CHAPTER 6

Making Sense of Questions:
An Interactional Approach
Michael F. Schober

New School for Social Research

Imagine that you are engaged in casual conversation in your living room with
a few visiting relatives. Your aunt asks you “So, how many hours a week do
you work?” How do you go about making sense of the question?

Obviously there are a number of cognitive and linguistic processes involved
in such an apparently ordinary encounter (see Graesser and Franklin, 1990), and
these processes are worth examining for those of us interested in the cognitive
aspects of survey participation. Of course, survey interviewers and respondents
don’t interact in the same way as your aunt interacts with you. But clarifying the
similarities and differences can help us make sense of how survey respondents
interpret questions. -

So how do you make sense of your aunt’s question? You need to parse
the continuous stream of sound in your aunt’s utterance into words, and this
requires a great deal of phonological knowledge. You need to know the gram-
matical structure of English well enough to figure out that your aunt’s utterance
had the syntactic form of a question, and you need to parse the utterance into
its grammatical parts—nouns, verbs, subjects, objects, etc. You need to know
the conventional meanings of the words in the utterance, like hours, week, and
work. You need to access those meanings and combine them, using your knowl-
edge of grammatical structure, to create a coherent sense of what the utterance
means. You need to know enough about social situations to understand that
when a question is asked, the questioner wants an answer.

Beyond these cognitive and linguistic processes, you also need to figure out
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how the conventional meanings apply in the current context. This isn’t always
straightforward. You need to know whether the “you” in the question refers to
yourself alone, or you and your spouse together. You need to know whether
your aunt is asking for a ballpark estimate or an absolutely precise number
of hours. You need to know whether your aunt wants you to think of work
broadly or narrowly: Do the hours you spend socializing with the boss count
as work time? If you are wary about your family, you need to know your aunt’s
agenda in asking the question. Is she genuinely curious or is she comparing you
unfavorably to your more industrious cousin?

If you are uncertain about what she meant by the question, you are likely to
ask: “Do you mean both of us?” or “Do you mean everything I do that’s related
to work?” or (most dangerously) “What are you getting at?” Alternatively, you
can answer the question assuming one interpretation: “Well, I work 45 hours a
week” or “Officially 'm paid for 40 hours of work per week” or “I just won the
Employee of the Month Award.” You do this on the presumption that if your
aunt is not satisfied with your answer she will ask a follow-up question.

This example illustrates that making sense of questions involves more than
just individual processes like computing syntactic structure or accessing con-
ventional word meanings. Making sense of questions also involves an inter-
active element: People make inferences about the questioner’s intentions by
relying on assumptions about how the social world works (Grice, 1975) and
they rely on the questioner to help interpret questions in subsequent dialogue.
I propose that we can only understand some things people do as they make
sense of questions if we consider them to be engaged in interactive processes,
not just individual cognitive processes (see Clark, 1992, 1996; Schober, 1998:
Schober and Conrad, in press).

6.1 MAKING SENSE OF QUESTIONS IN SPONTANEOUS
CONVERSATION

In ordinary conversation, addressees make sense of speakers’ questions by rely-
ing on at least two resources that could be called interactive. First, to arrive at
an initial interpretation, addressees presume that questioners have followed a
principle of audience design, basing the wording and framing of their questions
on the knowledge, beliefs, and assumptions that both participants share. Second,
addressees rely on grounding procedures to make sure they have understood the
question. Because addressees’ initial interpretations of questions aren’t guar-
anteed to match speakers’ intentions, conversational participants can engage
in additional conversational turns to reach agreement that a question has been
understood as intended.

6.1.1 Audience Design

When you hear your aunt address her question to you, you know that she has
designed it with (at least) you in mind, and this affects how you interpret what
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she says. For the moment you have been cast in the listener role of being her
designated addressee, rather than in any of the other listener roles you might
play in a conversation. Your relatives on the sofa who have been taking part in
the conversation, but aren’t currently being addressed, have been cast in the role
of side participants. Your spouse in the kitchen, who hasn’t been taking part
in the conversation but can overhear it, is playing the role of bystander. Your
neighbors who, unbeknownst to you, are listening through the paper-thin walls
are taking the role of another kind of overhearer: eavesdroppers (see Clark,
1992, 1996; Clark and Carlson, 1982; Goffman, 1981; Schober and Clark, 1989,
for discussion of listener roles).

How does your listener role affect the way you make sense of her question?
As an addressee, you can assume that your aunt believes that you will be able
to interpret her through the words she utters (Grice, 1957), against the back-
ground premises and knowledge that you and she share. The side participants
have to make a slightly different assumption: Your aunt probably wants them
to understand the question she is addressing to you, but her intentions toward
them are different than her intentions toward the addressee (you). She is prob-
ably doing something like informing them of her intentions toward you (see
Clark and Carlson, 1982). She could also be doing something more compli-
cated, like trying to let the side participants know something about her attitude
toward you without your knowing it. Bystanders and eavesdroppers make sense
of your aunt’s question on different bases still. Bystanders must understand that
your aunt may not even be attempting to inform them of her intentions toward
you; eavesdroppers are certain that she is not.

As you can see, inferences about a speaker’s intentions for even a simple
question can become complicated. For any particular listener, such inferences
rest on an assessment of what the parties involved think about each other—what
knowledge, beliefs, or attitudes they believe are shared. This has been called
their mutual knowledge (Lewis, 1969; Schiffer, 1972) or common ground (Clark
and Marshall, 1981). For a belief or piece of information to be a part of two
people’s common ground, both parties must hold a vast (in principle, infinite)
set of reciprocal beliefs: Each person must believe that the other person holds
the belief; each must believe that the other believes they hold the belief; each
must believe that the other believes that they believe the other holds the belief,
etc. (see Clark and Marshall, 1981; Schiffer, 1972).

So, as an addressee you infer your aunt’s intentions against the common
ground you assume you share with her, along with your assumptions about
the common ground she shares with the side participants (the other relatives
present). The side participants infer your aunt’s intentions against what they
assume your common ground with her is, along with their knowledge about
their own common ground with her. Bystanders make similar inferences, but
with less certainty that the aunt’s utterance has been designed with them in
mind; eavesdroppers know that the aunt’s utterance has not been designed with
them in mind. Side participants, bystanders, and eavesdroppers have all been
shown to understand the references in utterances less accurately than addressees
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(Schober and Clark, 1989; Wilkes-Gibbs and Clark, 1992), and this results in
part from the fact that a speaker’s utterances are designed most particularly for
the addressee.

People can assume common ground with each other on two main
bases—cultural and personal. At the cultural level, people can assume that they
share relevant kinds of mutual knowledge with other members of the many
communities they belong to—English speakers, women, U.S. citizens, parents,
New Yorkers, theater aficionados, woodworkers, musicians, etc. At the personal
level, people can assume that the physical environment they are currently in is
mutually known to both parties. They can also assume that experiences they
have shared with the other person are mutually known, including what has been
said in current and previous conversations.

Both cultural and personal common ground come into play as you interpret
your aunt’s question. You interpret your aunt’s question knowing that her social
role is as a visiting relative, and not as your boss or the IRS: on the basis of
your knowledge of social roles, you can assume that her purposes in asking the
question don’t include using your answer for employing you or levying taxes.
If, through earlier personal experience with your aunt, you know that she finds
office socializing a burden, you may assume she thinks of “work” in a broadly
inclusive way, and you may thus include your lunches with the boss as work
hours. If every other question your aunt has pursued thus far during the visit
has been about you and your spouse together, you may rely on this personal
common ground to infer that her current question probably refers to both of
you, and not just yourself.

6.1.2 Grounding

Personal common ground accumulates during a conversation through an inter-
active process that has been called grounding (Clark and Brennan, 1991; Clark
and Schaefer, 1987, 1989; Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986). The idea is simple:
an utterance can only be said to have entered common ground if both conver-
sational participants ratify that it has been understood. If your aunt tells you
that she just returned from a trip to Singapore, she can assume that this is now
mutually known—that this utterance is grounded—only if you give her evi-
dence that you understood what she told you. Her utterance alone does not
guarantee grounding; you might not have heard her at all, you might not have
been paying close enough attention to understand what she said, or you might
have misheard her. Only once you provide her with evidence of understanding
(or at least no evidence of misunderstanding) can she presume that you have
understood her. And only once your aunt presents you with evidence that she
has accepted your evidence of understanding can you both truly believe that
the utterance has entered your common ground.

You can provide your aunt with evidence of understanding in various ways
(Clark and Schaefer, 1989), some more explicit than others. You can explicitly
acknowledge comprehension by nodding, saying “uh-huh” or “okay,” or saying
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“I understand.” You can repeat your aunt’s utterance verbatim: “So you went
to Singapore!” You can demonstrate that you have understood by continuing
the conversation with another utterance that is relevant. Or you can show her
implicitly that you understood by continuing to pay attention to her, on the
assumption that if you hadn’t understood her you would have asked for clari-
fication.

You can also show your aunt that you haven’t understood her utterance by
providing explicit or implicit evidence. If you know she said something but
you didn’t hear it, you can say “Huh?” or “What was that?” or “I didn’t hear
you.” If you only heard part of what she said you can say “You went where?”
or “What was that about Singapore?” You can gaze at her uncomprehendingly,
implicitly requesting her to repeat or reframe her utterance.

The point is that only once the two of you have agreed that her initial utter-
ance was understood can the utterance be considered grounded. This can take
several conversational turns or several clarification sequences. You might pro-
vide your aunt with evidence that you have interpreted her utterance in a way
that she finds unacceptable (“Oh, your visa expired and you were thrown out?”),
and she can work with you to make sure that you understand her statement as
she intended it (“No, I didn’t feel like staying any longer™).

It isn’t only statements like “I just got back from Singapore” that must be
grounded, but also questions like “So, how many hours a week do you work?”
The question is only grounded once both of you agree that it has been under-
stood as intended. If you answer your aunt’s question for both yourself and your
spouse (“Probably about 100 hours™) when she only intended to be asking about
you, she can persist (“No, I mean just you™) until you finally do interpret her
question her way.

Of course, grounding does not guarantee absolutely accurate understand-
ing; it only guarantees that people understand each other as well as they
want to for current purposes. In some situations—say, casual cocktail party
conversations—people may not care if they understand precise references and
exact underlying intentions. In other situations—say, a telephone conversation
with someone giving you technical help on using your computer—you may
want to be more certain that you have understood. In such cases you will prob-
ably use explicit grounding procedures to their fullest extent.

6.2 MAKING SENSE OF SURVEY QUESTIONS

Now suppose that you are asked exactly the same question—*“How many hours
a week do you work?”—in a telephone survey interview administered by a gov-
ernment agency like the Census Bureau or the Bureau of Labor Statistics. Do
you make sense of the question in the same way as you do when your aunt
asks the question informally? As a respondent in an official survey, you proba-
bly know intuitively that you are not engaged in the same kind of conversation
as the one with your visiting relatives, even though you may never have thought
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about this explicitly. There are clearly different rules of the game at work in
the survey interview.

In particular, conversation in standardized surveys is restricted in various
ways (see, e.g., Clark and Schober, 1992; Schaeffer, 1991; Suchman and Jor-
dan, 1990, 1992), for all sorts of legitimate historical reasons like concerns
about interviewer bias and generalizability (see Beatty, 1995, for a discussion
of what has led to current prescriptions for interviewer behavior). Because of
these restrictions, audience design and grounding operate differently in stan-
dardized surveys than they do in spontaneous conversation.

6.2.1 Audience Design

In standardized surveys, interviewers read questions that other people (the sur-
vey designers) have scripted at another time and place. The questions are sup-
posed to be read verbatim, with absolutely no deviation. Rather than designing
questions on the fly for particular addressees, as your aunt does in her infor-
mal conversation with you, survey interviewers are intermediaries for the sur-
vey designers (see Clark and Schober, 1992). Unlike your aunt, who can freely
change the course of her questioning, interviewers are required to follow the
script under all circumstances. They must do this even if following the script
seems absurd, as when a respondent’s elaboration on an answer to one question
would ordinarily make the entire set of follow-up questions irrelevant.

Questions in survey interviews aren’t designed with particular addressees in
mind. Rather, they are scripted (and pretested) to be appropriate for a generic,
nonspecific member of the culture. In this respect, audience design in survey
interviews resembles the kind of community-based audience design that authors
or journalists rely on when they write for the general public, or the kind of audi-
ence design that a lecturer or broadcaster uses for speaking to a large audience.

So, if you are savvy about how survey interviews work, you can’t presume
that the question “How many hours a week do you work?” was designed with
exactly your circumstances in mind. It was designed with the average respon-
dent in mind, and to answer the question appropriately you need to imagine
how the question could have been intended to be interpretable for the average
respondent. If your work situation doesn’t match what you guess is a usual
situation—you have wildly varying hours, or you perform various activities
that may or may not be classifiable as work—you need to figure out how your
circumstances map onto the average situation.

You also attribute different motives to the survey designers who created the
question than to your aunt, and you have different notions about what your
answer will be used for. If you know that the survey you are taking part in is
an official government survey that measures unemployment rates, you might
assume (correctly or incorrectly) that “work™ and “hours” are intended to have
particularly stringent interpretations. If you have a fearful streak, you may imag-
ine that your responses will be checked against IRS records for accuracy, and
that your answer could get you in trouble for underreported income. If the sur-
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vey is a public opinion poll commissioned by a labor advocacy group, or a
market research survey, you may assume that the purposes in asking the ques-
tion are quite different, and you may interpret words in the questions quite
differently.

6.2.2 Grounding

The grounding procedures available to you and the survey interviewer are se-
verely restricted. As you will notice if you try to ask for clarification (“What
exactly do you mean by work?”), standardized interviewers are trained to take
a neutral stance in order to avoid suggesting answers or biasing responses in
any way. This translates into some very specific procedures for interviewers to
adopt (Fowler and Mangione, 1990).

Consider Fowler and Mangione’s prescriptions for what an interviewer
should do if you ask for clarification on the work question. For questions like
this that demand a numerical response, the interviewer must probe to get you
to present one number, but the probe must not bias your response in any way.
The permitted methods for doing this include repeating the question (“The ques-
tion asks: How many hours a week do you work?”), describing what kind of
response is needed (“I need a number of hours™) or explicitly saying that your
interpretation is required (“What would be your best estimate?” or “We need
Yyour interpretation” or “Whatever it means to you”).

Note how different this is from what your aunt would do. If you ask your aunt
“What exactly do you mean by work?” she will probably feel some obligation
to tell you what she means, or at least to find out why you want to know and
to handle your concern—to ground your understanding. Officially, the survey
interviewer is supposed to aveid grounding your understanding of the question.

Fowler and Mangione’s other prescriptions also differ from what your aunt is
likely to do. For questions that provide response alternatives (“How would you
rate your schools—very good, good, fair, or poor?”), if the respondent doesn’t
answer with exactly one of these alternatives (as in “The schools around here
are not very good”), the interviewer must repeat the question and/or repeat ail
the response alternatives (“Would that be very good, good, fair, or poor?”).
Any deviation from this procedure, like only re-presenting some of the response
alternatives (“Well, would you say fair or poor?”), would be considered a direc-
tive probe (Fowler and Mangione, 1990, pp. 39-40).

Your aunt probably wouldn’t ask your opinion about schools by providing
a list of response alternatives. But if she did ask you a question with response
alternatives, like “How do you like your oatmeal, thick or ranny?” she would
be unlikely to re-present all the response alternatives if your answer did not
match the ones she had proposed. If you answered, “Oh, fairly thick,” your
aunt probably would not say “Would you say thick or runny?” Instead, she
would tailor any further inquiries to what you had just said: “Just how thick
do you mean?” or “Do you mean really thick or just medium thick?” In other
words, unlike an interviewer required to follow standardized procedures, she
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would adjust her follow-up question to show that she had understood your
answer.

If your aunt were to ask you your opinion about local schools, rather than
presenting you with response alternatives, she would probably ask the question
in an open-ended way: “How would you rate your schools?” Here is what stan-
dardized survey interviewers are licensed to do when responses to open-ended
questions are inadequate (Fowler and Mangione, 1990, p. 42). They can:

1. Repeat the question.

2. Probe saying, “How do you mean (that)?”

3. Probe saying, “Could you tell me more about (that)?”
4. Ask, “Is there anything else?”

Your aunt might use some of these interviewer behaviors as you and she ground
your understanding of her question, although some of them would sound odd
or stilted or interview-like in an informal interaction. But it is highly unlikely
that she would restrict herself to only these behaviors or that she would try to
adopt the neutral stance that they attempt to embody. Rather, she would try to
ground understanding by adapting whatever she said to what you said.

In sum, interviewers deviate from ordinary grounding techniques by using
some licensed probing techniques. This is especially true for interviewer behav-
iors that adopt a “neutral” stance, like the “whatever it means to you” probes. On
the other hand, interviewers sometimes use ordinary grounding techniques, as
when they accept responses by saying “okay” or “uh-huh,” when they repeat a
question that the respondent didn’t hear, and when they give explicit or implicit
evidence that they have not understood an answer (see Schober and Conrad,
1997).

Note that grounding in standardized interviews is asymmetrical. Respon-
dents can’t expect a substantive answer if they ask interviewers what a question
means; interviewers aren’t supposed to help ground respondents’ understand-
ing. But interviewers are licensed to ask respondents what they mean by an
answer, and the rules of the game allow—in fact, require—respondents to tell
them.

6.3 IMPLICATIONS FOR SURVEY RESEARCH

At some level, respondents usually understand that a survey interview is not
like an ordinary conversation. Ideally, they would understand the implications
of the fact that audience design and grounding only partially operate as they
ordinarily do. But I don’t believe they always do. I propose that the similarities
between grounding techniques in ordinary conversation and survey interviews
may sometimes fool respondents into acting as if they were real addressees,
rather than participants in an unusual conversation with an intermediary (the
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interviewer) for an absent third party (the survey designer or designers). Of
course, respondents in survey interviews arent like real addressees, although it
is an-open question whether they should be considered more like side partici-
pants, bystanders, or eavesdroppers. Following Gerrig’s (1994) reasoning on the
status of readers of fiction, survey respodents are like side participants because
questions are written for an audience toward whom the writer has at least some
intentions. But one could argue that survey respondents are like bystanders and
eavesdroppers because, unlike side participants, they cannot interact with the
speaker to resolve misunderstandings.

In other words, there are both superficial and substantive ways in which
survey interactions appear to be like ordinary conversations (see also Schaef-
fer, 1991). Superficially, sutvey interviews and spontaneous conversations
both involve two parties exchanging information in a series of turns. More
substantively, some of the téchniques interviewers use to get answers they
can use—saying “uh-huh,” repeating a question the respondent hasn’t heard,
etc.—overlap with ordinary grounding techniques. Of course, interviewers
aren’t really supposed to ground meaning; they are supposed to probe neutrally
in order to obtain codable, usable answers (see Houtkoop-Steenstra, 1996), ide-
ally without providing any interpretations for the respondent.

This overlap creates an ambiguous situation for survey respondents. Are they
real addressees, conversing with a partner who is presenting them with evidence
of understanding, or not? Whdn the interviewer says “uh-huh” or “okay,” going
on to the next question, doesithis mean the interviewer has really understood
the respondent—with all the concomitant assumptions to be made about what
has been grounded—or not?

Such ambiguity, I propose, is at the heart of interviewer-respondent inter-
action in standardized surveys. It is part of what leads both interviewers and
respondents to deviate from official scripts (see Houtkoop-Steenstra, 1996;
Schober and Conrad, in press; Suchman and Jordan, 1990, 1992). And it is
part of what creates some of the mysterious “response effects” in survey inter-
views, where question wording, response alternatives, and question ordering
can drastically affect the respondents’ answers (see also Clark and Schober,
1992; Schwarz, 1994, 1996; Strack and Schwarz, 1992).

6.3.1 Response Effects

As a growing body of evidente shows (see, e.g., Bless, Strack, and Schwarz,
1993; Schwarz, 1996, 1998; Strack and Schwarz, 1992; Sudman, Bradburn,
and Schwarz, 1996), survey respondents don’t necessarily switch off their ordi-
nary conversational reasoning. Although survey respondents shouldn’t depend
on their ordinary assumptions about audience design and their ordinary pro-
cedures for grounding as they make sense of survey questions, it seems that
sometimes they do.

An exhaustive overview is beyond the scope of this chapter, but a few exam-
ples can help make the point. In each case, the oddness of audience design and
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grounding in the survey situation helps explain the seemingly anomalous survey
results.

Example 1: Response Alternatives Several studies have shown that the re-
sponse alternatives presented as part of a question influence respondents’ an-
swers. In one study (Schwarz, Hippler, Deutsch, and Strack, 1985), German
respondents were asked to report how much television they watched per day.
One set of respondents were presented with response alternatives in a low range,
from “up to a half hour” to “more than two and a half hours.” The other set
of respondents were presented with the same number of response alternatives
in a high range, from “up to two and a half hours” to “more than four and a
half hours.” When asked the question with the low range of response alterna-
tives, 16.2 percent of the respondents reported watching more than two and a
half hours of television per week. In contrast, 37.5 percent of the respondents
given the high range of response alternatives reported watching that much tele-
vision.

How does audience design help explain this? Respondents assume—perhaps
mistakenly—that the question wording (in this case, the response scale inter-
vals) is informative about what the survey researchers intended. The survey
researchers who designed the questions presumably knew something about
national TV-watching habits, and so the response scales probably represent
what is normal within the population. Indeed, later questioning showed that re-
spondents with the high range estimated that Germans watch more television
(3.2 hours per week) than respondents given the low range (2.7 hours per week).
Respondents mistakenly took the distribution of the response scales as based
on normal TV-watching behavior, because they presumed the survey designers
were knowledgeable.

Note that this audience design operates through cultural and not personal
common ground. That is, these respondents aren’t assuming that the response
alternatives were designed for them personally based on what the researchers
know about them, or based on what they have told the interviewer thus far.
Instead, respondents are judging what the interviewer must have meant through
the wording of the question itself.

In ordinary conversation, addressees regularly make sense of questions
through response alternatives. If your aunt asks “Do you prefer red or white
wine?” you will probably assume that these are your only choices (possibly this
is all she has in the house), and that rosé is not among the alternatives. This
is because the response alternatives she provided have restricted the domain of
inquiry (see Clark and Schober, 1992) and set the presuppositions for asking
the question.

So it isn’t surprising that response scales affect more than just frequency
estimates in surveys. They also affect respondents’ reports of their subjective
experience (e.g., Schwarz, Strack, Miiller, and Chassein, 1988). Other differ-
ences in response alternatives also affect people’s answers, as when a set of
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response alternatives includes|or excludes “don’t know” as an option (see Clark
and Schober, 1992, for a revigw).

It is also not surprising that|effects of response alternatives can be reduced or
eliminated entirely. This can be done if researchers explicitly block the basis
for respondents’ assuming thit the response alternatives are informative. For
example, as Schwarz (1996) feports, when respondents are told that they are
participating in the study of German TV-watching so that the researchers can
determine what the right resppnse alternatives are, the effects of the response
alternatives disappear.

Example 2: Question Ordering Even though survey researchers often intend
each question in a survey to bgj answered independently of all the others, respon-
dents sometimes provide diffefent answers depending on the order the questions
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are in general. Now I’'m asking about a more particular aspect of your life.” In
this case, you are less likely to assume that the second question builds on the
first, because your evaluation of general life happiness may include many other
aspects of life.

This interpretation is supported by some additional results. Schwarz, Strack,
and Mai reworded the questions to explicitly suggest the inclusive interpreta-
tion, by starting off with “Including the life-domain that you already told us
about, how satisfied are you currently with your life as a whole?” This led the
two answers to be highly correlated again (» = 0.61), just about as highly as
they had been correlated when they had simply been presented in that order.
Schwarz et al. also altered the wording to make explicit that the two questions
should not be interpreted as related (“We would first like to ask you to report
on two aspects of your life, which may be relevant to people’s overall well-
being: (a) relationship satisfaction; (b) satisfaction with life as a whole.”). This
led the two answers to be far less correlated (r = 0.18), which is as low as the
two answers were correlated when the instructions specifically stated that the
second question was about a different area entirely (r = 0.20).

So unless they are explicitly informed that they shouldn’t, respondents inter-
pret subsequent questions in light of previous ones, just as they do in ordinary
conversation. Now, there are also cognitive processes like priming involved in
question order effects (see, e.g., Sudman et al., 1996, for a discussion), and
these may not depend on interactive processes like audience design or ground-
ing. But the point is that interactive processes can be involved: respondents
don’t shut off their ordinary assumptions about what has been grounded, even
though they might be aware that interviewers are following a script written at
an earlier time by survey designers who aren’t there to ground understanding.

Example 3: Differing Interpretations of Questions Different respondents
can interpret exactly the same questions in radically different ways. We know
this from comparisons of survey responses to official records, like police
reports, bank statements, and hospital records (see Wentland, 1993, for a re-
view). We also know it from subsequent questioning of respondents, when they
are asked, after they have participated in a survey, why exactly they answered
the questions as they did.

To take an extreme (and controversial) example of a finding using this second
technique, Belson (1981, 1986) reported that a notable percentage of respon-
dents interpreted even ordinary words and phrases in survey questions—words
like “weekend,” “you,” “children,” and “generally”—differently than the ques-
tion designers had intended. For example, when respondents were asked *“For
how many hours do you usually watch television on a weekday? This includes
evening viewing,” 15 percent of the respondents interpreted “you” as includ-
ing other people too, 33 percent included times the television was on but they
hadn’t been paying attention to it, and 61 percent included days other than the
five weekdays intended or excluded some weekdays for other reasons (see Bel-
son, 1981, pp. 127-137).
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Why might this be? Part of the problem is that alternate interpretations are
always available for words in ordinary conversation. Even though addressees
presume that speakers have used audience design in selecting their words, this
doesn’t guarantee perfect understanding. When your aunt asks about your work
hours, you have to make a judgment about who exactly “you” includes. Since
you have the ability to ground understanding, you can ask your aunt exactly
what she means by “you.” You also know that if your interpretation of “you”
turns out to have been different from your aunt’s intention, the mistake can be
corrected, if you and your aunt so desire.

In standardized survey interviews, respondents are not licensed to ground
understanding of words and phrases in the questions. Respondents must answer
questions with a presumption of interpretability (Clark and Schober, 1992)—they
have to assume that their best guess as to an interpretation must be the one the sur-
vey designers intended. And their best guess can easily be wrong.

Evidence for this explanation—that the inability to ground understanding is
one major factor leading to inaccurate interpretations—can be found in some
studies that Fred Conrad and I have carried out. In two studies, one laboratory
study (Schober and Conrad, 1997) and one field study using a national tele-
phone sample (Schober and Conrad, 1998), we have compared respondents’
answers to the same questions administered by interviewers who either (a) fol-
low strict standardized interviewing procedures or (b) follow more conversa-
tionally flexible procedures. Respondents answered fact-based questions from
major government surveys about housing (e.g., “How many bedrooms are there
in your house or apartment?”), jobs (e.g., “Last week, did you have more than
one job, including part-time, evening, and weekend work?”), and purchases
(e.g., “In the past year, did you purchase or have expenses for household furni-
ture?”).

In both studies, we trained one group of experienced telephone interview-
ers to adhere to Fowler and Mangione’s (1990) prescriptions for standard-
ization. They were to take a neutral stance, never providing any definitions
or interpretations of questions for respondents. We trained another group to
help the respondents understand the questions in the way the survey designers
had intended—that is, according to the official definitions for key words and
phrases in the questions that the survey organizations had provided. Specifically,
this second group of interviewers were allowed to rephrase questions, answer
requests for clarification, and provide respondents with additional information
or clarification even if they had not directly asked for it.

In the laboratory study, respondents answered questions on the basis of fic-
tional scenarios we had devised—floor plans of houses, descriptions of work
situations, or purchase receipts. Thus, we knew what the facts were and could
code response accuracy—that is, whether responses matched official definitions.
In the field study, we couldn’t measure response accuracy directly, because we
didn’t know people’s living and work situations. So we relied on indirect mea-
sures of response accuracy: how often their responses in a second interview
(flexible or standardized) differed from their responses to the same question in
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an initial standardized interview, and how often the purchases they listed when
they answered “yes” to a purchase question conformed to the official defini-
tions.

In both studies, flexible interviewing techniques led respondents to produce
answers that were more consistent with the official definitions. This was espe-
cially the case when the mapping between respondents’ circumstances and
the official definition wasn’t obvious to the respondents—for example, when
respondents weren’t sure whether to classify a television purchase as a house-
hold furniture purchase or not (the official government definition excludes tele-
visions as furniture).

What these results show is that the match between survey designers’ inten-
tions and respondents’ interpretations of questions can be quite poor. Stan-
dardized interviewing techniques, which do not allow respondents to ground
their understanding of questions, can lead to poor response accuracy, exactly
because this match is poor. More fiexible interviews, which allow interview-
ers and respondents to ground the respondent’s understanding, can improve the
match, thus leading to more accurate responses.

But the improvement in response accuracy resulting from licensed grounding
comes at a real cost: increased interview duration. These results should not be
seen as promoting large-scale adoption of flexible interviewing techniques; far
too much remains to be seen about the potential costs and benefits of the tech-
nique. The point here is that if we conceive of survey interviews as interactional
phenomena, in which some unusual versions of audience design and ground-
ing are taking place, we can study new theoretically-based ways to improve
response accuracy.

6.4 CONCLUSIONS

Respondents make sense of survey questions in ways that are related to the ways
they make sense of questions as addressees in ordinary conversation. They make
inferences about the intentions and agendas underlying the questions—how they
presume the question designers implemented audience design. This amounts, in
part, to judgments about the common ground, both cultural and personal, that
the question designers may have taken into account as they designed the survey.

Beyond these individual judgments that respondents make, they also rely on
interactive grounding procedures to make sense of questions, although the pro-
cedures available to them in surveys only overlap partially with the procedures
available in ordinary conversation. Respondents sometimes seem to treat sur-
veys as if grounding is proceeding in the ordinary way; this can help account
for certain question order effects in surveys. The inability of survey respondents
to fully ground their understanding of questions can lead to wide variability in
how respondents interpret particular words and phrases in survey questions.

I should note that standardized practice varies from survey to survey, and
that not everyone follows Fowler and Mangione’s (1990) prescriptions to the

»
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letter. It remains to be seen what the precise effects of particular deviations are.
But in examining such effects, an interactional analysis of the type proposed
here is a good place to start.
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