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Abstract

Some journalistic web sites regularly publish syregiestions or polls
on current public opinion issues. The goal of theaeveys is primarily to
entertain the visitors and increase the number isftsx However, these
surveys may also shape public awareness and opinitverefore, the
guality of these survey questions is not to be eeld. We studied the
guality of survey questions and response altereatipublished on three
Slovenian journalistic web sites. The quality ofethanalyzed survey
guestions and response alternatives was evaluateidg uan expert
evaluation scheme as checklist. The most strikirdicitencies of both
survey guestions and sets of response alternatares presented and
described. We show that the quality of these qoestiis often low in
comparison to professional survey questions thatused in social science
research.

1 Introduction

In the last few years journalistic web sites haveadmee increasingly popular. Such
web sites, both Slovenian and foreign, are usuadated to already existing
medid — newspapers, radio and television stations, Examples of such web
sites are www.delo.sn Slovenia and www.nytimes.com the USA.

Some of these media web sites feature short survegtgpns regarding current
public opinion issues.

A survey is a “systematic method for gathering infation from (a sample of)
entities for the purposes of constructing quantietiescriptors of the attributes of
the larger population of which the entities are rbens” (Groves et al., 2004: 2).
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Short survey questions published on journalistic wetes can thus be a
suitable method for researching public opinion.

However, this definition identifies several potettproblems that impact on
specific survey research areas: systemacy, samplindggameralization, among
others.

Surveys appearing on journalistic web sites are $mwedifferent from other
surveys. Couper (2000: 477) studied the various typesveb surveys. In his
typology, he took into consideration two main crigeri

- the probability of the selected sample of responsiant

- the type of invitation given to participants in tbervey.

According to these criteria, Couper classified veeioveys on journalistic web
sites among the group of “web surveys as entertantin@he main characteristics
of such surveys are as followtstey are nonprobability surveythey are published
on web sites and as suolpen for everyone to participgtéhey are thusurveys
with general invitationthat arerelated to current public opinion issuesll such
surveys feature close-ended questions and thusfhadresponse alternatives.

We mentioned several potential problems arisingnfrthe definition of a
survey. These problems are related to as many pateatiors in surveys. The
main division is between “measurement errors” orrdes of observation” and
“errors of nonobservation”Errors of nonobservatiomccur because the statistics
are measured on a sample instead of a populaM@asurement errorsepresent
the difference between the answer to a survey questnd the actual measured
attribute (Lozar Manfreda, 2001: 66-79 and Grovieale 2004: 40).

Web surveys are nonprobability surveys. They are tmewvitably open to
errors of nonobservation. However, this error ikrmwledged and accepted. The
primary goal of the web surveys is to entertain treters of the web site and not
to provide a realistic picture of public opinion.

Measurement errors can happen as well. Such emost often occur because
of the respondents or because of the question(nfiezar Manfreda, 2001: 66-
88). Respondent errors can hardly be preventedusgegors can minimize only
errors arising from the questionnaire. Survey guesti should thus be tested
before they are published (Lindstrom, 2004: 17-18 Hifebec, 2005).

Issues that need special attention when designiggestionnaire have been
mentioned in several studies. Among those, Lozanfkéala, Batagelj and Vehovar
emphasized two aspects as “particularly importantreggrds the design of the
Web survey questionnaire: reducing the measurenreot and the non-responsive
error affected by the design of the Web survey qoestire” (Lozar Manfreda,
Batagelj & Vehovar, 2002:2). The authors claim th&ie is known about the
basic standards for designing Web questionnairesieler, this is not surprising
for the vast majority of non-professional Web survéysich includes surveys on
journalistic web sites) (Lozar Manfreda, Batageifga/ehovar, 2002:3).
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Two primary goals of these web surveyspotls, as they are often callgds to
entertain visitors to the web sites and to incretleenumber of visits. They can
also be a useful tool to somehow “check the pulssjarding selected issues
among the public as well as being an efficient tlwolexpressing and exchanging
opinions among web site users (Couper, 2000: 2d8BLazar Manfreda, 2001: 29).

Public opinion surveys represent the opinion of theblic (sometimes we
might say “the opinion of the masses”). The pubhag shapes and “produces”
public opinion. However, we ascertained that thiatren between the public and
public opinion is a two-way interaction. The infllenthus works in the opposite
way as well (see e.g. Splichal, 1997: 190).

So even though the primary goal of web surveys isemtertain web site
visitors, they might fail to take into account thergey’'s lack of scientific
grounding. The results of such surveys could thuspbeceived as the actual
opinion of the public regarding the issue at hand.

This is true for every type of expression of publipiroon, such as in
newspapers, on television, or, in our case, on la sve2. Knowing this mechanism
and manipulating web survey results could lead te shanipulation of public
opinion. However, the results of web surveys cam &s influenced by potential
survey errors that prevent the achievement of realisesults. Both applications of
surveying are inammissible and must be avoided. Thwhy this area of research
should not be neglected.

In our research we studied and evaluated the quafitsurvey questions and
response alternatives published on three Sloveoamalistic web sites.

2 Methodology

We decided to study public opinion surveys publisibedSlovenian journalistic
web sites.

The first step was to make a list of all Slovenimagdia web sites — daily and
weekly newspapers, radio and television stations exdusively web medfa
Then we selected the web sites that featured relgulgpdated public opinion
surveys, and finally narrowed our research focushe web sites that had a
publicly accessible archive of the surveys. Threerrjalistic web sites met the
requested conditions: www.24ur.cémvww.rtvslo.sf and www.dnevnik.$i

® The difference between the terms “poll” and “swrvhas been analyzed by Schuman (1997).
While no clear distinctions between the meaningshaf two terms are acknowledged, Schuman
establishes that the first term is most often ufmdprivate sector opinion studies, while the
second is more common in government and scientdfamains. Regardless of Schuman’s
distinction, we will refer to our research targst(aveb) survey.

® Such media publish their contents and are acclkessikclusively through the World Wide
Web (Trost, 2003: 43).

" The web site of a daily news programme on a corosimeflV network.

8The Slovenian public radio and TV service.
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2.1 Characteristics of the web sites

After describing several characteristics of thessbvsites (contents, number of
published surveys, survey characteristics, averagatidm, vote-casting method,
etc.), we established a felvasic parametefor the published surveys: the number
of polls published between July'12004 and July ¥, 2005 (N), their average
duration in days (DUR), the average number of pgréicts (respondents) in each
survey (RES), the average number of participantsdpgr(RES/DAY), the number
of response alternatives, the format of responteratives’ and the frequency of
a “Don’'t know/Don’t care” answer with relation to KDK-N). Some of these
parameters are presented in the following chart:

Table 1: Some basic parameters of the web sites analyzed.

Parameter] www.24ur.com www.rtvslo.si  www.dnevnik|si
N 253 159 302
DUR 4.04 days 3.32 days 1 day
RES 2501 1164 301
RES/DAY 619 350 301
DK-N 57.8% 76.1% 27.5%
The short surveys published on the web sites weyaedldisplayed a number

of formal characteristics in common.

All the surveys were single-question polls, usualgtated to a recent or
current event or issue. A variety of topics was added, and the media
themselves covered different topics with differér®quency. The most commonly
addressed topic was domestic politics, with 20.5ceet of all the surveys
published over the course of the sample year. Damestitics was followed by
surveys regarding topical events in Slovenia (e.gdispute regarding Roma
children in a Slovenian elementary school), whiclpegred in 12.4 percent of all
surveys. Foreign politics did not receive particiastention, as only 7.6 percent of
all the surveys published addressed this topic.

None of the three web sites control access to thgiveys. Ballot-stuffing is
thus not prevented.

All three web sites offer the current survey resumtsnediately after the vote
casting process. The results are available throughbe period the survey is

° A national daily newspaper.
¥we divided the response alternatives into threeugso “Yes-No” responses, “Yes-No with
argumentation” responses and “Attitude” (or “PidletOne-that-Fits-best”) responses.
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published. After it expires, all three web sitesvaats results to a survey archive
where data from all past surveys can be acceSsed

None of the web sites posted a disclaimer explgirtire applied methodology
or the validity of the conclusions that might be winafrom such survey resulfs
Furthermore, none of the analyzed media publish néased exclusively or
mainly on the results of these short web surveyssdme cases it is quite the
opposite: www.dnevnik.si publishes surveys relatedatticles from the paper’s
latest edition. In some (albeit very rare) occasjoiie results from their own
online poll were invoked in the television news whd4 ur, but these results were
not put in the main focus.

Even though the surveys are primarly intended to réante visitors to web
sites, the possible effect of such surveys on thHdipshould not be neglected. As
we suggested above, the interaction between puwlplicion and the public is two-
way. Surveys (including short surveys in media) helpale the participant’s
feeling of involvement and perhaps even of solvpuplic matters. Furthermore,
short surveys are generally not perceived as theahoteasures of public opinion,
but as a reflection of “the pulse” surrounding tksue at hand. An assessment of
such surveys might convince journalists to rely mbeavily on advice from
survey methodologists when designing the short sugueestions.

2.2 Evaluation criteria

Among all the surveys archived on the web sitestook into consideration only
those published over the course of one year, froty It 2004 until July |
2005. From these, we then selected a distinct sanopl25 randomly chosen
guestions for each web site.

To assure the unbiased selection of questionshierthree samples, we relied
on an online application called “Research RandomiiZ&rbaniak and Plous,
2003). This application generates sequences of eusniby using a complex
algorithm seeded by the computer’s clock. The geedraaumbers are thus not
completely randomly selected, making the applicaotpseudo-random number
generator” (Urbaniak and Plous, 2003). Nonethelegs, believe the selection
process of this application was sufficiently accaradnd it met the needs of our
research.

In the table below we present the basic paramdtensmipare with Table 1) for
the analyzed questions from each media (n=25 fathadle samples).

" The existence and accessibility of the poll arehivas actually a requirement the web site
had to fulfil in order to be included in the studWeb sites that failed to fulfil all the
requirements, including this, were excluded frora study.

2 such a disclaimer is published in only one Slovanjaurnalistic web site: the web site of
the most prominent Slovenian daily newspaper, Delo.
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Table 2: Some basic parameters of the samples of analyzestigpns (n=25).

Parameter] www.24ur.comm  www.rtvslo.siwww.dnevnik.si
DUR 4.42 days 3.31 days 1 day
RES 2711 1206 347
RES/DAY 613 364 347
DK-n 76% 84% 20%

The characteristics of the samples obtained closesemble the overall
characteristics of all surveys published on sebtes in the period between
July ' 2004 and July % 2005. Therefore, we assume that these surveys are
representative of the population of surveys publisbe selected sites.

These three samples were then reviewed by expeltavan. We decided to
employ a checklist that would allow us to highlightrors of observation (or
measurement errors — the errors that originate fftaws in the questionnaire
itself).

Recently, useful checklists and guidelines regardjngstionnaire evaluation
have been developed by Statistics Sweden (Statistiatralbyran) (see e.g.
Lindstrom, 2004). Following these guidelines, wegared a checklist to suit the
characteristics of web surveying and online polliitpe checklist employed was
jointly formulated by all three authors of the res#arThe actual review and
coding was then done by the leading author.

Table 3: Survey evaluation checklist.

Survey questions Response alter natives

- The language must be simple. Formal rules

- The questions must be concise. - Alternatives must feature all possible

- Ambiguous questions must beanswers.

defined. - Extreme answers in ordinal scales must
- There must be only one issue pdye sufficiently far apart.

guestion. Fixed response alternatives

- Place and time must be determined.- Each alternative must be exhaustive.

- Hypothetical and retrospective - Each alternative must be exclusive.

questions must be carefully worded. | - There must not be too many alternatives.
- Questions that impose the answer | - “Yes-No” questions might appear too
(e.g. I agree ...) must be avoided. restrictive.

- Emotionally loaded words and - Do not force participants to answer on|a
misleading questions must be avoidedopic about which they know nothing (add
- Questions regarding opinion must bex neutral or “Don't know” answer).

balanced. - Check the order of the alternatives.
- Ensure questions are not frightening

or insulting to the participant.
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All questions from the three random samples undatveecheck according to
these criteria.

3 Research and analysis

For each survey analysed, we separately evaluatedqula¢ity of the survey
questior®and the quality of the response alternatives.

If a question or response alternative complied wvaihthe conditions from the
checklist above, we evaluated such question/altarmas being of good qualityf
a question/alternative failed to comply with one thfe conditions but the
deficiency was minor, and the question/alternativas vetill comprehensible, we
considered it acceptabl®/hen a question/alternative failed to comply wstveral
conditions or when the deficiency was sufficientlyises as to compromise the
clear and unambiguous understanding of the sunsajfjtthe question/alternative
was considered as being of poor quality

Analysis was conducted separately for the survey dquestand for the
response alternatives. The evaluation of one oftitiee components thus did not
influence the evaluation of the other componenterEfore, if a survey question
was rated as bad, the corresponding set of respaltesmatives could still be rated
as good.

Since we were evaluating survey questions in Slasefournalistic media, the
guestions were thus in the Slovene language. Whaamsliating the original text,
we tried to preserve the original meaning and wogdaf the survey in such a way
as to preserve potential deficiencies as well.

To give an idea of our evaluation criteria, we mmssome examples of the
guestions we researched and evaluated.

First we present a survey we found faultless. Botimvey question and
response alternatives complied with all the comadhisi listed in our checklist.

Do you support the spread of the European Union?
- Yes.
- No.

- Don't know./Don't care.

Now let us consider a survey with an acceptagteof response alternatives.

Do you find SaSo Re suitable for the duty of vice-president
of the Slovenian parliament?
- Yes.
- No.

- Don't care.

13 That is, the text that specifies which informatisimould be given (Lindstrém, 2004 11).
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Here the answer “Don’t care” should have been rapbdd to "Don't know,
don't care". Somebody might be interested in pdjtibut might not have an
opinion regarding this topic. We thus do not findck a set of response
alternatives exhaustive. Furthermore, it requirdest tthe participant answers the
guestion. Not to know is not the same to not care.

The proposed answer “Don’ know, don”t care” mighive been stated as a
single answer or even as two distinct answers.

This survey guestion points out a new dimensionuahssurveys, that is their
local constraint. Non-Slovenian readers who are faohiliar with Slovenian
politics most likely will not be familiar with Sas@e&e, either. However, the
research studied Slovenian journalistic web siteed the published survey
guestions are tailored to the Slovenian socio-caltenvironment. The results of
our study thus apply to them. In this particular ¢ageasting the survey answer
“Don’t care” to “Don’t know, don’t care” would sob/ this problem as well as
allowing foreign respondents who would like to peigate in the survey to simply
check this option.

Now let us consider a survey question rated as.poor
Will our national team stay in group A next year?

- Yes.

- No.

The question obviously fails to define the key thama¢ference, which is the
sport in question. Furthermore the question alsttuiees an emotionally loaded
word, since the (presumably Slovenian) national teandefined as “our”.

As for the above question’s response alternatities,survey lacks a “Don’t
know/don’t care” answer. We cannot expect everybadye a sports enthusiast.

We continue with a set of response alternatives wearated as pooHere the
alternatives are neither analogous nor exhausiihe. proposed alternatives were
most likely prepared subjectively, so there shouldbkeast the answer “other”.

What would make you happiest?
- A better education.
- A better job.
- To have a partner.
- A house and a car.
- lam happy.

- Don’'t know.

Here is another example of a set of response atees that was rated as poor
Do you trust Slovenian journalists?
- Completely.
- In part.
- Seldom.
- Not at all.

- Don't care.
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Such a set of response alternatives would fit &eoeht question. A proper
guestion (for this set of response alternativesyidne to what exterdo you trust
Slovenian journalists? However, since the two syurgemponents were analyzed
independently from one another and the questiortselfiis good, the deficiency
lies in the response alternatives.

The use of scales of answers is common in sciendifirvey methodology. To a
minor extent we also encountered scales in respafteenatives in these three
surveys. However, the answers presented above dreoneectly distributed. The
two ends of the scale — “Completely” and “Not at allare not sufficiently distant.
If we presume that the answer “in part” is the nuedivalue on the answer scale,
then the inclusion of the option “seldom” requirdee addition of the answer
“mostly” (or “more often than not”).

4 Results

Below we separately present the results for theesuguestion analysis and for the
response alternative analysis.

The share of good questioms around two-thirds for all three journalistic lwe
sites. There is a small component of acceptahlestions and a component of
badly formulated questions ranging from 20 percent veww.rtvslo.si to 28
percent on www.dnevnik.si (Figure 1).

Survey questions

www.24ur.com www.rtvslo.si www.dnevnik.si

Website

@ Good quality OO0 Acceptable EPoor quality

Figure 1: Rating of survey questions.
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The share of well formulated questions published tbe www.24ur.com
website was 68 percent. The most common flaw antbagjuestions rated as poor
was inadequate explanation of the questions’ keycepnh Such a mistake was
encountered five times. In several cases, ambiguexgressions and even
metaphors were used, which seriously compromiseeancunderstanding of the
guestion.

Sometimes the correct meaning of such ambiguousequs could be deduced
from the contemporary media or social context. Sagrocedure is not acceptable
in scientific research. In our opinion it is alsnacceptable for such short media
surveys. It requires that participants associateregfces in the survey to current
events, which does not comply with the need for ajue interpretation of the
survey question.

The share of well formulated questions for www.ltvsi is slightly lower
compared to the other media. However, owing to rgda share of “acceptable”
guestions, the share of poorly formulated questienalso lower in comparison
with www.24ur.com.

Again several survey questions posted on this weblacked clarification of
ambiguous terms. Metaphors are here avoided; howewe determined another
inconsistency, namely, the use of plurals insteathefgrammatical singular. All
surveys allowed only one answer to be chosen from gbe of response
alternatives, so the use of the plural is incorgaad misleading.

The largest share of flawless questions was recbate the www.dnevnik.si
web site. However, it is interesting that this weibe also featured the highest
number of badly formulated questions (72 percent2®@ercent, respectively).

The most common deficiency among the survey questiongww.dnevnik.si
was again ambiguity about the topic reference. Funtlore, several questions
were formulated very broadly, generally failing to idef the question’s key
concept.

The surveys on www.dnevnik.si were the only surveysedlly related to
articles published in the newspaper (as well ashenweb site). However, despite
the clear relation to the topic at hand, the la¢kaokey reference in a survey
guestion cannot be accepted.

The main flaw in the survey questions evaluatedlinlaee media was thus
that the questions were simply not clear enoughs Mwas most manifest in the
lack of explanation of key thematic references dmuse of ambiguous terms.

The results are rather different for the evaluawwdnhe response alternatives.

Here the share of good sets of response alterrmatsrenuch smaller. Only on
one web site (www.rtvslo.si) did we count more thaaf the sets of response
alternatives as being good or faultless. On thesiotivo web sites, the share of
good sets of response alternatives did not exceedtloird of all sets. We thus
registered shares of poor and unacceptable ansaeging from 36 percent to as
much as 68 percent (Figure 2).
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Response alternatives

www.24ur.com www.rtvslo.si www.dnevnik.si

Website

M Good quality O Acceptable E Poor quality

Figure 2: Rates of clusters of answers.

The share of well formulated sets of response rdtieves for www.24ur.com
was 32 percent. Nine sets of response alternaf{B@percent of all sets) were not
exhaustive, lacking one or more alternatives thatild reasonably have been
expected. Here we also counted the sets lackingl alon’t know/l don’t care
answer”.

It seems as if the sets of response alternativesvem.24ur.com tend to
include only those responses that are somehow nmesdiin the media that report
the event. This does not come as a surprise butegronedia reliance on media
discourse; nonetheless, other valid response altiwes should not be neglected.
A possible solution would be the consistent inabusof the answer “Other”.

Another common inaccuracy was the inconsistent giolu and formulation of
the “I don’t know/I don’t care” answer. We acknowtged that the surveys on this
web site featured at least six different types o$vesr in this category. Some of
them formulated “I don’t know/l don’t care” as angle answer, while others made
a distinction between the two (thus not always idahlg both in a single set of
response alternatives). In our opinion such an anshould be included in all sets
of response alternatives. Considering the fact shiavey questions on journalistic
web sites are not scientific surveys, a single amsweluding both formulations
would be adequate.

The highest percentage of good sets of responsenalives was recorded on
www.rtvslo.si and reached 56 percent of the seteesponses that were analyzed.
36 percent of the sets of responses were judgéeé fmoor.

Again, some of the sets of response alternativekeld an “I don’t know/I
don’t care” answer. Another curious fault was alsecorded, namely, the
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inappropriate use of ordinal scales. Twice in tweiine sets of answer categories
the proposed alternatives are not evenly distributed

Although www.dnevnik.si proved to be the most swstal in formulating
guestions, only 28 percent of the sets of respotigenatives published on this
web site proved to be good. 68 percent of setsesponse alternatives were
categorized as bad.

The most common fault was the lack of an “I dombkv/I don’t care” answer,
which was missing in 15 sets of responses. We $mch answer to be mandatory
at least in the questions that aim to record ongision.

Furthermore, several sets of responses were naustive, and once again an
inappropriate ordinal scale was used.

A particular type of inaccuracy appeared in this 8#b’s surveys, namely, the
inconsistent application of certain grammaticalesul Most inconsistent were the
use of capital letters at the beginning of eachraktive and the use of a comma or
a period at their end.

The most common deficiencies of the sets of respa@iternatives in all three
media analyzed were thus in order:

- The lack of a “Don't know./Don't care” answer wheexressary.

- The response alternatives were not exhaustive soretble alternatives

were missing.

- The answers were not exclusive — they were not alwmaysue and

independent from each other.

A rather rare, but statistically interesting inacwy was the use of
inappropriate ordinal scales in two media.

5 Conclusion

In our research we studied the quality of survey tjaas published on journalistic
web sites. To this end, we analyzed three randonpkesrof 25 questions from
three Slovenian journalistic web sites. We analy#tesl survey questions and the
response alternatives separately.

In the first part of our paper we discussed thecfion of short web surveys on
journalistic web sites. Such surveys both measum @mduce public opinion.
Research into their quality and validity is thus agpprate.

We discovered that only approximately two thirds loé survey questions are
of good quality. The situation is even worse and shares are nearly inverted
when it comes to the response alternatives.

The surveys have been evaluated by expert evaluakioe.checklist employed
was to a large extent derived from the guidelinethe Swedish Statistics Bureau
(Lindstrém, 2004). This evaluation method can béject to criticism. It is a
gualitative method of evaluation and thus partiaflybjective. However, the
evaluation checklist is known and published, sodhalysis can be repeated.
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Poor survey questions badly and inaccurately refletia public opinion so
such mistakes should be minimized. We find our aeste to be the first step
towards improving the quality of survey questions Slovenian journalistic web
sites. The results we obtained confirmed our assiomghat such surveys are far
from faultless. Among the topics that might be het researched in this field are
both production analyses of such short surveys (hadiareality is created) and
their reception analyses (how survey results aregmeed and thus how media
create reality).
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