new and better questions, or to the confirmation of the old ones. This 

new knowledge can in turn lead to improvements in research and hopefully to new and exciting 

questions to illuminate different social issues. 
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Appendix A 
In this appendix charts and tables referred to in the text is illustrated.  

Chart 1 

 

The chart illustrates how many percent of the groups that valued the cities as bad or fairly bad. 

 

Chart 2 

  Very+ quite 

anxious (%) 

not so anxious + 

not anxious at 

all (%) 

N 

  

(102) Increased amount of refugees 49,6 50,4 125 

(103) Increased amount of refugees in 

Sweden 

39,0 61,0 159 

(104) Increased amount of refugees in the 

world 

77,1 22,9 170 

 

The difference between (102) and (103) is not significant (Sig. 0,074) 

The difference between (102) and (104) is significant at the 99%-level (Sig. 0,000) 

The difference between (103) and (104) is significant at 99%-level (Sig. 0,000)
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Table 1: Valuations of the cities 

 
Group A Group B A) B)

1 2 3 4 5 Sum n 1 2 3 4 5 Sum n Sig XA XB Sig

Borås 12 26 37 19 7 100 137 9 24 43 17 7 100 123 0,86 2,83 2,9 0,292

Göteborg 2 11 24 36 26 100 140 7 8 30 36 20 100 123 0,23 3,74 3,54 0,493

Halmstad 1 16 41 29 12 100 140 2 11 49 27 11 100 122 0,605 3,35 3,33 0,34

Helsingborg 5 14 39 26 16 100 139 6 15 39 27 13 100 122 0,98 3,33 3,27 0,726

Jönköping 12 25 30 24 9 100 139 9 28 41 20 2 100 123 0,074 2,94 2,79 0,035

Kalmar 6 15 41 24 13 100 140 6 25 41 20 8 100 122 0,234 3,22 2,99 0,214

Linköping 4 13 39 34 11 100 140 5 17 40 32 7 100 121 0,704 3,35 3,19 0,681

Lund 2 8 27 44 19 100 141 2 10 35 37 15 100 124 0,479 3,7 3,54 0,649

Malmö 21 28 16 29 6 100 140 21 16 24 30 9 100 122 0,16 2,71 2,89 6,82

Stockholm 9 15 27 27 21 100 142 6 16 29 31 18 100 124 0,84 3,35 3,37 0,308

Sundsvall 9 18 41 29 4 100 140 6 31 41 20 2 100 122 0,087 3,01 2,81 0,961

Umeå 6 14 36 35 9 100 139 7 22 40 24 6 100 124 0,173 3,29 3,01 0,275

Uppsala 2 9 32 40 17 100 141 1 11 41 37 11 100 123 0,299 3,62 3,46 0,354

Västerås 11 19 46 18 6 100 140 2 29 51 16 2 100 122 0,02 2,9 2,87 0,034

Örebro 8 22 38 25 7 100 138 7 31 43 20 0 100 122 0,016 3,01 2,75 0,323

Östersund 9 18 42 23 8 100 137 10,9 21 42 21,8 4,2 100 119 0,686 3,04 2,87 0,853
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Appendix B 

The questions in the web-survey  
In this part of appendix all questions that were asked in the methodlogical test are illustrated eactly 

the way they were designed in the web-survey. 
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