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When implementing a large survey redesign, we found a simple question
template to be a useful tool for sharing detailed information about the goals of
the question and the concerns that should be explored in cognitive testing. The
template, in its basic form, reported the research question, question universe,
question text and responses, and information to be reported back from testing.
Some teams further adapted the template to include more information, creating
a comprehensive record of all information relevant to the programming and
testing of each question, and the connections between questions. The template
was a success and helped facilitate communication between subject matter
experts and the methodologist. We recommend this template for any size

redesign.

Introduction

To develop the best questionnaires possible, the Census Bureau routinely
conducts expert reviews and a variety of qualitative testing: exploratory,
cognitive, and usability interviews, eye-tracking, and focus groups. Typically,
methodologists receive a pre-existing survey instrument, identify potential
problems in the response process, and suggest a moderate number of
improvements.  They conduct qualitative testing and provide
recommendations on potential changes and next steps. Subject matter experts
(SMEs) are consulted throughout this process, but the methodologists
typically take on most of the evaluation and testing work.

Currently, several of the Census Bureau’s flagship computer-assisted personal
interview (CAPI) surveys are undergoing a modernization process that
includes developing a web-based instrument for self-administration. This is
a significant undertaking, especially since many of these surveys are long,
complex, and ask about difficult or sensitive topics. One of the surveys
modernizing is the Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) of the
Current Population Survey (CPS) (see https://www.census.gov/programs-
surveys/cps/about/modernization/asecmodernization.html). ASEC  covers
the following topics: health insurance, out-of-pocket medical expenses,
earned income, other income sources, and poverty indicators. Redeveloping
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and thoroughly testing an ASEC web instrument, from exploratory
interviews to field testing, will involve four years of effort and over thirty
subject matter experts (SMEs) within the Census Bureau.

The teams of SMEs are the leading authority over the ASEC survey redesign.
For the first round of cognitive testing, they were eager to rewrite questions
and introduce new question formats in order to lower respondent burden
and leverage the visual medium and technology of the web. With the SMEs
leading the question revisions, the usual dynamics of collaboration between
them and the methodologist changed. Although in a supporting role, the
methodologist was still responsible for incorporating methodology principles
and further refining the questions for qualitative testing, especially since
question design and testing methodologies were not necessarily part of the

SMEs’ backgrounds.

Given the complexity of the instrument, multiple stages of qualitative testing,
central role of the SME teams, and extensiveness of the changes to be tested,
an enhanced level of documentation and coordination was necessary. The
methodologist needed a solution to not only collect detailed information
about each survey question but document the SMEs’ motivations for
changing questions so that her question revisions aligned with the goals.
Therefore, a template was devised to gather and organize essential
information about the proposed survey questions and provide a structured
platform for iterative communication between the methodologist and SMEs.

Template

The proposed template was simple. For each survey question, the SMEs first
reported the Research Question. This provided a succinct communication
of the main concern(s) with the (newly designed) survey question, especially
concerns about the success of the question without an interviewer present.
The concerns could pertain to, e.g., vocabulary, overall comprehension, the
potential need for help text or instructions, and usability concerns for new
question formats. Next, the SMEs provided the complete survey question,
including the question stem, response options, and fills. Finally, the template
noted what was to be reported back from the cognitive testing. SMEs were
encouraged to ask for: situations where the survey question failed, alternate
wording provided by the respondent, and counts of certain behaviors or
responses. This three-part sequence of information was to be applied to every
survey question included in the revised questionnaire, even if the question
was the same as in the CAPI version and/or the SMEs had no concerns about
the respondents’ abilities to understand and answer the question.
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Proposed Template

Research Question: Do respondents understand X?

Q62. Question text
* Response option 1
* Response option 2
* Response option 3

Report back: Alternative wording for X, how often (how many)
respondents had difficulty, scenarios that triggered confusion

United States” U.S. Department of Commerce

Economics and Statistics Administration
e n S u S U.S. CENSUS BUREAU

Bureau census.gov

Figure 1. Template as originally proposed and presented to SMEs in PowerPoint

The template was initially presented in a kick-off meeting with SMEs as a
PowerPoint presentation (see Figure 1). The presentation also encouraged
SMEs to designate “low priority” survey questions that could be dropped
from the test questionnaire, if needed, to save time. These survey questions

were designated by light grey, rather than black, font.

The SMEs were receptive to the template and grateful to have some structure
to their task. The presentation was converted to a guidance document in
Word with additional examples and instructions (e.g., using an automatic
table of contents, inserting horizontal lines to separate the survey questions).
The examples provided were from another Census Bureau survey, so as not to
influence the ASEC revisions (see Figure 2). As the SMEs used the guidance
to create their own templates in Word, further improvements were suggested
(e.g., universes and detailed instructions on question fills were included for
each survey question). The template became an essential document, recording
all relevant information about the survey questions.

Sometimes the SMEs added information or used different formatting. For
example, one team formatted each survey question as a table, inserted skip
instructions, and specified the question type (see Figure 3). Their

embracement and adaptation of the template was a positive response.

The content of the template was passed between the SMEs and
methodologist several times for each section of the survey to continually
refine the questionnaire and goals for testing. As intended, the methodologist
used the template to guide her revisions and develop meaningful probes
that would give the SMEs the information they needed. The final version
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Research Question: Concerned that hours worked instruction is being ignored and people are reporting their
“favorite” employer or the job they went to school for instead. Particularly worried about those working in the
gig economy.

Universe: Q6 Working = Yes (1)

Q7: What is the name of your MAIN job?

If you have more than one job, answer for the job in which you work the most hours.

Name of MAIN job:

Report: Are respondents reading the instruction? Whether they read it or not, are they naming the job where
they work the most hours?

Figure 2. Example question from the guidance document (in Word)

was provided to the contractor conducting the qualitative data collection
so they too could understand the testing goals of each question and what
information was required from the interviews.

Additional Applications of the Template

Beyond the development of the survey questions and testing protocol, there
were a couple unintended outcomes of the template that supported other
steps in the cognitive testing process. With the universes included and heavily
scrutinized by the SMEs, the template was used to provide specifications to
the programmers. Also, the template became the backbone of the cognitive
testing report prepared by the contractor. For each question tested, the
contractor included the SMEs’ Research Question and survey question text.
When reporting the findings from each question, the contractor used the
information from the Report back or the specific probes (which closely
mimicked the Report back) as subheadings. See the appendix for an example.

Conclusions

The template was straightforward for the SMEs to use and motivated them
to thoughtfully consider each CAPI question and what was important for
this redesign. It provided essential support to the development and testing
process, and facilitated communication and cooperation across teams.
Regardless of the SMEs’ inexperience with qualitative interviewing or
questionnaire design, this trial found that the template was an easy tool for
non-methodologists to apply.

Even though the magnitude of the ASEC redesign effort is unique, we would
recommend the template for any size collaborative project. In our experience,
it fostered communication between the sponsor and methodologist and
provided helpful documentation. As methodologists, we also found it
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Question 2a

Research Question: HIGH PRIORITY. This is a new question restricted to the “Private health
insurance” responses for Q2. Need to test response options.

Details Notes
UNIVERSE Q2=1
QUESTION How did you get your private health insurance?
TEXT Select all that apply
FILLS Response #8 below should be the state-specific name

of the healthcare.gov portal in the respondent’s state.

PERSON-OR Person
HOUSEHOLD-
LEVEL

QUESTION Checkbox
TYPE

ANSWER LIST Current job (yours or another family member) -1
Formerjob (yours or another family member) -2
Union or professional association -3

Directly from an insurance company -4
Broker-5

State or Federal Marketplace - 6
Healthcare.gov—-7

[~State-Specific Portal Name] -8

SKIP (Q2a=1-8or Skipped) AND (Q2 NE 7 or 8)
INSTRUCTIONS = GotoQ11
(Q2a=1-8 or Skipped) AND (Q2 =7 or 8)
= GotoQ4

NON-SCREEN NA
ITEM

Report back: Does the response “Directly from an insurance company” make sense? Does the
overlap in “State or Federal Marketplace,” “Healthcare.gov,” and/or the state-specific portal
name confuse people?

Figure 3. Example of how the template was used for health insurance questions

advantageous that the template used Word, where it was easy to comment on
specific terminology or segments of the questions, track changes, and visualize
the instrument.

One lesson learned during this process was that the subtle difference between
the Research Question and the Report back was not immediately clear to
everyone. An effective clarification was that the information in the Research
Question communicates the main concern(s) with the question. The Report
back details indicators of that concern and many of those are translated into
probes. Both are helpful for the methodologist to suggest additional probes
and reporting, or improved question wording.

The template has established its place in the ASEC modernization effort’s
toolkit and is being implemented for the next round of cognitive testing.
The SMEs have noticeably improved both the format of the templates and
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their questionnaire design skills. The template, used in conjunction with the
methodologist’s comments and edits, has imparted some basic questionnaire
design principles, providing for a more efficient and harmonious redesign
process.
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Appendix

Figure A. Contractor’s format for reporting question by question results

Q31. How many weeks in total were you/they looking for work or on layoff in 2023?
weeks

Research Question: For this question, we want to test whether any additional help text is needed, noting that there are 52 weeks in a
year. How does knowing or not knowing that there are 52 weeks in a year affect their ability to provide an answer for this question?

Findings: [NOTE: INCLUDES FICTIOUS FINDINGS TO
DEMONSTRATE CONTENT]

Probe 1: How did you count the number of weeks looking for work or on
layoft? Probe if counted partial week(s)

* Only four participants received this question.
* One said “all year” and entered 52.

* One participant said “it was about 2 months” and entered 8
weeks.

* Two participants recalled the exact number of weeks;
however, they both rounded up to the nearest week.

Probe 2: Do you know how many weeks are in a year? Or are you a little
uncertain?

* The three participants who did not enter “52” knew that
there are 52 weeks in a year.

Overall, the participants found this question easy to answer. Participants
understood that there were 52 weeks in a year. There may be some concern
about recall, but participants were able to determine the number of weeks
they were looking for work or on layoff in 2023 and rounded to the nearest
week when responding.

Recommendations:

No recommendations. The question was easily understood by participants.
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